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Prologue

 


Gaelyn

 


 


The taste of copper filled her mouth, harsh
and metallic. Her eyes trailed down to the remains of the woman
cooling before her. Her stomach growled at the sight of so much
meat but she fought back the instinct to feed. She had scanned the
woman’s mind while in the womb and no matter how broken the woman
had been, she had loved the child growing inside her. In her
scattered mind, the woman had believed her a child formed of love
with a man named Hawk. The dead woman had even picked names for the
child inside her, Emily if it was a girl and Jonathan if a boy. The
woman had refused to believe a monster grew inside her. In her
mind, she had pictured a pink, squirming little baby.

She shifted uncomfortably at the thought. She
didn’t want to consider herself a monster, and yet she was no baby
as the woman had imagined. Just the few shreds of meat she had
consumed had helped her grow considerably. By human standards her
body was the size of one of their toddlers. Her mind, however, was
far advanced beyond that. She knew what the woman had known. She
had spent long hours in that broken mind, sorting through the
knowledge. Reaching hesitantly, she ran a finger across the dead
woman’s cheek, brushing back the strands of brown hair that hung
over her empty eyes. Her talon scored a narrow groove in the dead
flesh and she hastily pulled her small hand back. She hadn’t meant
to kill the woman any more than she had meant to damage the dead
flesh with her talon. It had been pure instinct that demanded she
tear herself free of the prison of flesh.

Settling back on her heels, she stared down
at the corpse, unsure what to do. She knew the others watched her.
She could feel their eyes on her back. They wondered why she didn’t
feed. If she didn’t feed soon, it was possible they would claim the
meat. It was also possible they would consider her defective.
Moving slowly, she edged to the other side of the corpse and placed
her back against the thick stone wall. The others shifted, watching
her, their eyes glimmering like dark jewels in the faint light of
the room. With hunger and disgust warring inside her, she reached a
taloned hand down to the corpse and cut a strip of flesh from the
arm. Gingerly, she took the first bite, chewing slowly and trying
to think of it as only meat and not as the dead woman that had
considered herself mother.

With each strip of meat she ate, she felt her
body pushing against its current size. Muscles developed, bones
grew, and senses became more acute. Closing her eyes, she cut strip
after strip from the corpse, relishing in the taste of the blood
and hating herself for enjoying it. It took all of her will to keep
the predatory instincts down. She could feel the growl deep in her
chest. The gaze of the others upon her hadn’t lessened and her
primal side told her to warn them away. If they came closer, she
would defend herself by talon and fang as needed. It wasn’t a fight
she would win, there were seven of them in the room. Not all of
them would walk away, though. She would ensure that.

By the time her hunger was sated, she was red
to the elbows in sticky, drying blood. Careful to keep her eyes
from the once beautiful face of the dead woman, she moved down the
wall and away from what remained. The others would feed on the
remaining meat and she had no desire to see that. Never taking her
gaze from the others, she followed the wall until it ended in a
rough wooden door. With her back to the door she slipped out and
into the dark hallway. She sniffed the air and then focused on the
inner sense that linked her with her brethren to see how many
lurked in the shadows beyond. There were more to the left than
right.

Pushing the door shut behind her silently,
she paced down the hall to the right. The dead woman had no
knowledge of the layout of this place, only a name for it, Eldagar.
By what the woman had known of Eldagar and her current
surroundings, she guessed herself to be somewhere below the
fortress in the labyrinth of storage rooms. With senses alert, she
moved swiftly and quietly through turn after turn, always choosing
the path with the fewest Blights.

She didn’t want to associate with the things.
She may be one of them, but that didn’t mean she was happy about
it. In the dead woman’s mind, pushed back to the furthest corners,
there had been memories of the Blights and what they had done to
the villages of Gaelyn. Farther back than that had been the
memories of what they had done to Hawk, the man that should have
been her father. To kill was a necessity for any predator. To
torment and torture during the kill was corruption of the hunt.
Torture was the only word to describe the way Hawk had died. With a
frown, she focused on her surroundings and left the memories for
when she was in a secure location. It wouldn’t take long for the
Blights to realize she was not like them. What they did from there
was beyond her field of guessing.

Her pace slowed as the air began to change.
The thick dank smell of the undergrounds was fading. If there was a
slant or rise to the floor she couldn’t tell, but the air seemed
fresher. She was nearing the surface. The dead woman’s mind had
contained memories of the surface, many memories. If she could make
it to the wild lands her dead mother’s memories would guide her
away from this place. She tested the air again before moving on.
There was something there, a scent that seemed out of place in this
hive. Cautiously, she moved forward silently. Something shifted in
the halls beyond. The shadows themselves seemed to stir before her.
It was a strange and yet familiar scent in the air - prey, human.
It didn’t make sense for the smell of prey to be so near the main
hive without the scent of fear or blood thick in it. She tested the
air again, searching for any signs of blood. She froze again as a
form moved from the shadows.

“Charm,” she whispered, as the dead woman’s
memories identified the ragged blond man before her. His armor was
filthy and torn and his long blond braid was matted with filth, but
still she recognized him. She hadn’t meant to speak aloud and
kicked herself silently for it. Clamping one small hand over her
mouth she held her breath as the rogue scanned the room with a
frantic gaze.

“Who’s there?” he whispered, his voice harsh
with disuse. One slender hand had dropped to the pommel of his
dagger and his muscles were tense. His gaze flickered to the window
behind him and she could tell he was on the verge of flight.

Biting her tongue, she remained silent,
watching him with curiosity. The dead woman had liked this man and
he was heading for his death if he continued down this hall. All
she would have to do is speak again and he would likely bolt. She
could practically feel his paranoia. His eyes had a wild look in
them, not fear exactly, but close. A tickle at the back of her
senses pulled her focus from the rogue. She could feel a group of
her fellow Blights approaching behind her. If they found him here,
he was dead, and her mother had liked him.

“Run, they are coming,” she hissed in a voice
barely above a whisper.

His reaction was immediate. He didn’t
question where the words came from, he simply fled. He was out the
window and moving rapidly through the shadows within a breath.
Glancing back over her shoulder once more, she snarled and followed
him through the window. The memories she had of the rogue were of a
good man, and a good man wouldn’t survive in a hell like Eldagar
without help. She would watch him and guard him. Perhaps that would
make amends to the dead woman. She hadn’t meant to kill her mother.
Perhaps if she kept this man alive, mother’s spirit would rest
easier.


Chapter 1

 


Sanctuary

 


 


The clash of steel came with a rapidity that
gave it a sort of music. Jala shifted in the grass and rested her
head more comfortably against Marrow’s side. The Bendazzi lay
sprawled behind her, his sides rising and falling with the slow
rhythm of sleep. She ran a hand gently through the soft white fur
of his neck and continued to watch her husband. From her vantage
she had a perfect view of the sparring match between Finn and
Valor. Her eyes were locked on Finn, watching his every move. His
bronzed skin was gleaming with sweat despite the chill of the day.
She felt a smile creep onto her lips as she watched him. His
graceful dodges were swiftly followed by a series of quick jabs
that kept Valor on guard for most of the matches. Finn was living
art in her mind, a beauty to behold, and he was hers. The smile
grew wider. her hand absently traced the tattoo on her arm. It
signified their marriage. Even from this distance, Finn’s matching
tattoo stood out against his skin like a beacon. Her mind began to
drift with thoughts of those arms wrapped around her, the
remembered scent of him, and his breath hot on her neck. She longed
to bury her fingers in his thick tawny hair as he kissed her. A
flutter drifted through her and she felt her pulse increase
slightly. A muffled curse from the sparring yard brought her
sharply back to the present to watch as Finn stepped back from
Valor with blood dripping down his bare chest.

“What was that?” Valor demanded, lowering his
own blade. His long silver hair was plastered to his head with
sweat and he was breathing quickly. He glowered at Finn, his blue
eyes filled with irritation.

“Nothing,” Finn snapped, his gaze locked on
the wound that stretched from his shoulder and traced a ragged line
down his ribs. The sides of the wound were already mending
together. Finn healed with such a speed that most of the time he
didn’t even notice the smaller wounds. That one had to be deep to
get him to step away from a fight.

“Bloody hell it was nothing, I know you could
have parried that,” Valor pressed but Finn waved him off and moved
in for another attack before Valor could protest further.

“Care to return your attention to studies
before you get him killed?” Jail asked. He was sitting a few feet
from Jala with a look of pure amusement on his face. A large book
lay open in his lap, though he hadn’t looked at its pages at all
from what Jala had seen. As usual, his dark hair was pulled back in
a tail, revealing the tattoos that ran round the sides of his head.
She often wondered what they symbolized but hadn’t found the proper
moment to ask. Her friends cultures were so diverse she never knew
what was improper to speak of and what wasn’t.

“Leave her alone, she is in love. I think
it’s sweet,” Wisp cut in with a sigh. The Fae sprawled in the grass
not far away, with a map spread in front of her. She had one elbow
propping her off the ground with her dainty chin resting in the
palm of her hand. A long tendril of black curls fell down over one
side of her face, giving her a tousled look. “I’m seeing a lot we
could do to improve things here, but I’m not sure how we can do it
without anyone knowing who is doing it,” Wisp added, and Jala
wasn’t sure if she was talking to her or to Neph who was propped up
beside her looking half asleep.

“Wait, no, this has merit. If she gets him
killed, the damn ringing of metal will surely stop,” Neph grumbled,
and leaned forward to look at Wisp’s map.

“It will be replaced with wails of sorrow
which is infinitely louder, Neph,” Jail pointed out mildly.

“True,” Neph agreed halfheartedly and turned
his attention fully to the map. “It’s the Merro district, Wisp.
Anything we do will be an improvement there. That’s one of the
worst parts of the city.”

“It won’t be if we can just figure out how
silently to repair it,” Wisp countered.

“I say we just announce who she is and bugger
them all. This secrecy shit is getting old,” Neph grumbled, leaning
back once more to rest his weight on his arms. Of all her friends,
Neph was easily the most intimidating. Jail was larger and more
heavily muscled and Finn had a quick temper, but Neph had mastered
the art of scowling to a fine perfection. That, combined with his
dark leather armor and sharp tongue, made most stay clear of his
path.

“It’s been two weeks since we agreed to keep
the secret. Are you truly out of patience already?” Jail asked,
shaking his head at Neph in what might have been disgust.

“You are losing her attention again. I can
see her gaze drifting back to pretty boy,” Neph motioned toward
Jala and she blushed.

“Sorry,” Jala mumbled and sat up, rubbing her
face. Marrow shifted behind her and stretched. “It’s just …, I’m
sorry, I don’t know what exactly it is. I’m just having trouble
concentrating,” she gave Jail a weak smile and shrugged.

“You are in love, that’s what it is.
Everything else is secondary as it should be,” Wisp chirped happily
and beamed a smile at Jala. The bright gleam in Wisp’s green eyes
drew an answering smile from Jala. Wisp was always in a good mood.
It was impossible not to feel better when the Fae was around.

“A goofy smile most of the time, difficulty
focusing, (which I might add you already had a terrible time with),
and daydreaming. Yes, you are most definitely afflicted,” Neph said
in a tone that suggested he thought it might be contagious. Jala
watched him, half expecting him to scoot farther away from her.

“Love is not an affliction,” Wisp snapped and
kicked Neph lightly.

With a loud clearing of his throat, Jail once
again captured her attention and she grinned at him. “Please ask
again. I promise I will pay attention. I am fully focused now,”
Jala said with a bit of chagrin.

“Who in Sanctuary holds the most power? I
mean the world, not the city,” Jail repeated and leaned back,
giving her time to think.

Crossing her legs under her, Jala folded her
hands in her lap and considered the question. It was a loaded
question, she knew. There were so many ways to answer it. Since
they had returned to the city two weeks ago, these sessions had
become a routine in the mornings. On every free day, Jail would sit
and help her catch up on her classes and ask her random questions
and she was beginning to figure out how to best answer him. It
wasn’t one simple answer Jail was looking for. He wanted her to
consider the question more than anything else.

“It’s the goblins. Little do we know they are
about to take over the world,” Neph said dryly.

“And you shall be the king of them,” Wisp
rose and bowed mockingly in Neph’s direction. “Hail, the Goblin
King,” she called loudly as she dropped back to her prone position
in the grass.

“You mock now. Just wait, little girl,” Neph
warned with a smirk.

Jala tried to fight back a smile and forced
herself to ignore their banter. With a deep sigh, she locked her
gaze with Jail’s. “I want to say the High Houses, but that’s too
obvious and it’s the cheap answer that anyone would give. You
aren’t looking for the common answer here. You are looking for my
answer.”

With a slight nod, Jail motioned for her to
continue. “And your answer is?”

“My answer is that it changes too quickly to
judge accurately. It isn’t simply the houses that hold power in
Sanctuary. The mercenaries hold power, the Fionaveir hold a sort of
power, and the merchants hold power. It shifts by the hour
depending on countless things. Something as simple as a rumor can
shift power in Sanctuary.” She paused, frowning, and gave another
shrug. “If I absolutely had to say one thing that holds power above
all others all the time, I’ll say the commons. They outnumber us
and they provide our food. While they are not strong magically,
without them we would suffer,” she said finally, not even pausing
for a breath as she spoke.

Jail seemed to consider her words and gave
her a weak shrug. “We can make food with magic, though it does have
side effects if eaten too long. And while they do outnumber us,
most High Lords could kill an entire country with little effort.
The only thing that stops them is the fear of other High Lords
taking advantage of their temporary weakness from using that sort
of power,” He countered.

“True, and that is what gives the commons
power. If we had to do everything they do with our magic we would
all be drained and at risk,” she replied with as much confidence as
she could muster. In truth she was beginning to doubt her own
theory.

“Well, considering how bloody many commons
there are, most of the food they supply, they eat. In Delvay, we
don’t have many commons. They are generally too weak to survive in
the mountains,” Neph added.

“I would say personally it’s the Aspects,”
Wisp said looking up from her map.

“The Aspects have power with the commons, but
when it comes to the High Houses they are just another challenge.
Most High Lords don’t spare them a second thought. They are here
for the commons,” Jail objected mildly.

“It’s me. I have the most power in all of
Sanctuary. Tremble before me,”

Jala looked up sharply to see Finn grinning
down at her. She hadn’t noticed the swords had stopped ringing or
even heard him approach. Smiling up at him she shook her head. “I
have to disagree,” she said with a raised eyebrow.

“Well then, you will be the first that I
smite,” Finn returned and dropped into the grass beside her.
Leaning over, he gave her a quick kiss and then sat back, wiping
sweat from his face. “You don’t want me too close right now, I
don’t think. Ode to swordplay isn’t a pleasant smell,”

“I don’t mind,” she replied, leaning over
against him. Grinning up at him, she rested her head against his
shoulder. He smelled strongly of sweat and the oil he used on his
swords, but it was comforting to her. Both were smells that she had
grown used to in her time with Finn.

“And that’s it, no more coherent thoughts
from her today,” Neph broke in and stood, quickly shaking his head
and frowning at Finn. “Congratulations, Finn, your presence kills
brain cells, but then I was saying that long before you met
Jala.”

“But they are so happy when they die,” Finn
replied with a grin.

“Happily dying brain cells,” Neph said dryly,
shaking his head again. “I’m leaving. I have better things to do
than witness the cooing and cuddling. Come see me this evening
without your cretin, Jala, and we will work on magic.” Turning,
Neph headed out of the garden, striding quickly for their hall.

“Completely asexual,” Valor said quietly
drawing the words out as he watched Neph leave. Turning back to
Jala, he smiled. “We are going by Arovan’s holdings today before we
head to the Merro district. I have a surprise for you,” He said
with a smile and then sniffed the air lightly. “But first, I’m
going to bathe and change. I think I might possibly smell worse
than Finn,” With a slight bow of his head, Valor turned to leave
and Finn rose to follow.

“Have to excuse me for a bit. Having Valor
say I stink is the last straw. I’m going to bathe too. I’ll be back
shortly. Jail, keep her company for me would ya,” Finn said,
brushing grass off of himself quickly. “Val, wait up,” He called
over his shoulder and jogged off after the knight.

Jala smiled, watching Finn playfully smack
Valor in the shoulder as he caught up and then looked back at Jail.
“I’m going to revise my answer,” she said with a faint smile.

Raising an eyebrow Jail nodded. “To what?” he
asked.

“To me, Finn really does hold the most power.
His opinion, his mood, his desires, they all mean more to me than
anyone else’s. Therefore, he has the most power over me. It falls
back on priority I suppose. To an Avanti, a banker likely has the
most power. to Valor, it’s his father. To a common, it’s their
ruling High Lord. Power is judged by the individual looking for it,
and every answer will be different,”

“Do you really think Finn holds power over
you?” Jail asked.

Smiling, she shook her head slightly. “Not in
the sense you are implying. I do not exist on his whim, but in a
sense, yes, he does. It is a mutual power, though. My feelings hold
as much sway over him, I think,” she answered and sighed. “I’m not
sure if I’m explaining myself well,” she admitted.

“No, you are. I understand you. What you are
saying is that there are different degrees of power and motivation
and the power you answer to is Love,” Wisp said, sitting back up
and turning to face them. Grass stuck to the front of her dark
green tunic but she didn’t seem to notice. “Valor answers to his
father for the same reason, love. Whereas the Avanti look to the
banker out of greed and most commons look up to their High Lords
out of fear or respect. You are saying emotions are connected with
who we see as powerful.”

Nodding slowly Jail smiled. “That is an
answer with thought behind it, much better than a simple High Lords
answer,” he said with approval. “Not necessarily the correct
answer, but the questions I ask generally don’t have a correct
answer. Here is your next question. You can have all afternoon to
think up an answer,” He paused until she met his gaze. “Why did the
Guardians make Sanctuary the way they did?” he asked.

“Bugger, glad you play the question game with
him rather than me. I’d strangle him,” Wisp said, shaking her head
slightly. “I think the first step we should do for Merro is find
healers to work there, by the way. If you like, I could do some
checking around while you are off with Val and Finn,”

“Thank you so much, Wisp. I’d truly
appreciate that. From what I hear, healers are desperately needed
there. I’m afraid I haven’t had the chance to look around in that
district at all. I’m not really sure what to expect,” Jala said and
sighed.

“Think of the worst possible slums and the
most poverty and sickness you can imagine. That should have you
braced well enough for when you see how bad it really is,” Jail
said quietly. “The last winter was really hard on that district, as
well as the Greenwild district. Plague hit with a vengeance and
starvation hit not long after. Shade did a bit to improve it, but
it wasn’t enough.”

“Maybe Sovann’s moving his warehouse there
will help a bit. At least people will have a chance to make some
money that way,” Wisp offered.

Jala nodded, not wanting to speak. These were
her people they were talking about. The ones Symphony and the rest
of the Fionaveir expected her to lead. How much hate must they have
built up for the High Lords by now after living in filth for so
long? From what she had learned at the Academy, her Bloodline had
been a cruel one. Frowning, she wondered what reaction her people
would have when they learned the Merrodin Bloodline wasn’t truly
dead.

 


* * *

 


“So, are you going to give me any hint as to
why we are going to see your family?” Jala asked.

Valor cast a glance back at her and smiled,
shaking his head. He was walking a few feet ahead of them and
seemed in a much bigger hurry than Finn who paced beside her, idly
twisting branches from the garden plants as they walked toward the
stables.

“I take it you don’t get along with his
family?” Jala asked looking over at Finn with a raised eyebrow.

He looked up sharply from a lily he was
dismembering and grinned. “No, I get along with Honor fine, almost
as well as I do Valor. That’s not at all what I was thinking
about.” Shrugging, he left off with the plants and tossed the
mutilated stalk aside. “I’ve heard some rumors the last week or so
and it’s got me wondering.”

“What kind of rumors?” she asked.

“High Lord Blackwolf is summoning people from
Sanctuary to help in defense of Glis. High Lord Delvayon is calling
his swords. It just doesn’t seem to be a very good time to be a
small fish. I’m trying to figure out how to build your power
quickly,” he replied letting out a sigh.

“Our power,” she corrected.

He shook his head and smiled at her. “Your
power. I want nothing to do with politics. I’ll help you with
whatever I can, but I don’t want the power at all,”

“They aren’t just rumors, Finn,” Valor cut
in, turning to walk backwards as he spoke. “That’s why we have to
get this done now. It won’t be long before Arovan is pulling people
back home as well. My brother hinted, the last time we spoke, that
father might recall me. Things are bad in Glis,”

“What’s going on there?” Jala asked, looking
between the two of them.

“From what I understand, no one really knows.
Some say Kali has created a new threat, others blame Rivasa or
Nerathane,” Valor said with a shrug and paused in step for them to
catch up. “I hear that most of Gaelyn’s commons are dead and people
are disappearing from Glis now,” he said in a near whisper as he
fell into step beside them.

“I heard the same. I don’t think its Rivasa
or Nerathane,” Finn replied.

“Who is Kali?” Jala broke in, confusion clear
in her voice.

“Kali the mad. Kali the cruel. Kali the
wicked,” Valor chimed, giving the words a musical quality. He
grinned wickedly as he spoke as if the words were forbidden
ones.

“She is a geneticist that is a bit off in the
head,” Finn replied and swept his gaze around the garden as if he
expected her to appear. To see the two of them acting nervous just
talking about someone was a bit shocking to Jala. She had yet to
see anything that scared Finn and Valor didn’t seem too different
in that respect.

“That’s putting it mildly. She is what the
stories would call a mad scientist. She abducts people for spare
body parts. She creates monsters to try to kill us off,” Valor
said, his tone low and ominous. He motioned toward Marrow and spoke
even quieter. “She created the Bendazzi, the only predators on
Sanctuary that the people of Glis cannot find affinity for. She
created the serpents and most of the countries lost their naval
forces not long after.”

“She is the boogie man for immortals,” Finn
cut in and rolled his eyes at Valor. “Really, for those kinds of
stories we should be sitting around a campfire. Kali is mostly
reputation. People tell their children scary stories about her and
the fear of her grows from that. I sincerely doubt if she is as bad
as the stories make her sound.”

“Why are all of those people by the stable?”
Jala asked, pausing in her steps. Both Finn and Valor stopped and
looked ahead at her words, the matter of Kali completely forgotten.
There were perhaps twenty in all and laughter rippled through the
crowd. She couldn’t see what their attention was on from where they
stood, nor did she know anyone there.

“That’s Wesler and Tombrey closest to us,
both Avanti lordlings. This is not something we want to approach,”
Valor said after a moment’s consideration.

“I see Nigel standing on the left. I can ask
him quietly what’s going on,” Finn offered, motioning toward a dark
haired man standing amidst three or four brightly dressed
women.

“I’m telling you we don’t want to approach
this, it’s bait,” Valor repeated, his tone filled with warning.

“Bait?” Jala asked, raising an eyebrow.

“There is gossip going around that Shade left
Cassia for you, and then you refused him so he left Sanctuary
completely. Cassia is in an outrage over it. She doesn’t play well
with those she considers rivals,” Valor explained.

“I’m hardly a rival of hers, beside I’m
married to Finn now. That should prove I’m not a rival,” Jala
objected, shaking her head.

“Are you really expecting her to use logic?”
Finn asked with a chuckle. “No, sorry, that’s just not Cassia’s way
of doing things,” Taking her arm gently he pulled her off of the
path to approach the stables from the back. “Val is right though,
better to avoid this,”

“Nothing good at all when Cassia is involved.
She is a vindictive bitch even when there is no reason to be
vindictive,” Valor agreed.

Casting another look toward the crowd, Jala
nodded slightly and followed Finn. More laughter rippled through
the crowd but she noticed not everyone was laughing. A few looked
disgusted. Fighting back her curiosity, she focused her attention
on the ground and made herself keep pace with Finn.

“I don’t know where he is,” a familiar voice
wailed from inside the circle.

“Finn, that was Madren,” Jala said, freezing
in place.

Nodding slightly, Finn tugged on her arm
again. He turned to look at her with a frown as she held her
ground. “And it’s not our business. I don’t even like Madren,
Jala,” he said with a hint of pleading in his voice.

“I personally despise the little worm,” Valor
said calmly.

More laughter erupted from the crowd and Jala
pulled her arm free of Finn. “He helped me in the Tolanteer,” she
reminded him.

“And we didn’t truly need the help. Have you
already forgotten his drugged candy, his midnight serenades, him
watching you sleep?” Finn asked with a heavy sigh.

“No, I haven’t forgotten, but regardless, I
will not just ignore Cassia tormenting someone who has tried to
help me. Even if it is Madren,” she said, returning his frown.

“Please don’t do this,” Finn said quietly.
There was pleading in his dark green eyes.

“Finn has it right here, Jala, it’s not our
business,” Valor said, taking her other arm and attempting to help
Finn move her.

“Aren’t you a knight, Valor?” she asked,
turning her frown to him instead of Finn. She didn’t like seeing
that look from Finn and was glad for the excuse to turn away.

“I am, and your point is?” Valor answered
with a raised eyebrow, looking unperturbed.

“Aren’t you supposed to defend the weak?” she
asked. Her violet eyes narrowed and she did her best to stare him
down.

“Weak yes, weak obnoxious perverts, no. It’s
a flexible code really,” Valor replied and glanced over to Finn who
was no longer attempting to prod her along. He wore a look of
resignation instead.

“Fine. If you two won’t do anything, I will,”
she said, glaring at both of them. “I’m not afraid of Cassia,” she
added, turning to head toward the crowd.

“It’s not that we are afraid,” Valor began,
sounding rather indignant.

“Don’t bother. Let’s just get this over
with,” Finn said, cutting him off. She heard him fall into step
behind her. His irritation washed over her through their link and
her frown deepened.

The dark haired man turned to regard them as
they approached and quickly stepped back from the crowd making his
way toward Finn. He was dressed finely in black and gold and had
the look of nobility about him, though Jala didn’t know of any
houses that held those colors as their own. She barely spared him a
second glance as Marrow cleared a path to the center. She tried not
to smile as people scrambled out of the Bendazzi’s way. It was
rather satisfying to see their discomfort, though. Most around the
Academy tried desperately to ignore the Bendazzi from a distance,
but once the cat got close their terror of him was obvious.

Don’t feel bad about wanting to smile. I’m
having to fight down the urge to snarl just to see them run for
shelter. I think it would be much simpler for both of us if I just
eat Cassia, Marrow, said his amusement clear in his tone.

“Just tell me where he is, Madren. Stop
lying. I know you know where he went.” Cassia’s voice cut through
the crowd’s murmur like a whip.

“I don’t, though,” Madren said in a
whimper.

Stepping around the last few people, Jala saw
Madren hanging limp between two men she didn’t know. They held him
firmly by the arms, preventing him from fleeing. Madren’s face was
a ruin. His eyes were blackened and lips broken and bleeding. From
the looks of him they had been at this sport for a while. A third
man stood by Cassia with a smile stretched across his handsome
face. He had the same delicate bone structure as Cassia and hair
that was a deep gold. The sleeves to his red shirt were rolled up
to the elbows and the skin on his knuckles was torn.

“You must truly be a masochist,” the man
drawled, pulling his arm back for another swing at the helpless
Madren.

“I thought brawling in Sanctuary held penalty
of death,” Jala called loudly before the man could strike
again.

All attention turned to regard her. Most of
the gazes were cold but a few held curiosity.

“Is this the peasant whore who has been
causing you such trouble, sister?” the man asked, looking Jala over
as if she were a horse up for sale. He stepped toward her and
smiled coldly, “Not a bad package,” he said in low tones.

“Release Madren. This is ridiculous. It’s
like beating a child, Cassia,” Jala said, ignoring the man.

“Shall we question you instead, peasant girl?
I have to say that would be infinitely more entertaining for me,”
Cassia purred. As usual she was dressed impeccably and her every
move drew attention to her beauty.

Num, num, dead bitch, full Bendazzi, there
is no down side here, Marrow said as he moved forward to stand
between Jala and Cassia’s far too attentive brother.

“I think you will find me much harder to
subdue than Madren. He doesn’t fight back,” Jala warned. She felt
Marrow tense beside her and knew if this went violent someone would
die, the Bendazzi would see to that.

“Oh, and she is feisty too,” the blond man
said with a grin and started to move toward her again, though he
was keeping a respectful eye on Marrow as he did so.

“One more step, Nate, and I’ll send you back
to daddy in pieces,” Finn’s voice came from behind her and he
quickly stepped up beside Marrow who was now crouching, waiting the
moment to pounce.

“And I’ll cover up the mess nicely so the
Justicars never hear of it,” Valor said, cheerfully stepping up to
stand on her other side. Jala contained her sigh of relief and
smiled pleasantly at Cassia. “Please release Madren. He doesn’t
know what you want him to tell you,” she tried again, keeping her
voice calm.

“Finn dear, I really don’t think you want to
be involved in this. Try to retain some of your reputation, please.
When I offered you money to befriend the little whore I really
didn’t think you would take it this far. I just wanted her away
from Shade,” Cassia said, her voice dripping with contempt. A few
whispers and muffled laughter filtered through the crowd and Cassia
smiled with satisfaction.

“My wife is not a whore and I take great
offense in you calling her that.” He paused as a louder ripple of
chatter ran through the crowd at his words. “If you really want to
talk about whores though, we can, Cassia,” he said, once the noise
died down again.

Cassia smiled at him and shook a delicate
finger at him as if scolding a child. “Be careful, Finn,” she
warned, and then broke into merry laughter. “Oh, I’m sorry, I just
can’t believe you married the peasant. How quaint, an exile and a
peasant. Your children will be true gutter rats,” she said, her
voice still choked with giggles.

“Better a peasant than a High born slut,”
Valor said, bringing the laughter to an abrupt end and silence to
the crowd.

“This has absolutely nothing to do with you
Valor,” Cassia snarled coldly.

“No, it doesn’t Val. I’ll have to agree with
her there. This has to do with Cassia and her unhealthy obsession
with my wife,” Finn said with a sigh. Turning his attention to
Valor he smiled wistfully. “In for a copper, in for a gold eh,” he
said and drew a cigarette from the pocket of his coat.

“Oh shit,” Valor mumbled as Finn lit the
cigarette and turned back to Cassia.

“What?” Jala asked, watching Finn and
glancing at Valor.

“Does she still take new customers even
though you married her Finn? She really isn’t a bad looking piece
of ass and if she is a peasant whore it’s bound to be worth the
money,” Nate cut in with a smirk. More laughter ran through the
crowds.

Finn gave a dramatic sigh and nodded,
watching Nate. “My wife isn’t a whore and if you are looking for
the bargain discount I’d suggest your sister. She hasn’t quite
figured out she can charge for it yet so you might want to take
advantage of that.” Tapping his finger lightly on his chin he
glanced at Cassia and then back to Nate. “Although, I feel obliged
to warn you that after I slept with her it took three weeks and two
visits to the priest before it stopped burning when I pissed.”

“You lying bastard, the only reason I slept
with you was because I was drunk. If you hadn’t gotten me drunk
first I never would have slummed it with the likes of you,” Cassia
snarled, moving quickly to stand by her brother.

“Oh bloody, bloody hell,” Valor mumbled
again.

“Oh Fortune, what is he doing?” Jala
whispered, her jaw dropped slightly.

“Really? It was the stable boy that told me
you were easy. Well, and the kitchen boy and two guards, but it was
the stable boy first,” Finn said, a note of disbelief in his voice.
“I really never considered myself lower than a stable boy, but oh,
well,” he added with a shrug and took a long drag from his
cigarette.

“You are lying!” Cassia screeched. The crowd
had fallen silent around them, intent on the newest gossip.

Chuckling, Finn shook his head at Cassia.
“No, I’m not, and everyone here knows how brutally honest I am.
Sorry Cassia, but when it comes to honesty my reputation is
secure,” he said with another shrug.

“The stable boy?” Nate said in disbelief,
looking back at his sister. “Which one, the twelve-year-old or the
older one with the limp?” he asked, his expression filled with
disgust.

“Limpy. The twelve year old is scared of
her,” Finn said supplying the answer with a charming smile.

“Is the fact that you were drunk, the reason
you called me daddy, Cassia? That could explain why he was so irate
when he walked in on us. I mean if he was expecting a good ride and
I had his pony he would have, of course, been pissed. I’ve always
wondered about that. And truly I feel inclined to point out that it
was you that brought the bottle of wine to the training yards and I
was the virgin in that particular arrangement,” Finn said, his
voice trailing off in thought. Looking back up at her he smiled
ruefully. “You know, given my first experience, it’s a wonder I
didn’t become celibate after that.”

“What?” Nate demanded, his voice cracking as
he stared at his sister.

“He is lying!” she wailed and spun on Finn.
“You will pay for this Finn!” she screamed, tears beginning to fill
her blue eyes.

“Shouldn’t start fights you can’t win,
Cassia,” Finn said mildly. He raised an eyebrow at her and smiled.
“Drop a coin on me Cass. I’ll be happy to kill another Rivasan for
you,” he urged, his, smile taking on a wicked edge.

Barely containing herself, she threw a black
coin to land at his feet. “Pick it up, Finn,” she dared him, her
expression caught between horror and satisfaction.

Calmly Finn bent and picked up the coin,
tossing it in the air and catching it and looked at Cassia with a
smile. “A few more marks than the typical Rivasan on this coin.
Might actually be worth going to the arena for. Two days from now
in the evening. I’m busy until then. I’ll be happy to kill your
champion then, though. Drop Madren for now. You beating morons
offend Jala.” He motioned idly toward the limp form and Cassia
turned to look with a bit of shock on her face. It was apparent she
had forgotten all about her former entertainment.

“Let him go,” she snapped to the two men
holding Madren up. Wordlessly they dropped him and he fell limply
to the ground. Spinning on her heels, she pushed her way through
the circle and stormed off toward the school, her brother close
behind her and apparently full of questions she didn’t want to
answer.

Finn glanced at Jala and then Valor and
watched the crowd disperse. His gaze fell on Nigel who was
lingering with a doubtful look on his handsome face. Silently, Finn
moved off to stand by Nigel and they began to talk too quiet for
Jala to overhear.

“What was that?” Jala asked Valor
quietly.

“That was him provoking a duel, though I
don’t know why,” Valor replied with a shrug. “You always have to
worry when he lights a cigarette, he only smokes when he thinks he
is about to fight. It’s some Firym custom or something.” Shaking
his head he shrugged. “I think they actually take a breath of
flames, not sure. I’m not exactly up to date on Firym customs.” He
frowned and looked down at Madren. “I think he is going to need
healing,” he said after a moment’s examination.

Moving closer Jala knelt down beside the
fallen man and surveyed his wounds. Resting a hand gently on his
chest she summoned a healing spell and watched Madren’s wounds
begin to recede.

His eyes flickered open and after a moment
focused on her. “Thank you,” he mumbled.

“Why didn’t you leave with Shade?” she asked
quietly.

“I couldn’t. I haven’t learned what I need to
know yet,” he mumbled and tried to sit up.

“What is so important for you to learn that
it’s worth this, Madren,” Jala asked, leaning back on her heels to
watch him. She didn’t think he was fully healed yet but he seemed
to be well enough to sit up.

“How to lift the curse on my land,” he
whispered.

“Goswin?” Jala asked, and then remembered he
had known his way to the Tolanteer because he was from Goswin.
“I’ll help you with that, Madren, I need the curse gone there,
too,” she offered, trying to reassure him.

With a gasp, Madren wrapped his arms around
her and buried his face in her chest. “Oh Jala, I knew you cared,”
he said, his voice heavily muffled by the fact that he was
burrowing his face between her breasts. Frantically, she pushed him
back, trying to dislodge him and glanced up quickly at a snarl
behind her. Marrow stood nearby, glowering and Finn was quickly
approaching with an expression of fury. She wasn’t exactly sure
which of them the snarl had come from.

“Valor, stop him while I get Madren off of
me,” she pleaded motioning at Finn.

“Mmm, no,” Valor replied with a smile and
stepped back to allow Finn to storm past and wrench Madren to his
feet.

“That is my wife, you little bastard, and you
will not touch her. If it were up to me Cassia’s thugs would still
be beating you to a bloody pulp.” He shook Madren roughly as he
spoke and then held him up to force him to meet his eyes. Madren
let out a whimper and Jala stood slowly, her eyes locked on Finn,
silently warning him that she was not happy. “I’m going to let you
go now and you are quickly going to get out of my sight. If I blink
and you are still here I’m going to make Cassia’s attentions seem
pleasant. Are we clear?”

“Clear, very clear,” Madren squeaked and Finn
dropped him with a look of disgust. His feet had no sooner touched
the ground then he was running.

“So horribly pathetic. Do you think he was
always that weak?” Valor asked, his voice thick with disgust.

“From what I hear, it’s the only reason he
survived the fall of Goswin,” Finn replied and glanced at Jala.

She bent slowly and brushed the grass from
the front of her gown. “He doesn’t mean anything by it Finn. He is
like a child with no manners. There was no need to threaten him
like that. He is terrified of you.”

“He should be terrified. I’d be happy to
teach him some manners more effectively than Shade did,” Finn
grumbled.

Meeting his eyes, she raised an eyebrow.
“Speaking of manners, care to explain why you forced a duel out of
Cassia?” she asked with no trace of anger, just simple curiosity.
Saving Madren was one thing, getting in a fight with Finn over him
was quite another. She would defend him if needed, but she wouldn’t
push the topic where Finn was concerned. It was far better to
simply turn the subject of conversation.

“My wife didn’t leave me much choice in that.
Had she listened and simply walked on by, it wouldn’t have been
necessary, but no, she had to help the pervert,” Finn replied with
a smirk.

“How does me helping Madren mean you have to
duel?” she asked incredulously.

“Because my reputation was close to ruined
before you interfered. If I would have simply sat back and done
nothing it would have been gone completely. The only choice I had
was to humiliate her and then win the duel that resulted. No one is
going to hire a duelist that won’t even defend his own wife,” Finn
explained patiently.

“What?” Jala asked her expression
dumbfounded.

“I depend on the people in that crowd for
work. Those are the sort of people that hire duelists. Jala, do you
expect to rebuild with no money? If I have no reputation then I’m
not working. If I’m not working we are poor,” Finn clarified.

“I thought we would just use magic to do it,”
she admitted meekly.

“Magic can be dispelled, Jala. It has to be
done with coins and true labor,” Finn explained and gave her
another smile. Glancing over his shoulder he watched Nigel approach
and nodded to the man with respect.

Nigel stopped a few feet away from them and
looked her over from head to toe and then nodded slowly at Finn. “I
agree to your terms, I will spread the word for you. I look forward
to this fight. It should prove very interesting,” he said and bowed
his head slightly to Jala and then Valor. “Good day, Milady,
Valor.” His voice held a thick accent that she didn’t recognize and
she remained silent, watching him leave, and then looked back to
Finn.

“What was that?” she asked motioning toward
Nigel.

“What?” Finn asked innocently and turned to
look in the direction she pointed. “Ahh, that was Nigel. He is a
decent friend of mine. A merchant here in Sanctuary actually, very
wealthy,” he explained.

“I think she meant, ‘what did he mean by I
accept your terms?’” Valor corrected with a smirk.

“Oh that, just a little matter of a bet we
made. He seems to think I’ll lose the duel,” Finn said with a shrug
as if in dismissal.

Valor raised an eyebrow and exchanged glances
with Jala. “Why would he think that, Finn? Nigel usually bets on
you and you are considered the best sword in the city,” Valor
prompted.

Rubbing his jaw, Finn pursed his lips and let
out a breath. “Remember when Nigel stopped me at the edge of the
crowd?” he asked. They both nodded and Finn nodded once. “Well, he
wanted to warn me to stay out of it. Apparently Cassia spent a good
deal of money to hire a new duelist,” he explained.

“Who did she hire?” Valor asked
cautiously.

“Kithkanon,” Finn replied with a smile.

“What?” Valor demanded, his voice rising to a
near yell. He stared at Finn in horror and began shaking his head
slightly. “Why would you do that? Why would you provoke that fight?
Have you gone fucking insane, Finn?”

“Who is Kithkanon?” Jala asked, cutting into
Valor’s tirade.

“Just like that, Val, I want you to throw a
fit just like that later tonight at the bar. Let everyone believe
you think I’m going to lose,” Finn said, happily pointing a finger
at Valor whose face was rapidly draining of color.

“I do think you are going to lose, Finn.
Kithkanon is a seven-hundred-year-old mercenary. They don’t live
that long because they can’t use a sword,” Valor cried and threw
his hands up still shaking his head.

“You are going to fight a
seven-hundred-year-old mercenary?” Jala gasped, staring at Finn in
disbelief.

Finn glanced between the two of them and
flashed a charming smile. “And we are going to bet my life savings
on the fight,” he said.

“What?” Jala and Valor both spoke at the same
time and froze to stare at Finn in disbelief.

“I will win. I always win. You both know
that. We are going to spend the next two days making everyone
believe I’m going to lose, though, and then we are going to bet
everything on the fight,” he explained. He watched them both,
smiling happily until the silence stretched uncomfortably. The
smile slowly faded and he frowned slightly. “It will work,” he
assured them.

“Do you know why we are going to see my
brother, Finn?” Valor asked finally in a voice filled with
resignation.

“Not a clue, Val. You said it was a
surprise,” Finn replied, unbothered by the change of topic.

“I reached majority last year but I never
collected the funds. I’m about to ask my brother for what I’m due
in the form of lumber, food, and supplies to repair Merro,” Valor
explained with a sigh.

“Well, I hope we have both learned a valuable
lesson about surprises. Had I known that, I probably wouldn’t have
chosen the path I did. Too late for regrets, though,” Finn said
dryly.

“I’m regretting this entire day. It’s not too
late,” Jala said weakly, her gaze fixed on Finn. If she had
listened to him and not interfered he wouldn’t be in the position
he now was. If he died during the duel there would be no one to
blame but herself. She watched him and felt a lump of dread settle
into her stomach.

Valor stared up at the passing clouds for a
moment and then gave a long weary sigh. Reaching across to Finn he
plucked the flask from his pocket and took a healthy swallow.
Returning his gaze at last at Finn, he raised a slender silver
eyebrow. “So she called you daddy?” he asked, sounding faintly
amused.

Finn shook his head slowly and reclaimed his
flask. “No, I lied about everything but her sleeping with me and
her father catching us. That’s the benefit to having a reputation
for telling the truth. When you do lie, everyone believes you.”
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Wind whipped through his clothes as Shade
moved to a lower ledge of the roof. As far as he could tell there
were no streets in the city that were safe. Absently, he brushed a
lock of hair from his face and cursed as a talon grazed his skin.
You have claws he reminded himself for what seemed like the
hundredth time. Though the Fionaveir had given him a week to get
used to the Blight form, he still wasn’t. He wasn’t sure if he ever
would be. Mastering the camouflage talent and remembering he had
talons seemed to be the most difficult part of it so far. It had
been the only way they had determined that he could locate Charm
inside this city without being killed. They had guessed that
Eldagar had fallen completely and from what he could see they had
guessed right. The city had a sweet rancid smell to it filled with
rot and old blood. Had he been in his normal form it would have
sickened him. The instincts of this form relished the smell
however, and it was mental revulsion he felt, not physical.

Reaching a hand into his pocket he gripped
the trinket the Fionaveir had given him to locate the missing
rogue. The stone pulsed in his hand and grew warmer as he turned
toward the southern part of the city. With caution bordering on
paranoia, he headed toward the south where the legendary fortress
loomed dark against the skyline. As far as safe houses went, the
Blights couldn’t have chosen a better one. Eldagar was infamous for
its walls and defenses.

His plan was a simple one: locate Charm,
break the Spell Hawk out of the storing gem in his pocket and get
out of this city without another glance back. It sounded simple at
any rate. He had thought, with the use of the trinket, finding
Charm would be easy. So far, he had been looking for two days and
it was proving quite the opposite of easy. If the Fionaveir were
testing him with this assignment, they had chosen a difficult
test.

Movement on the street below caught his eye
and he froze in place, watching two of the creatures infesting the
city pass by. From this distance they looked normal. He could have
seen them in Sanctuary and not given them a second glance. That was
perhaps the most frightening thing about the creatures. At least
with Kali’s other creations you knew what death looked like. A
Bendazzi could hardly be mistaken for a house cat. The Blights
however simply looked like everyone else, true wolves in sheep’s
clothing. The creatures were silent as they passed. Most of them
that he had seen so far had been. He was beginning to believe they
used mental communication with each other. It was that, or they
simply didn’t communicate, or it was pheromones perhaps. He had
heard of creatures using scent to communicate, though it didn’t
seem an effective way to him.

With a silent sigh of relief, he watched them
continue down the street without glancing back at him. Cautiously,
he began moving again. He felt a tug from the stone in his hand and
changed his direction accordingly. This had been his problem for
the past two days. Charm never seemed to rest. He always moved
before Shade could close in and it was turning into an endless game
of hide and seek. Unfortunately, from what the Fionaveir had told
him of Charm, the rogue definitely had the upper hand at
hiding.

He really only had two options that he could
see. Either abandon caution and move swiftly or try to anticipate
where Charm would move next and cut him off. Neither option was a
good one. The city was crawling with Blights. Abandoning caution
would likely get him killed, and anticipating Charm’s movements,
from what he had seen so far, would be like guessing where a rain
drop would fall. Muffling another curse, Shade scanned the horizon
and tried to make a guess. At worst, he would be following a
greater distance. At best, he would finally catch up with the
rogue. From the direction the stone pulled him, Charm was either
moving directly toward the fortress or into the noble district.
Shade nearly groaned at the thought of trying to locate a master of
stealth among the labyrinth of gardens in the noble district. The
thought of trying to find him in an impregnable fortress filled
with monsters was even less appealing, though. He idly tossed the
idea of shifting to a bird around in his mind but dismissed it
quickly. From what he had seen of the city, the Blights killed
animals as freely as they did humans. He had yet to even see a rat
in the city, which meant the scavenger work on the bodies in the
city below had been done by the Blights themselves.

Shifting his feet slightly, he turned his
gaze from the noble’s grand houses to the fortress and back again.
Had he been Charm, the fortress was the last place he would want to
be. Hell, for that matter, Eldagar was the last place he wanted to
be. He hadn’t realized there was a threat, let alone a threat of
this magnitude, before joining the Fionaveir. From what they had
told him of the Blights, it was the whole of Sanctuary in
danger.

“OK, then,” he whispered and pulled a gold
coin from his pocket. “Let’s see if your god really listens, Jala,”
He spoke out of habit. He knew better, but going from living in
Sanctuary to being utterly alone in a city filled with hostile
creatures was a harsh change. Right now he needed to hear another
voice, even if it was his own. “Crowns, I go to the Fortress;
phoenix, I go to the noble’s.” He mouthed the words more than spoke
them, not letting a hint of noise carry on the wind. Flipping his
hand quickly he let the coin rise a few inches and caught it
flipping it back onto his other hand. He held it in place on the
back of his hand, not wanting to know the results. Swallowing
deeply, he slowly slid his hand back and stared down at the
revealed crown. Well, either Charm is heading toward the fortress
or Fortune wants me dead, he decided and slipped the coin back into
his pocket.

He gazed in the direction the stone told him
Charm was and then to the Fortress. If he moved quickly he could
get there first. Leaning over the edge slightly he checked the
street below and then stood slowly. It was empty for now. His eyes
roved over the rooftops taking in low ledges and overhangings and
mentally forming a map. With another quick nod he began moving,
faster than before but not too fast to watch for danger. Thanks to
his many excursions in Sanctuary as the commoner rogue, Chris, this
was child’s play. The rooftops were relatively close together,
making travel easy for now. As he grew closer to the fortress he
would have to travel on the streets below, but for now he was
fairly safe.

 


* * *

 


Charm was closing on the fortress quickly by
the time Shade arrived. Shade kept one hand wrapped around the
stone in his pocket and kept his senses on the rogue’s movements.
He hadn’t crossed over the wall yet. He wanted to catch Charm on
this side of it if he could. The rogue’s path shifted again and
Shade once again changed his hiding location to intercept. This was
the fourth time he had moved now and he was beginning to wonder if
Charm was being chased. The rogue was moving much faster than he
had expected him to and the changing path suggested he was trying
to lose pursuers. His hand dropped reflexively to his side,
ensuring his dagger was still there. While not as effective as a
sword it was a cruel piece of steel. Besides, roof work and
sneaking with a sword took more effort than it was generally worth.
If you had stealth on your side, a dagger was more than enough to
kill the average man. Of course these were Blights, not average
men.

The path changed again and Shade moved
quickly. Charm was close now. If he hesitated at all, the rogue
would be over the wall before he could stop him. A flicker in a
shadow ahead of him urged him to more speed. He was nearly to the
rogue when a weight hit him heavy in the side, dropping him to one
knee. Pain lanced through his ribs and he felt the gush of warm
blood.

“Run, Charm, I’ll handle this one,” a girl’s
voice hissed as pain tore through him again. Teeth sank deep into
his shoulder and he tried to pull free.

“Wait, Charm, Lutheron sent me,” Shade gasped
as he twisted, trying to get the child off of him. He tried to
stand and his throbbing knee protested. The child’s claws tore
through him again and fresh pain blossomed. He couldn’t see where
she was. He could feel the agony she inflicted and knew by the
weight she wasn’t large, but he couldn’t actually see her. It was
like fighting a ghost, a ghost with very sharp claws and teeth. He
wasn’t sure if the rogue had heard him but he didn’t dare yell.
Already he was terrified the scent of his blood would draw more
Blights. Twisting once again, he managed to pull away from the
tearing ball of fury that was trying her best to kill him.

“Please, if you are protecting him, I’m here
to help him,” he whispered quickly, hoping the Blight would listen.
He couldn’t fathom why a Blight would be helping Charm but didn’t
have the time to ponder it just now.

“Emily wait, look at his arm. He is
Fionaveir.” The voice was male and sounded exhausted.

Shade remained tense expecting another attack
and didn’t dare turn his gaze to find Charm. He was sure the words
had been the rogue’s but he wasn’t sure the child would listen.

“He is Blight,” the girl hissed as if that
were reason enough for him to die.

“So are you,” Shade pointed out, hoping to
get her to speak again. If he could determine where the voice was
coming from he would have a better chance of dodging the next
attack. Taking a quick tally of his wounds, he realized he would
need to dodge the next attack. His ribs were scored deeply and
bleeding freely. His shoulder was a ragged mess and he wasn’t sure
if his right arm would hold for combat. That wasn’t good. Shade was
right handed. He pushed down weight on his leg, testing the wounded
knee, Not good. Dodging would be slow. He would be better off
ducking than trying to move quickly.

“Why did Lutheron send you?” Charm’s voice
broke through his mental inventory and Shade looked up to find the
rogue standing barely two feet away. He was dirty and his clothing
was tattered but he seemed unharmed. Dark circles hung heavy under
his clear grey eyes but they were filled with intelligence none the
less. Charm was obviously one of those rare individuals that could
stay awake for days without losing their sanity. Most didn’t fare
so well using magic to stay awake, it tended to cause minds to
fray. “I know you, despite the claws and talons you still resemble
your true self, Christian Morcaillo.” There was disgust in the
rogue’s voice when he spoke the name, “Morcaillo,” and Shade
couldn’t blame him for it.

“I was Christian Morcaillo. I go by just
Shade now,” he whispered back, pressing his hand against his side
trying to stem the blood. The wound was healing quickly. Thankfully
the Blights had good regeneration. “Lutheron sent me to get you out
and take you home,” he said at last, his eyes still roving the area
trying to figure out where the demonic little child hid.

Charm snorted with amusement, looking at his
ragged state. Shade felt himself flush under the scrutiny. He had
just told Charm he was here to rescue him shortly after the rogue
had seen a child maul him. He didn’t blame the man for doubting
him. “And just how exactly do you plan to do that, Shade?” Charm
asked, the amusement still present in his voice.

“I have my spell hawk stored in a gem. All we
need to do is get to a place big enough to bring it out and then we
are as good as free. One of the gardens in the noble district
should work,” Shade explained and he watched the amusement flicker
out of the rogue’s eyes replaced by hope.

“This way, come on Emily,” Charm said quickly
and glanced over Shade’s wounds one last time before turning on his
heels. He moved with speed and grace through the shadows and
several times Shade lost him in the alleys. A small hand would tug
on him when he hesitated and he had to restrain the urge to pull
away from it. He could feel the talons there and he knew well how
sharp they were.

They reached the gardens without incident and
Shade wasted no time breaking the gem open. He stared at his ship
for a long moment as it appeared. He loved his ship like he had
never loved anything else, but at this particular moment it was the
most beautiful thing he had ever seen. “Thank you for the help,
Emily, good luck,” Shade whispered as he opened the door to the
ship and motioned Charm in.

“Don’t bid her good bye, she is coming with
us,” Charm said as he stepped into the ship.

“What?” Shade spoke louder than he had
intended and flinched at the sound of his own voice.

“I wouldn’t be alive still if she hadn’t
warned me of the other Blights. She is coming with us. I won’t
leave her here. She isn’t like them,” Charm motioned again. “Come
on Emily.”

“I’m already inside,” The child’s voice
called back to him and Shade glanced into his ship nervously. He
hadn’t felt anything pass him and he was standing right by the
door. The only presence he had noticed was Charm’s.

“She has to drop the camouflage,” Shade said,
his voice firm. “I won’t fly without knowing where she is.”

“Fine, get in the ship and close the doors
before more show up,” Charm agreed irritably.

Finding no reason to argue with that logic,
Shade stepped into the ship and sealed it closed. He turned back
from the door to find a naked child that looked perhaps eight,
watching him. She was filthy with dirt and gore and her dark brown
hair was tangled beyond salvation. If her hair had ever been
brushed in her life, it didn’t show. “She is naked,” Shade said
lamely stating the obvious.

“Yes she is, but you wanted her visible so
she is. Now get us out of here and explain to me why Lutheron sent
you,” Charm replied, the irritation still present.

Moving cautiously past the child, Shade let
the Blight form fade returning to his own familiar body. With a
sigh of relief he dropped into the pilot’s seat and placed his
hands on the controls. The panel flickered to life and he began
raising the ship quickly. The draw of magic might attract the
Blights in the city. He had no desire to have them swarming over
his baby like ants. The ship hummed softly and responded to his
touch gracefully. He heard the Blight child hiss behind him and
successfully managed to not flinch. The pain in his shoulder was
fading now but the memory of the wounds was still very fresh. It
would have been embarrassing to die to a child but she was
formidable.

Charm dropped down in the seat next to him
and leaned back with obvious appreciation. “I need sleep
desperately, but I need answers first. Why did Lutheron send you
here?”

“Because I could become a Blight. He and
Caspian thought it would be the only way I could get in. They
didn’t think the Blights would attack their own kind unless
provoked and I had no intention of provoking any of them,” Shade
explained. He glanced over to Charm and found the rogue swaying
slightly in the seat. “Caspian said to tell you that you are my
mentor now. He said we would do well together.”

Charm’s eyes flashed back open and he
regarded Shade with a mixture of emotions. To Shade’s relief there
was only a bit of displeasure present. “Well, if we are to work
together, help me with my first task,” Charm said slowly, his eyes
locked on Shade. “Tell me what to do with Emily. I owe her my life
but I can’t take her to the Fionahold. She looks too much like her
mother and the Fionaveir would resent her for the woman’s death.
Not to mention she is a Blight. They would likely lock her up and
analyze her to find weaknesses.”

Glancing over his shoulder, he studied the
child for a moment and then looked to Charm. “She helped you and
guarded you?” he asked cautiously.

“From the moment she saw me,” Charm replied
smoothly.

“Do you think she would guard another
person?” Shade asked.

“I suppose it depends on the person,” Charm
said cautiously. “What are you thinking of?”

“I know someone in Sanctuary we can send her
to. If she would be willing to guard her as fiercely as she was
guarding you, it would benefit them both,” Shade said hesitantly.
“If she stays camouflaged or hides her talons, she could pass as
normal there.”

“Who?” Charm asked, his voice bordering on
demand.

“Jala. I doubt you know her. She is
open-minded, though and she has a good heart. If I write a letter
for Emily to give her, Jala will give her a chance,” Shade
explained.

A smile broke across the rogue’s face and he
nodded slowly. “I hadn’t even thought of that, but you are right.
Jala will give her a chance,” He nodded again to Shade with
approval. “Perhaps we can work well together.”

“You know Jala?” Shade asked a bit
incredulous.

“I guarded her when she first arrived in
Sanctuary. I was her shadow,” Charm explained. Leaning out of his
chair, he looked back to Emily. “All you will have to tell her is
you want to be a lighter shade of grey,” He told the child who
looked at him with obvious confusion.

Shade smirked and nodded once. “That will do
it. Just show yourself to Jala. Don’t show yourself to her husband.
He is an asshole and he won’t listen,” Shade added. He could well
imagine how Finn Sovaesh would react to a Blight, be it child or
not.

“Husband?” Charm gasped he stared at Shade
with widened eyes. “What husband? Who did she marry?” He asked in
disbelief.

“Finn Sovaesh. About two weeks ago,” Shade
explained, somehow managing to keep the bitterness from his voice.
While there was no reason she should have left the city with him,
not after he had abandoned her in Rivana, to have her marry Finn
was salt in the wounds.

“You will have to catch me up to speed after
I’ve slept. Apparently I’ve missed a good deal,” Charm said quietly
and Shade couldn’t tell if it was shock or displeasure in his
voice.

“Before you go to sleep can I ask a
question?” Shade said quickly, noting how the rogue’s eyes were
already closing.

“Go for it,” Charm said quietly as he shifted
his position, seeking a more comfortable way to rest.

“It’s an abrupt change of topic I know, but
I’m wondering if you noticed the same as I did while you were in
the city or if I was mistaken.” He paused and watched the rogue’s
eyes flicker back open. He hadn’t been sure Charm was still
awake.

“Ask, I’m tired,” Charm urged.

“On a basic level did the Blights seem to
react like goblins to you? I thought I noticed a lot of similar
behavior. We had issues with the goblins in Morcath a few years
back and I got to know them better than I ever would have wanted
to. When they were afraid, they found the deepest darkest hole to
crawl in. They lived in hives there, communities of several dozen.
They would fight among themselves but never anything serious, just
scrapping. From what I saw of the Blights they seemed to act the
same way on a basic level.” He watched Charm for a reaction as he
finished and the rogue seemed to be in contemplation.

“I suppose they did, now that you mention it.
They do live in hives as you call it, and they do tend to prefer
subterranean areas. They are thick under the palace. Why?” Charm
said, his grey eyes filled with interest.

“I think I know how to clear out Eldagar,”
Shade said quietly, and smiled faintly.

“You know how to clear a massive amount of
Blights from a city that has never fallen?” Charm asked
skeptically.

Smiling wider Shade nodded. “Yes I do, but go
ahead and rest. We can talk it over once you have slept.”

Charm’s eyes narrowed slightly and he seemed
on the point of arguing. He was obviously curious but in the end
fatigue won out. Nodding his acceptance, he leaned back in the seat
and closed his eyes again.

With another smile, Shade turned his
attention to the flight ahead and working out the minor details of
his plan. It was an unconventional one to be sure, but it would
work.
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Jala tried to focus on the road ahead but her
eyes kept trailing back to Valor. His tall bay horse was prancing
sideways down the road with every point of it glittering in the
sunlight. Bright emeralds flashed from the bridle and saddle, with
smaller diamonds sparkling among them. His saddle blanket was heavy
black silk with silver thread embroidery and she was positive the
bit in the horse’s mouth was solid gold. Between the horse’s
regalia and Valor’s own perfectly tailored suit of black and silver
she felt like she was riding with royalty.

“You have a beautiful horse, Valor,” she said
at last, unable to keep silent about the spectacle any longer. “Is
his bit actually gold?”

Finn gave a shake of his head at her and
rolled his eyes. “You will regret that,” he muttered under his
breath.

Valor turned his attention back from the
crowded streets and smiled at her. “Did you not have a chance to
see Vanguard at the spring games?” he asked, and gave her a look
that suggested she had missed one of the most important events of
her life. “And, no, the bit isn’t solid gold. That is far too soft
a metal. It’s plated,” he said, patting the horse on the neck.

“I suppose I must have missed seeing you
joust,” she admitted with a shrug. She was positive she would have
noticed a knight with a gem encrusted horse on the field. The
bridle alone was worth enough to feed a large city for a week. She
had only gone to the first day of the Joust and then spent the rest
of the games wandering through the markets. On the day she had
gone, the armor and horses had been impressive but nothing like
what Valor wore now.

“Well we will have to make sure you see it
this year. The Joust truly is the best part of the Spring Games.
It’s what most come to see you know.” He patted the horse’s neck
again and smiled proudly. “And Vanguard is the best horse on the
field there. He is sired by Wilhaven’s Roan stallion who goes back
to Selvin’s Glorified, an excellent animal, probably the best in
Arovan, or he was before Vanguard was foaled. On the top side
anyway. On the bottom he is of Archlen stock with a pedigree that
goes back to Foxfire who was known as one of the best chargers ever
to take the field from any land. Foxfire’s line is rare now since
he was lost in the last Seravae conflict.”

Jala blinked a time or two and looked to
Finn. “I have no idea what he is talking about,” she whispered.

“Valor, she doesn’t know Arovan horse
bloodlines. You are just babbling to yourself and not impressing
her at all,” Finn called to Valor who looked ready to continue the
genealogy of his horse.

“He knows his horse’s lines better than I
know my family lines,” Jala said with a sigh. She hadn’t even named
her gelding yet, though she had a feeling that wasn’t something to
mention to Valor after his recital. After Marrow’s teasing her
about Cap’s name she was hesitant to try to choose one and had
decided to wait until the perfect one came to mind.

“Well how is she supposed to learn if I don’t
tell her?” Valor asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I think she has enough on her plate to learn
without the addition of pointless equine bloodlines,” Finn
countered with a smile.

“Pointless?” Valor demanded, turning to lock
his gaze on Finn.

Smothering laughter, Finn looked to Jala and
shrugged. “In Avanti, you show prestige by clothing and jewels. In
Firym, it’s weapons and skills. In Arovan, it’s your horse,” he
explained.

She raised an eyebrow and let her gaze travel
across Valor from his glittering horse to the silk and linen of his
suit, to the finely polished long sword at his side. “So Valor is
in fashion in any district,” she observed.

“Valor is what practical people call a
dandy,” Finn said with a smirk.

Turning slowly to look at Finn she made a
point of letting her gaze slowly travel across his own mount and
silver filigreed tack, then up his shiny knee-high black boots to
the pair of swords in their gleaming scabbards, resting finally on
his face. “And what are you?” she asked in amusement.

“Talented, handsome, charming, and feared,”
he answered smoothly with a smirk.

“Arrogant, vain, smug, and a bully,” Valor
corrected with his own smirk.

“Bully?” Finn complained, looking at Valor
with a wounded expression. “I’m no more of a bully than you
are.”

“Technically I think most would consider us
both bullies,” Valor said with a shrug. “We do tend to get our way,
either through charm or force,”

Finn shrugged carelessly. “And what’s wrong
with that?” he asked lazily.

“Depends on how you bully and who,” Jala
said, bringing the gazes of both men to her. She shrugged her
shoulders at them and sighed. “Well, if you are bullying a Rivasan
or Cassia I likely won’t care. They earn it as far as I can see. If
you two make a habit of being bullies to those that don’t deserve
it though, you are asses,” she clarified.

“You have married a judgmental woman, Finn
Sovaesh,” Valor said haughtily and smirked at Finn.

“I don’t bully those that don’t deserve it so
I’m not too worried,” Finn said and let his gaze drift across the
crowded streets to the looming archway ahead of them. “Have you
ever been to Arovan’s district, Jala?” he asked.

Shaking her head, she studied the arch as
they rode under it. It was a dark metal of some kind, though she
couldn’t say exactly what. The top of it was carved in the likeness
of two knights jousting with trails of engraved flowers covering
the sides. The city beyond was so different from the one she had
left she caught herself glancing back through the arch just to make
sure they hadn’t, in fact, used a portal.

Small cozy houses lined both sides of the
street, made in a charming beam and stucco style. The spaces
between the houses were wide and open with garden plots or pools of
water alternating. Her gaze was drawn to the sound of splashing and
giggling, and for a moment she watched several children at play in
one of the pools before returning to her sightseeing. No matter
where she looked, the city was clean with grass and trees lining
the streets. There was no sign of trash strewn alleys or beggars.
Rounding a corner, they began to ride up a small hill toward a
massive manor house.

“Does your brother rule here?” Jala asked,
gazing at the house in awe. It stood like an ivy clad sentinel
above the city with two massive willows flanking it on either side.
The lawn stretching out before it was manicured with a spectacular
array of topiary.

Valor shook his head and grinned like a
mischievous child. “He is more like the captain of guards here.”
She could hear the amusement in his voice.

“While you are simply the lawn ornament of
the family,” Finn grinned.

Valor eyed him with a dry expression, his
amusement gone. “I am increasing the family’s reputation through my
higher learning and success at the Spring Games,” Valor declared
smugly.

“While decreasing it with your lechery and
gambling habits. I see it’s a balancing act,” Finn said, his voice
filled with feigned understanding.

Valor pursed his lips and then burst into
laughter and nodded to Finn. “Essentially,” he said and Finn joined
him in merriment.

Shaking her head at them and smiling, Jala
focused on the topiary and her eyes lingered on the form of a
Bendazzi. “Look, Marrow, now I know what you would look like
green,” she said, riding a bit closer to the leafy rendition. The
details on it had been done with loving care. Small glass pieces
had even been set for its eyes.

“Don’t get too close, that’s a golem,” Valor
warned, pulling his horse to a stop while she examined the gardens.
“They are one of the house defenses and will awaken if you disturb
them.”

“It is?” Jala asked staring at it with more
fascination. Pulling back gently on her reins she brought her
gelding to a halt and dismounted. Marrow paced up beside her and
sniffed suspiciously at the shrubbery.

All in all it is a horrible representation
of me, it looks so harmless. He stalked in a circle around the
creation and froze, his head dropping and his ears flattening to
his skull.

“What?” Jala asked in concern. She hadn’t
felt the awakening of the magic but the Bendazzi had proven time
and time again his senses were more acute.

There are flowers sprouting from its back.
Bloody flowers sprouting from a Bendazzi. I can see my kind need to
hunt more in Arovan. Marrow’s voice was indignant and Jala had
to bite her lip to keep the smile from her face.

“I can feel your amusement,” the
Bendazzi reminded her dryly.

“I think it’s beautiful. It suits you well.
Beautiful and deadly. There really is no need to take offense,
Marrow,” she said in a soothing voice and moved over to stand
beside him. She studied the flowers and bit her lip harder and then
turned away just before the laughter burst from her.

“What!” Marrow demanded following
after her.

“Nothing,” she replied, quickly remounting
her gelding and wiping a hand across her face before looking back
at the Bendazzi who was glaring up at her with yellow eyes. Shaking
her head she gave him a sweet smile. “It’s nothing really,” she
assured him. “It’s just in Merro, those flowers are called Kitten’s
Paw, for the shape and the fuzz on them. I’m sure they thought it
was clever, or perhaps Arovan has another name for the plant,” she
explained when he remained unmoving, his gaze locked on her.

“In Arovan, they are called Pussy Foot,”
Valor supplied helpfully. “Really I think Kitten’s Paw is a much
better name, let’s just use the Merro name,” he added after another
snarl from Marrow and turned his horse toward the back of the
house. “I think we should find my brother. So much to do today,” he
said quickly and kicked his horse to a trot.

Finn smirked and looked down at Marrow. “It’s
just a flower,” he reassured the Bendazzi and shrugged. “At least
they didn’t use flowers for the entire thing,” He offered and
motioned toward topiary farther off. “The fairy display is made
entirely of Blue Bonnets and Fox Bloom. It could be worse.”

Jala admired the fairy display briefly and
rode after Valor. “Are they all golems?” she asked Finn, guessing
he would have the answer.

“Val told me three out of five were, but he
wouldn’t say which three. I had no idea the Bendazzi was one,
though I should have guessed. Had I been the one arranging it I
would have chosen the fairies and the squirrel. The Bendazzi is
intimidating enough just standing there in the evening. Trust me,
Marrow, you can’t see the flowers at all when it’s a shadowy
outline on the yard,” Finn said falling into place beside her.

Valor stopped his horse at the corner of the
manor and leaned back in his saddle. There was a commotion ahead of
him, though she couldn’t tell what it was. Riding up beside him,
Jala watched as a man clung for dear life in the saddle of a dark
grey horse that was twisting in the air. They were inside a corral
and another man stood in the center holding the lead to the horse
forcing its movements in a circle rather than close to the wooden
rails. With another squall the grey hit the earth with bone jarring
force and launched itself airborne once more twisting with more
dexterity than she knew a horse had. Her black gelding flicked its
ears in interest and snorted while Valor’s more excitable bay
danced in place and rose slightly on his hind legs. Her attention
was drawn to a third man and a woman leaning against the corral
gate. The man’s back was turned so she couldn’t see his face. He
had dark brown hair and was dressed in green and black clothing
that looked well-tailored from what she could see. The woman beside
him wore a gown of pale ivory with embroidery of every color lining
the skirts in fanciful patterns. Her silver hair was pinned up,
showing slender delicate features. A wide smile on her pouty lips.
Her skirts fluttered to one side and revealed a small girl that had
been standing close by the gate, clutching at what must have been
her mother.

“Is that your brother and his wife?” Jala
asked Valor quietly.

The knight’s attention had been fully upon
the spectacle in the corral. At her words, his gaze flicked briefly
to the man and woman. “No, that is Sebastian Blackwolf and my
sister Chastity, his wife. My brother is the man about to be thrown
in the corral.”

Jala nodded slightly and studied the man by
the gate a bit longer while his attention was away. She hadn’t had
a chance to meet any of the Shifters yet and while the Blackwolf
line was rumored to be very strong in the Shifter powers she could
see no sign of animal traits on Sebastian - well, at least not from
this angle.

“He looks perfectly normal aside from the
shade of his eyes,” Finn said as if reading her mind. “And Chastity
looks far primmer and much more proper than she actually is, so be
prepared. She is the female version of me I think. Bluntly honest
and totally uncaring if she offends.”

Kicking his horse forward at last, Valor
approached the corral with Jala and Finn close behind. “Is that
anyway to treat your liege, lord Honor?” He called loudly to the
man still managing his hold on the horse that appeared to be
wearing down.

“I have the easy job Val,” the man holding
the rope called over his shoulder without taking his attention off
the horse. “It’s Honor that will carry the bruises from this.”

Shocked, Jala looked closer at the man
standing in the center of the corral. She had thought him a groom
or perhaps a horse trainer and hadn’t paid much attention to him.
He was dressed plainly in rough linen and covered with dust and
splattered with mud up past his filthy boots. He wore gloves that
looked more fitting for a field hand and his long dark hair was
pulled back loosely with tangled strands sticking to his sweaty
face.

“This one is going to be his pride and joy,
Val,” Chastity said sweetly, walking over to stand by her brother’s
horse. The little silver-haired girl followed her meekly, stopping
to stare up at Valor with wide blue eyes nearly the same color as
his. Jala watched the child nervously as she approached Vanguard’s
dancing hooves but neither her mother nor her uncle seemed the
least bit troubled. Leaning out of his saddle Valor held his arm
down for the girl, keeping his balance perfectly despite the
horse’s continued motion. The child grinned with delight and
wrapped herself around his arm, giggling as he drew her up into his
saddle.

“Uncle Val,” she cooed and hugged him, her
cherub-like face lit up with delight.

“And how is my favorite niece?” Valor asked,
giving her a hug.

“Don’t try to buy favor like that Val, she is
your only niece,” Chastity said dryly and leaned back on the rail.
“That mare he is breaking is Arovan mustang stock. Honor caught her
near the Black rock cliffs. To hear the stories, Honor actually
went over one of the cliffs in pursuit of her, nearly killing
himself and his horse.” She paused and looked up at her brother,
blue eyes alight. “Father was furious,” she purred and smiled.

“Why would he bother with a mustang?” Valor
asked, distaste thick in his voice.

“One of our scouts swears they have traits
unlike other horses. He says they are being affected by the
elemental works we do. I don’t know if he is right but Honor seems
to think he is,” Chastity explained and casually looked past her
brother to where Jala sat watching the horse that now trotted in
circles her head held low. “Are you going to introduce me to your
friend?” she asked sweetly and glanced briefly at Finn. “Hello,
Finn, so glad no one has killed you yet. Amazed, yet glad
nonetheless.”

Valor flushed and cleared his throat. “I’m
sorry Jala, I was rude. Jala this is my sister Chastity, her Lord
Husband Sebastian and their daughter, Devony.” He motioned to each
as he spoke and then waved a hand graciously toward Jala. “This is
Jala, Finn’s wife. She is a fellow student at the Academy and a
very impressive Sorceress I might say. The Bendazzi beside her is
her familiar, his name is Marrow.”

“So good to meet you,” Chastity said with a
smile. She looked her over once, then flicked her gaze back to
Finn. “How did you convince her to marry you? A lot of strong
alcohol?” she asked sweetly.

“I’m much nicer to her than I am to you Chas.
You are like a bossy older sister to me. There is no reason
whatsoever to be nice to you,” Finn answered with the same
sickeningly sweet tone.

Pushing off of the gate Sebastian approached
slowly and stood by his wife. He was tall and well-built, standing
a good six inches over his wife’s more petite frame. She understood
what Finn had meant about the Shade of his eyes when she locked
gazes with the man. They were a bright green with flecks of gold,
almost the color of a cat’s, too vivid a color to be considered
normal. His expression was calm and serene but Jala could see
darker emotions lurking in that gaze. Probably due to the troubles
in his own lands she decided, and bowed her head respectfully to
him.

“Finn married? That is an unusual
announcement. I would have bet good money that he would have died
single,” Sebastian said in a quiet voice. “You must be
exceptional,” he said, his gaze still on Jala.

“She is,” Finn agreed, drawing the lord’s
attention away from her.

“Did you meet at the Academy?” Sebastian
asked, his tone suggesting he was asking out of courtesy rather
than interest.

“At the Spring Games actually. She saved me
from some planned mischief by the Justicars,” Finn explained.

“She is far too beautiful for you Finn,”
another voice broke in, and Jala turned to see Honor sitting on the
exhausted grey mare near the rail. The horse stood placidly, her
head low and breathing heavily. Up close, Honor looked so much like
his brother they could have passed for twins. They had the same
fine bone structure to their faces, giving them features that would
leave most girls swooning. Had she not been told in advance that
Honor was years older, she would have never guessed. He had more of
a roguish look than his younger brother, though with shorter hair
and one ear pierced with a decently sized diamond.

“Thank you,” Jala said bowing her head with a
smile. She was rather glad she had taken the extra time fixing her
hair and choosing a dress today. Valor had given her no indication
that she should expect to meet so many influential people.

“So what did you want to see me about, Val?”
Honor asked, allowing himself to relax back in the saddle. One of
the mare’s ears twitched but other than that she showed no sign of
moving.

“I’d rather discuss it inside, actually,”
Valor said looking back at the house.

“I have a fairly good idea as to why you are
here. Father warned me to expect a visit from you,” Lord Arovan
said as he approached. Unlike his more refined comrades, he climbed
the rail of the corral, removed a filthy glove, and offered his
hand to Jala. “My name is Micah. Don’t bother with titles or last
names. I don’t care much for them. It’s nice to meet you and
congratulations on your marriage,”

Grasping his hand gently she smiled. “Nice to
meet you Micah.” She released his hand and he swung both legs over
to rest on the top rail of the fence.

“He wants his majority funds, Honor,” Micah
explained and Honor looked at his brother skeptically.

“The gold bit wearing through and you need a
new platinum one?” he asked dryly.

“Actually I want it in form of food and
lumber,” Valor replied in the same dry tone.

“For what?” Honor asked incredulously. “That
would be a lot of bloody lumber, Val. Do you have any idea how much
you have in your majority fund. You know if you take it now you
will have nothing left in Arovan.”

“I’m not going back to Arovan,” Valor replied
and silence filled the yard. The only noise was the heavy breathing
of the grey mare.

“You not coming home, Uncle Val?” Devony
asked, breaking the silence. Her wide blue eyes were locked on his
face and her lower lip was beginning to tremble.

“I will still come to visit as I already do,
Angel. Don’t get upset. I’m just going to build a new home
somewhere else when I decide to leave Sanctuary,” Valor said in a
soothing voice and kissed the child on the top of the head.

“Where?” Honor asked raising an eyebrow.

“Somewhere else,” Valor replied vaguely and
shifted in his saddle.

“Oh that’s golden, Valor. Does father know?”
Chastity asked, shaking her head.

“Not as of yet. But I will tell him soon,”
Valor said, the confidence in his voice failing for the first time
since Jala had met him. It was becoming more obvious by the moment
that he was the youngest of the siblings.

“Leave off and give him what he wishes,”
Micah said bringing the attention of all three of the Hai’dia
children to him. Despite the ragged clothes and dirt covering him,
he managed a demeanor of authority well. “Father has already
contacted me and told me that Valor may do something of this nature
and to support him. I do not question the High Lord of Arovan, do
either of you?” He flicked his gaze from Honor to Chastity and they
both shook their heads looking sufficiently reprimanded.

“I can have it done by next week Val, just
give me a list of what you want and I’ll have it shipped to
Sanctuary,” Honor said, his tone subdued.

“I want to know where you plan to live,”
Chastity pressed, gaining a dark look from Micah.

“That is his business not ours,” Sebastian
said mildly, wrapping an arm around his wife’s waist.

“I do have something for you inside, Valor.
My father sent it with his compliments,” Micah said, dropping down
from his perch on the fence. “Give me a moment and I’ll fetch it.”
He moved past them in long strides, headed for the manor.

Honor watched him go and then locked his eyes
on his little brother. “What’s going on?” he demanded, once Micah
was out of ear shot.

“Spill it,” Chastity said, adding her stare
to her brother’s.

“Love, I really don’t think we should …”
Sebastian began.

“I don’t get involved when your people start
their growling Bast, don’t get involved when I’m cornering my
family,” Chastity said cutting him off.

“He isn’t going to tell you anything right
now. He can’t. You will know soon enough. Don’t press him,” Finn
broke in, coming to Valor’s rescue.

“He would tell you if he could,” Jala added
with a frown.

“Mysterious,” Honor murmured and flicked a
gaze at his sister.

“Is Finn about to get you killed?” Chastity
demanded.

“No, that’s ridiculous,” Valor said, rolling
his eyes.

“I try to only get myself in dangerous
situations,” Finn said calmly.

“Like dueling Kithkanon,” Valor said dryly.
Both of his siblings turned and looked at Finn in disbelief and
Jala watched Valor sigh in relief.

“Are you insane?” Honor demanded.

“When?” Chastity asked, her voice equal parts
disbelief and interest.

“Two days from now. Give me a few hours and
the entire city will be talking about it. You should stop by. It
will be quite the fight,” Finn said casually and smiled at them
both.

“You are going to die,” Honor said slowly,
drawing the words out.

“I never lose,” Finn objected mildly.

“You are about to,” Chastity said.

“I won’t,” Finn said firmly and gazed past
both of them as Micah approached. He carried a letter in his hands
and even from the distance Jala could make out the array of seals
on it. There was no doubt it was an official document.

He stopped nearby Valor and handed the letter
up to him. “I’m not sure what it is regarding but father was
adamant about me getting it to you as soon as I saw you next,”
Micah said and took a place on the rail once more.

“Finn is going to fight Kithkanon,” Honor
blurted, once the lord was seated.

Micah regarded Finn thoughtfully and nodded.
“When? I’ll place money on you,” He said calmly.

“What? Finn is obviously out-classed here,”
Chastity said her tone filled with disbelief.

Micah shook his head and smiled down at
Chastity. “Finn has more tricks up his sleeve than anyone gives him
credit for. He is one of the best I’ve ever seen with a sword and
Kithkanon is predictable. Finn will win,” He said with true belief
in his words.

“See, Micah has faith,” Finn said with a
smirk.

“By the Aspects,” Valor said in a breathless
tone. All eyes turned to the knight whose gaze was locked on the
open document before him.

“What is it?” Jala asked. From his expression
she couldn’t tell if it was good news or bad.

He looked up and smiled widely at her. “High
Lord Arovan has just granted me command of my former Cavalry
regiment. I now command a thousand lancers to be used as I see fit.
They will remain on call in Arovan, awaiting my summons,” he
explained, his voice holding a strong note of disbelief.

“He is parting with troops now?” Sebastian
asked, his expression incredulous.

“My father has a substantial Cavalry and
armed knights aren’t doing much good against the foes we currently
face. If he believes they will benefit Valor more he is most likely
right,” Micah said and bowed his head to Valor. “Congratulations,
Valor, now you can put to work everything you have learned from
your father and from all of those military strategy courses you
take at the Academy.”

“Thank you Micah, and thank your father for
me. I’m shocked. This was the last thing I expected,” Valor said,
his voice still faint.

“If we want to finish everything we had
planned to do today we had better go, Val,” Finn said gently,
drawing the Knight’s attention back from the document.

“Yes, of course,” Valor replied distractedly
and carefully handed Devony back down to her father. He fished in
his pocket for a moment and pulled a folded paper out. “This is the
list of things I will be needing, Honor. I’d appreciate it if you
would let me know when it makes it to the warehouses.” He handed
the paper to his brother and carefully tucked the letter from Lord
Arovan into his coat.

“It was nice to have met all of you,” Jala
said with a smile and turned her horse to follow Finn who was
already departing slowly.

Valor lingered to share a few words with his
siblings but followed soon after. “To Merro’s district then?” he
asked as he caught up.

“For a few hours and then to the gambling
houses,” Finn said with a nod.

“I have training with Neph tonight so I
suppose I’ll part ways with you two after we are done in my
district,” Jala said with a sigh.

“You will need a drink after you see the
district. Skip a night’s practice with Neph and join us,” Finn said
giving her a sympathetic look.

“It can’t be that bad,” she objected. Both
Valor and Finn looked at her for a long minute but remained silent
as they rode, apparently deciding it would be better to let her see
for herself.

 


* * *

 


She wasn’t sure exactly what she had been
expecting from the Merro quarter but it wasn’t this. Everywhere she
looked was ruin and decay. Garbage filled the alleys and the
buildings looked on the verge of falling down. Even the roads were
barely serviceable. Sullen faces stared out of doorways, watching
them as they passed. She wished they had thought to change to
plainer clothes. Valor was drawing the most attention and she half
expected him to be mugged by the time they left the district.

“I’ve got a lovely time for ya pretty,” a
hoarse woman’s voice called down to them from a balcony. She wore a
ragged dress that had faded to a dull grey and her hair was tangled
about her shoulders. Her smile drew the skin on her gaunt face
tight giving her a cadaverous look.

“Well, you have a plentitude of very
frightening whore houses. Not really sure what those sores are
around her mouth and that particular part of the anatomy definitely
isn’t supposed to be that color. Damn,” Finn observed, looking up
at the woman with a sickly expression. “Healers. You need healers
desperately.” He shuddered slightly and turned his attention back
to the street ahead.

“I may turn celibate after witnessing that,”
Valor murmured, swallowing heavily.

“You shouldn’t have looked,” Jala said mildly
and carefully kept her gaze from going back to the whore above.

They had planned simply to ride through the
district and decide what to fix first, but seeing all this and
doing nothing was gnawing at Jala. She wanted to change it now. She
hated the thought of leaving these people in this condition any
longer than she had too. “Why did Merro’s fall hit them so hard?
Couldn’t they have found a way to live without Merro?” she asked
quietly, not understanding at all what had happened here.

“Most of them depended on Merro for supplies
and imports. A few craftsmen were able to continue but they moved
to better parts of the city. What you are looking at are the dregs,
the lower class that had nothing else beyond the simple labor their
home country provided,” Valor explained.

“Dock workers, warehouse men, and the whores
that served their like. Each district has a surplus of that sort
and most of these didn’t have the money to move. Some of them
turned to thieving for the Nightblades. A lot just do what they can
simply to survive,” Finn said carefully steering his horse around a
large pile of garbage blocking part of the street. Angry squeaks
arose from the pile as his horse’s hoof dislodged a board.

While I’m not opposed to hunting, even I
won’t eat a rat I find here. I’m afraid of what they have been
eating, Marrow told her as he skirted wide around the refuse,
eyeing the rats with suspicion.

“I don’t blame you,” she said, feeling a bit
sick. She could see an arm protruding from the bottom of the pile
and from the size of it the owner hadn’t been very old. “There are
bodies in the streets,” she said quietly, looking to Finn.

“It only gets worse the farther in we go,
Jala. We can turn back now and come back when we are prepared to
fix things,” He offered.

“No, I want to see it,” she said, hardening
her resolve.

“Where exactly is Sovann planning to relocate
himself here. I hope it’s near the entry gate or he will likely be
dead in a week,” Valor said quietly.

“He says he found a good place on Breaker
Street near the old market. He has already moved into it from what
I understand,” Finn said, keeping his voice low as well.

Valor frowned and glanced at Finn quickly
before turning his attention back to the darkened alleys they were
riding past. “Isn’t Breaker street part of the old Slave quarter?”
he asked.

“I really couldn’t tell you. I had no
dealings with Merro when the country still existed. I hated Merro.
In truth, I wouldn’t even buy anything made by their craftsmen,”
Finn replied with a shrug.

“Life is ironic isn’t it?” Valor said with a
snort of amusement and glanced at Jala.

“Why are there so many children here and no
sign of parents? They can’t all be orphans can they?” Jala asked as
she watched yet another child disappear into an alley.

“Gutter rats. The streets are thick with
them. Most of the time they are unwanted children of whores but
occasionally it’s a case of their parents simply dying and they had
nowhere else to go. All of the poor districts are filled with them.
It’s not just Merro,” Finn explained.

“There are too many orphans in Sanctuary. Our
world is a dangerous place and it’s far too easy to die here,
especially for the commons,” Valor said with a sigh.

“I want to build them a place to go,
somewhere they can sleep and get food and feel safe,” Jala said,
her eyes already searching for a building that would serve.

“I doubt there is anywhere you can make them
feel safe, Jala. They have grown used to living on the streets.
They will never feel safe,” Finn said gently and motioned toward a
child with wide eyes watching Marrow pass. “That one is trying to
decide if the Bendazzi is going to eat him, or if he can eat the
Bendazzi.”

“Run Marrow,” Valor urged quietly gaining a
low growl from Marrow.

At the noise, the boy disappeared back into
the alley and their group fell silent as they rode. The district
grew progressively worse as they neared the center, with the
rambling buildings gradually giving way to burned out ruins and
shacks built from whatever the occupants could find available. She
could feel eyes on her as they passed and Marrow paced with a
continuing growl echoing from him. Glancing at Finn, she saw his
hand resting lightly on his sword and frowned. Flicking her gaze to
the right, she saw Valor rode in the same posture with his hand
loose over his long sword.

“We can go. I’ve seen enough. Whatever is
left to see, Sovann can tell me about,” she said quietly and both
men wheeled their horses with obvious relief.

“So glad to hear you say that. I’m not a
coward but I don’t want to be here when evening falls,” Valor said
quietly.

“It will be different soon,” Jala said, the
words more of a promise to herself than any reassurance to the men
she rode with.

“It will be,” Finn agreed and gave her a
smile.

“Because it certainly can’t get worse,” Valor
said with a nod. “I need a drink or a bottle. I can’t decide which.
I think the bottle. Gods above, but this place is wretched. Makes
you glad for what you have, doesn’t it?”

“This could have been my fate,” Jala said
quietly, fully aware of how close she came to living in filth and
squalor. If not for Victory and Havoc she likely would have starved
or been a gutter orphan in Brannaford if she had made it that far
alone.

“But it wasn’t, and now you can improve
theirs,” Finn said and took her hand gently in his own.

She glanced at him and smiled weakly at his
attempts to cheer her and noticed that he had dropped his reins
rather than release his hold on his sword. Nodding slightly, she
squeezed his hand and forced herself to smile wider. “Thank you,
Finn,” she whispered.

“There is a man on the roof watching us,
Finn, to your left,” Valor whispered, his voice barely carrying
over the steady thump of the horses hooves.

“Don’t look, Jala. He has been watching us
since we got here. I’m amazed he let you see him, Val,” Finn said,
not turning his attention anywhere but the road ahead of them.

“You knew he was there?” Valor asked
incredulously.

“It’s Hemlock. Just keep riding,” Finn said
and Valor urged his horse into a faster walk.

“Why is he watching us?” Jala asked quietly.
Even she knew who the leader of the Nightblades was.

“Most likely he is curious or he has a
contract on one of us. Regardless, if he was going to do something
even I wouldn’t have noticed him,” Finn said calmly. “Still, it is
never a good idea to look directly at him. He takes it as an insult
or a sign of disrespect.”

Nodding, she continued to ride and prayed to
Fortune it was simple curiosity. She had read and heard stories
about Hemlock. In every tale, when he had a contract the victim
didn’t live or return to life through magic. What Hemlock killed,
stayed dead.


Chapter 4

 


Fionahold

 


 


“I’m pleased you could make it,” Symphony
said as she fell into step beside the large red haired man. He was
dressed in dark colors as always, with a flowing cloak concealing
most of him. The hood was down allowing her to see the dark
expression on his handsome face. “The council waits in the next
room along with two scouts that have just returned from Eldagar. I
believe you know one of them,”

“There aren’t many Fionaveir I don’t know,”
Kiernan Morcaillo said with a faint smile. He always had a way of
making his smiles seem anything but friendly. No matter the
occasion, there was always a faint coldness to the expression.

“This one you know better I think,” she said
and pushed open the heavy wooden door leading to the council room.
Caspian, Faramir, and Lutheron sat at their customary table while
Vaze and Remedy sat at another, sharing a pitcher of ale. In the
back of the room at a table by himself sat Shade while Charm
lounged in the rafters above. She moved aside from the doorway and
allowed Kiernan to pass, drawing stares from all in the room. It
was unusual to have so many council members together at once and
even more unusual to bring to the meeting a man not even in the
Fionaveir.

“Have good news for us?” Vaze asked, his
voice a slow drawl common to the southern region of Morcath, though
Symphony knew for a fact he rarely ever set foot in that country.
His hair was a dark grey which hinted at Arovan blood while his
eyes were so dark they appeared black. No one was quite sure what
Vaze was, other than a talented fighter as far as she knew. There
were, of course, rumors about him, but Lutheron was the only one
that truly knew. He had brought Vaze to the Fionahold when he was
barely days old and had raised him like a son.

Remedy, on the other hand, everyone knew
well. He was Han’shy and Avanti by birth a highly unusual
combination that he had proven could be quite dangerous. With equal
skill in Mind magic as well as Enchantment the young man was
formidable.

Kiernan paused in the center of the room and
let his gaze fall across everyone there. Turning at last to Vaze,
he shook his head slightly and then looked at Caspian. “It’s not
her. I’ll stake my life on it,” he said bluntly.

“What makes you so sure?” Caspian asked
leaning back in his seat.

“I’ve been watching the house for months and
what I’ve seen has been pathetic. It’s what I would expect from
poorly written street theatre. Every time I hear Myth planning, I
expect it to be followed with dramatic maniacal laughter. It simply
isn’t her way. Myth wouldn’t be so blatant,” Kiernan explained.

“Wait, her who?” Shade asked leaning forward
with a confused look on his face. His voice drew dark looks from
the council at his interruption but his eyes were only on
Kiernan.

“Myth,” Kiernan replied patiently and sighed
at seeing his nephew’s confusion grow. “Mythandry, or as you know
her, Mythandar. My sister,” Kiernan explained patiently.

“What?” Shade exclaimed in shock. He shook
his head and stared at his uncle as if expecting the man to chuckle
and say he was joking.

“Mythandry was born a woman but chose to turn
to male after the fall of her bloodline. A woman can only produce a
child once every several months depending on the species. A male
can procreate much more effectively,” Lutheron said impatiently and
motioned for Kiernan to continue.

“Myth is pure changeling, Shade. Whatever a
true changeling becomes, they in essence are. Be it switching
gender or species, we function as that form was intended to,”
Kiernan spoke gently to him but quickly turned back to
Lutheron.

Symphony watched the exchange quietly and
felt a pang of sympathy for the boy. His entire life had been
rearranged in the past few weeks and it seemed he still had quite a
few surprises in store. Moving quietly across the room she took a
seat beside Remedy and smiled up at the auburn haired man. He was
her closest friend in the Fionahold ,though she had rarely gotten
to see him recently.

“I won’t move at all until I know where the
true Myth is. She is too dangerous. I’m not sure what exactly she
is playing at, but that creature in Morcath isn’t her. She could be
anywhere,” Kiernan continued, his eyes flicking from face to face
in the room.

Lutheron nodded slowly and scanned those
present. “She isn’t here, I will promise you that,” he said
quietly.

“How can you be sure?” Kiernan asked, his
tone skeptical.

“I can sense some type of fear from everyone
here, I have never been able to sense fear on Mythandry and I have
been close enough to her several times to try. She is the one
individual other than myself that I can say is fearless,” Lutheron
explained.

“Do we have any guesses as to where she might
be?” Symphony asked quietly, watching all of their faces. Most were
blank but Lutheron looked thoughtful while Kiernan simply seemed
guarded as usual.

“From what I know of Myth, she will be where
she believes the most action will be. That puts her one of two
places - here, or Sanctuary,” Lutheron said and looked to
Kiernan.

“The one thing I’ve learned of my sister in
our years together is to never try to predict what she will do. It
was hard enough to guess her next move before her mind fractured.
Now it is nearly impossible,” Kiernan said with a shrug. “What have
you learned from Gaelyn?” he asked, looking to Caspian. “I do
believe Myth was involved in that plot, though not actually
directing it. Perhaps if I learn what she has helped create, I’ll
get a better idea of what she is after,”

“We have learned that these Blight children,
as they are being called, have effectively wiped out a majority of
the population in Gaelyn. The city of Eldagar is overrun and most
of the villages are destroyed. They have begun crossing the borders
into Glis recently and we expect they will soon be affecting Arovan
as well,” Caspian explained. He motioned toward the back of the
room and Charm dropped down from the rafters. “Charm can explain
more to you,” Caspian said.

Sitting back in her chair, Symphony watched
Charm pace the room, and listened once again as he described the
nightmare creatures he had been living among for nearly three
weeks. How he had managed to survive she couldn’t guess but her
respect for the rogue had grown considerably after hearing his
tale.

Remedy shifted in his chair and leaned over
toward her. “I was in Gaelyn not three days ago. Blackwolf is
calling his son back as well as most of his reserve soldiers.
Chastity will be in charge of the Glis district until this is
over,” he whispered to her. The scent of mint washed over her with
every syllable and she smiled. Remedy had a tendency of chewing on
the herb to keep down his cravings for tobacco. Every other week he
was quitting or starting anew depending on how stressful the
current situation was. From what Charm described, she had no doubt
Remedy had been smoking like a chimney in Glis.

“Any word of what Arovan is doing?” she asked
in equally hushed tones, not wanting to disrupt the discussion on
the other side of the room. Having Kiernan Morcaillo’s support was
too important to offend him.

“He has sent a few scouts to help in Glis
where he can, but his main military is simply not suited for this
sort of combat. He controls heavily armored knights for the most
part, as well as his navy. Perhaps their elemental magic would be
of use if they could find what they were supposed to use it on.
Kali has truly out-done herself this time.”

“Do they have any ideas on how to stop these
things?” she asked, glancing back to watch the expression on
Kiernan’s face as Charm finished his report. As she had expected,
he wore the same grim look the Fionaveir council had.

“So far, the best idea I have heard is to
burn Gaelyn and that won’t work. The creatures will simply migrate
north. Better to keep them in Gaelyn as long as they can,” Remedy
replied.

“May I speak?” Shade asked, once Charm had
fallen silent. Symphony turned to look at him as did every other
person in the room.

“You may,” Caspian said after a considering
pause.

“I’m not sure how you will get them out of
the wilderness but I can take care of the ones in Eldagar if you
can spare a few resources,” Shade said, standing slowly.

“He is insane,” Charm muttered, though there
was a grudging respect in his voice.

“I do not have the men to spare to help you
and I wouldn’t give you command of them even if I did,” Caspian
said flatly and started to turn back to Kiernan.

“I don’t actually need men. It won’t require
an army,” Shade pressed, unwilling to be ignored.

“You are going to destroy a hostile force in
an impregnable fortress city alone?” Lutheron asked sounding mildly
amused.

“Well no, not exactly,” Shade said, pausing,
and frowned slightly.

“What resources do you require?” Symphony
asked, her curiosity peaked. From the way she saw things any idea
was better than none.

Shade tapped his chin thoughtfully and gave
her a weak smile. “About two hundred pounds of raw meat, the
services of a very good Alchemist, Charm, and Lutheron,” he said,
drawing mutters from the room.

“Do you know of this plan?” Caspian asked
Charm.

Nodding slowly, the rogue ran a hand through
his thick blond hair and gave Caspian a sickly smile. “Yes, and we
both agreed to not discuss the details with anyone else so it
couldn’t be tampered with if you allowed it. While I think he is
insane, the plan does have merit, and very little risk to anyone
other than Shade and myself,” Charm said with a sigh.

“I really wish you would stop saying I’m
insane,” Shade muttered.

“I really wish I wasn’t endorsing your plan
but it’s all we have at this point,” Charm shot back quietly.

“Meat, Alchemy, and me. Interesting. Well, I
have to say I’m intrigued,” Lutheron said and glanced at Charm.
“Mostly by the fact that this one is scared while Shade is not at
all frightened. I say we let them run with it, Caspian. If it
works, then we have destroyed a major hive. If it doesn’t, then we
can laugh at the two of them if they live, and drink to their
courage if they die”

Caspian nodded slowly and glanced at Faramir
who nodded as well. Looking over to Symphony’s table Caspian waited
for the slow nod from both Vaze and Remedy. With a heavy sigh, he
turned his gaze back to Shade. “Very well, we will provide you with
all that you ask for and not question the plan, though I will say I
have heavy doubts,” he said at last.

“If you knew the plan your doubts would be
heavier,” Charm said with a smirk.

“It will work,” Shade said with a smile and
nodded his thanks to Caspian before sitting back down.

“Let me know if it does, I’m quite curious
about what you are up to, nephew,” Kiernan said quietly and looked
back to the Fionaveir council. “I will continue to look for Myth,
though I am not hopeful of finding her. For all I know, she is a
squirrel wandering through Morcath right now. A changeling in
hiding is a very dangerous thing.” He turned to Symphony as he
spoke and regarded her with a level stare. “Beware any who try to
befriend you now, Symphony. You are in a position to gain much
power soon. That will attract Myth’s attention. Be wary of any who
seek to get too close to you.”

“I will. Thank you for the warning Kiernan,”
she said with a nod. His words rang heavy on her mind and she found
herself trying to remember every person she had talked to in the
past few weeks and to review those conversations. While it was
possible Myth was in the Fionahold, she truly doubted it. To even
find the hold, you had to know a Fionaveir and her people were
quite paranoid. The only new members they had acquired in the past
few months were Shade and his friend Oma and neither of them seemed
a likely candidate. Lutheron himself had examined Shade, and Oma
seemed too damaged to be dangerous. She would have to keep her eyes
on everyone, though. A warning such as the one Kiernan gave
shouldn’t be ignored.


Chapter 5

 


Sanctuary

 


 


Leaning back farther against the wall, Jala
did her best to remain unnoticed. The bar was crowded to the point
that Marrow wouldn’t even come inside. She watched Finn and Valor
play the crowd. Finn would brag about how Kithkanon didn’t stand a
chance and then Valor would play his own dramatic denial. Judging
by the crowd around them the show was entertaining. With a sigh,
she lifted her glass and took another sip of the wine. It was
proving impossible to get images of the Merro district from her
mind. She stared down into her glass and wondered how everyone had
let it go for so long. Even if she wasn’t responsible for those
people she still would have wanted to help. It didn’t help her
mood, either, hearing Finn and Valor talking so much about the
coming duel. Just the thought of it brought back to her mind images
of Death nodding to Finn and her dread increased.

The harsh grating of a chair being pulled
back raised her eyes. Glancing over, she expected to see Finn or
maybe even Valor, not the stranger seating himself beside her. He
was shrouded completely in a dark grey cloak with no hint of his
face visible at all.

“I’m sorry. I don’t want to be rude but I’d
rather be alone. Surely there are other tables with empty chairs,”
she said quietly and frowned as the man reached across to her
bottle and lifted it to his lips. “Well, by all means then, no
sense in getting a glass or perhaps ordering your own,” she said
dryly.

“You know, most seek my permission before
they change anything in the city,” his voice was cool and low,
barely a whisper in the crowded room.

“I haven’t changed anything in the city. And
why would I need your permission? You don’t look like a High Lord
to me or even a Justicar,” Jala said, wondering if it was the
earlier sights making her so snappish or the wine she had been
drinking. She stared down at the glass thoughtfully for a moment,
wondering if she should write off drinking completely. She didn’t
seem to have much luck with it.

A low chuckle came from under the cloak’s
hood and the bottle tilted again. He sat it down on the table with
a solid thump and wiped his mouth with the back of a gloved hand.
“No, I’m not a High Lord, not even close. But I think perhaps you
have heard of me anyway. Hemlock. Does the name ring a bell?”

She felt the color drain from her face and
took a sip of her own wine. As subtly as she could, she glanced
over Hemlock’s shoulder in the direction of Finn and Valor hoping
that one of them had noticed she was no longer alone.

“Ahh, you have heard of me,” he said sounding
amused. Turning slightly in his chair he glanced at Finn. “You know
it really isn’t good for him to be drawing so much attention. The
both of you have already drawn far too much attention.” Slowly he
shifted back to his original position and traced a finger across
the table top smearing a bit of spilled wine into a long trail. His
head tilted up and she could feel his eyes upon her, though she
still could see nothing but shadows from the hood. “Here is a
question for you. Should I kill you? I’ve been offered a lot of
money to. I’ve also been offered money not to. Sadly, though, you
have more enemies than friends right now.”

“No, you shouldn’t,” she replied without
hesitation, drawing another chuckle from the Assassin.

“And why is that?” he asked, not sounding the
least bit interested in whatever answer she gave.

“You asked if you should, I said ‘no.’ You
didn’t ask me to have a reason,” she said dryly and tried
desperately to come up quickly with a reason he might actually
listen to. “Because if you wait and let me accomplish what I have
planned, I’ll be worth a lot more money dead,” she said finally,
not really believing that was the only quick reason she could think
of.

“Ahh, now, that is one reason I’ve never
heard before. So you are saying I shouldn’t kill you now but should
kill you when you are worth more money. I’ll have to give that some
thought. Do you have a reason I shouldn’t kill your husband? I’ve
had more offers for his death than I have yours.” He leaned forward
on the table as he spoke and propped himself on his elbows as if to
hear her answer better.

“Well, the same reason for me could apply for
him as well but you want something new. How about if you kill him I
will bring Sanctuary to its knees,” she said with more confidence
than she actually felt.

“Will you now? And how exactly would you do
that?” He sounded genuinely amused.

“In every possible way that I can,” she
replied smoothly and took another sip from her wine, hoping her
hand wasn’t shaking visibly.

“I don’t think you would. Too many innocents
here. And if you are as kind hearted as Shade says you are, than
that isn’t an option for you.” Taking a single finger he twirled
the wine bottle slowly and shook his head. “Horrible vintage, by
the way. I would have thought Finn would have left something better
for his wife while he was busy flirting and pandering to the
crowd.”

“He isn’t flirting,” she said defensively and
ignored the fact that the majority in the crowd surrounding her
husband were women.

“Give him a message for me. Tell him he
shouldn’t leave his wife alone. There is no telling who might
decide to keep her company,” he said and dipped his head in a
slight bow. “You have my permission to change Merro’s district,
Milady,” he added as he stood smoothly and left the table.

“Wait. Are you going to take the contracts,”
she called after him but he gave no answer. Not that she had really
expected him to. The knot in her stomach grew tighter and she
downed the rest of her glass in one swallow and considered pouring
another. The rumors about Hemlock adding poisons to everything he
ate or drank kept her from it.

With a sigh, she leaned back in her chair
again and contemplated the odd visit. It didn’t seem typical
behavior for an Assassin. Shade had mentioned him asking about her
as well. It seemed she held a particular interest for the Assassin
and the thought sent cold chills through her. Having Cassia Avanti
obsessed was bad enough. She didn’t want Hemlock too interested in
her as well. Rubbing her face, she watched Finn and Valor for a
while longer and then slowly stood. Quietly she made her way
through the crowd surrounding them and moved close to Finn.

“Finally in the mood for company?” he asked
and gave her a kiss wrapping one muscular arm around her waist and
pulling her closer to him. She caught a few glares from the crowd
but ignored them. Public opinion of her was quickly becoming a
secondary concern.

“No, I’m going home. I just wanted to let you
know before I left,” she said quietly and rested her head against
his shoulder for a moment. The scent of dozens of liquors was thick
on him, mingled with the lighter brushes of perfume. Though she
hadn’t seen him approach any of the women in the crowd at least
three of them had given him hugs or clung to his arm.

“I’ll go with you,” he offered and started to
set his drink down.

“No, you don’t have to. Marrow is just
outside and it’s not far. You are enjoying yourself and I don’t
want to ruin that,” she said quickly and gave him another kiss.

“Are you saying I wouldn’t be entertained if
I went home with my wife?” he asked sounding amused.

“I’m saying I will probably be poor company
and I’d rather not ruin your night,” she replied with a halfhearted
smile.

“Mmm, there is a possibility that rather than
ruin my night I could improve yours.” He spoke quietly, his breath
warm on her neck, and she felt her skin tingle in response. “I can
take your mind off of everything,” he promised and kissed her neck
gently.

“Are we going to get a bar show, Finn, or are
you going to go home?” Valor asked playfully and Finn shoved him
lightly in response.

“I’m going to go home. Sorry you don’t get to
see more of my beautiful wife than you already have Val,” Finn
replied, drawing chuckles from a few in the crowd.

“Well, as sad as that is, at least I don’t
have to see more of you in the process. Off with you then and put a
smile back on her face, she looks so depressed,” Valor responded
with a grin and took the half full glass from Finn’s hand. With a
wink he downed the drink and sat the empty glass on the bar
motioning for the bartender to pour him another.

“Lush,” Finn said with a chuckle and nodded
farewell to the crowd. Keeping his arm wrapped tightly around Jala,
he guided them both toward the door. “I’m sorry you are having such
a miserable night,” he offered as they stepped out into the cool
night air.

“It’s nothing you did. It was just seeing all
of that suffering and then …” She trailed off, unsure why she had
even started to mention it.

“And then what?” he asked, glancing both ways
down the street before starting their walk back to the Academy. “I
don’t see Marrow do you?” he asked while she was still
contemplating if she should tell him about Hemlock. She didn’t like
the idea of keeping secrets from him but she was sure it would just
upset him.

“He is on the roof, don’t ask me how he got
up there but he is,” she said absently waving in the direction of
the Bendazzi.

Looking up, Finn nodded a greeting to Marrow
who sat quietly watching them and glanced at her again. “And then
what?” he prompted again.

Sighing, she linked her fingers with his and
rested her head on his shoulder as they walked. “And then Hemlock
sat down at my table and asked me for a reason he shouldn’t kill
me,” she said quietly and felt his fingers squeeze tighter on her
hand.

“I didn’t see anyone at your table all night.
I kept looking over there, hoping you would join me. If I had known
he was there, I wouldn’t have left you alone. I’m sorry,” he said
and squeezed her hand again. “What did you tell him?” he asked
after a moment’s pause.

She gave a bitter chuckle and shrugged
lightly. “I told him if he waited to kill me I’d be worth more
money,” she said dryly.

“Uhh, hmm, really?” Finn said, pausing
between each sound, and shook his head. “Not the reason I would
have given but I’m sure it was a first for him. Most tend to plead
for their lives, I would guess.”

“I don’t think I’m exactly the pleading sort,
at least not for that,” she replied.

“You won’t plead for your own life? That’s
generally the number one thing most would beg for. What would you
plead for then?” he asked.

“Yours. He asked me for a reason to not kill
you as well. And he wanted me to give you a message, though I
really don’t want to. I don’t want to keep secrets from you either,
though, so I’m still tossing the decision around in my mind. To
tell or not to tell.”

“You have to tell now. You mentioned it. You
can’t just say something like that and then not tell,” Finn pointed
out practically. “It’s cruel and you aren’t cruel, so spill
it.”

She cleared her throat and sighed again.
“Tell him that he shouldn’t leave his wife alone, there is no
telling who might decide to keep her company.” She repeated the
words as perfectly as she could and waited for Finn’s response. His
mood had darkened. She could feel it through their link but he
remained silent. “I think he was trying to anger you and it has
apparently worked,” she said after the silence had stretched for
several minutes.

“Not at you. Not at him. At myself. He is
right, I shouldn’t have left you alone at that table,” Finn said at
last. “I know how many enemies we have in this city. I should have
stayed by you.”

“I don’t need your constant supervision,
Finn. I don’t expect you to stay by me at every moment. I was
perfectly fine drinking alone tonight. As I said, I’m not the best
of company right now,” she said in what she hoped was a soothing
voice.

Her gaze flicked to an alley as Marrow
dropped down and paced over to walk by them. His thick white coat
stood out against the shadows and his yellow eyes seemed to gleam.
Running her hand through his fur she smiled faintly at the
Bendazzi. “Did you have a good nap?” she asked quietly.

I didn’t nap. I followed the bastard in
the cloak. He went back into Merro to a transport stone and
activated a rune near its bottom. One that is very well hidden,
Marrow informed her smugly.

“Did he notice?” she asked in a bit of
shock.

Marrow growled low at the question and looked
up at her with a feline glare. Of course he didn’t notice. I’m a
Bendazzi. I am a master of stealth, he grumbled.

“He followed him when he left. He says he
used a portal stone in our district,” she whispered to Finn.

Looking down at the Bendazzi, Finn seemed to
consider the news and shook his head. “We store that information
for later. It will just create more problems if we get nosy now,”
he decided and nodded to Marrow with respect. “Takes talent to
follow a man like him and not get caught.”

“Today has been a whirlwind. I don’t really
know if I could consider it good or bad. I think I just want to
stop considering it all for a while,” Jala said with a sigh as they
made their way through the Academy gardens.

Finn stopped at the stairs to their hall and
gave her another kiss. “It will all work out. I promise you. Seeing
how bad things are there shouldn’t depress you. It should show you
what to do next. We can fix it, but it will take time. As for the
rest of it, don’t worry so much.” He spoke gently and wrapped his
arms around her again, resting his chin on the top of her head.

“How can you promise something like that? You
don’t know it will all work out,” she whispered into his shirt.

“I do too. It will work out because you want
it to so badly. Both you and I are determined people. When we want
something we get it,” he reassured her and slowly pulled his arms
back. “Right now I want to be in our room and see my wife smile.”
Taking her hand, he led her up the stairs and held the door open
for her and Marrow.

At the sound of the door opening, Wisp poked
her head out from her own door. “I was hoping it was you two. I
have some good news for you, Jala. I found a couple of healers that
are willing to work in the Merro district,” Wisp said happily,
stepping from her room into the hall. She took a moment and
surveyed the two of them and cocked her head to one side with a
concerned look. “What’s wrong Jala? You look upset.”

“We rode through the entire Merro district
today. It was horrible,” Jala said quietly and moved over to Wisp
giving her a light hug. “Thank you so much for looking for the
healers. They are desperately needed there,” she added as she
released the Fae and stepped back rubbing her face. Finn brushed
his hand against her back and nodded to Wisp and continued past
them toward their room.

“It was no trouble at all. I knew who to talk
to about it. We can go meet them tomorrow after classes if you
like,” Wisp offered.

“I’d like that a lot, actually,” Jala said
somewhat distracted as she watched Finn close the door to their
room behind him. She turned back to Wisp the moment the door
latched and leaned closer. “He is going to duel Kithkanon. I don’t
know how to talk him out of it. Any ideas?” she whispered
quickly.

“What?” Wisp hissed back and glanced over
Jala’s shoulder at the closed door. “Why?” she asked, looking back
at Jala with even more concern written on her delicate face.

“Cassia hired Kithkanon and he had a scene
with Cassia today and now …” she let her voice trail off. There was
so much she could add that she wasn’t sure where to start
explaining.

“That little bitch,” Wisp growled and looked
as though she wanted to find Cassia just to strangle her. “Don’t
worry hon. He will win, Finn always wins,” Wisp said and Jala could
tell she was forcing herself to sound reassuring.

“So there is no way to talk him out of it? Is
that what you are telling me?” Jala asked with a sigh.

Sadly, Wisp shook her head. “Not if he said
he was going to. There isn’t much talking Finn out of things,” she
said shrugging at Jala.

“That’s what I was afraid of,” Jala said, her
voice filled with resignation. Leaning over she gave Wisp another
quick hug and turned for her room. She paused just before the door
and looked back at Wisp. “I have training with Sovann and Neph
tomorrow. Can we go to meet the healers right after school in the
afternoon? I should have time then,” she asked.

“You have too much to do Jala. Yes that would
be fine,” Wisp said shaking her head slightly. “You are going to go
mad within a year at this pace.”

“I doubt it,” Jala replied with a faint smile
and pushed the door open quietly. Marrow brushed past her silently
and headed for his customary spot in the corner. She closed the
door softly behind her and turned to look at Finn.

He was standing half-dressed by their bed,
carefully folding his shirt and had a smirk on his face. “Dirty,
asking Wisp for help,” he said with a faint chuckle.

“You weren’t supposed to hear that,” she
mumbled and began to remove her jewelry.

“Did you think the door being closed would
prevent it?” He asked sounding amused.

“Yes, actually. Most people can’t hear
whispers through closed doors. What were you doing, pressing your
ear to the door?” She rolled her eyes at him and pulled the pins
from her hair. Yawning, she ran her fingers through the curls and
opened her eyes to find Finn leaning against the bedpost watching
her. “What?” she asked, lowering her arms slowly and raising an
eyebrow at him.

“Just admiring,” he said quietly and then
slowly shook his head. “I don’t have to lean against the door to
hear things. Neph is reading aloud right now, Wisp is singing
quietly and Jail is getting ready to leave his room,”

The sound of a door closing outside in the
hall drew her attention as he finished speaking and she slowly
turned back to look at him in shock. “You heard all of that?” she
asked quietly.

“When I focus I can. I don’t focus all of the
time or I would go deaf in bars,” he explained and crossed the room
to her. With nimble fingers he began to unlace her dress.

“Then you know I don’t want you to duel,” she
whispered.

“And Wisp just warned you that you wouldn’t
be able to talk me out of it,” he replied, leaning close to kiss
her on the neck.

“Don’t you remember Death nodding to you at
the council meeting and you said you would have to be extra careful
in your next duel and this is your next duel.” She spoke quickly,
the words pouring forth in a flood as she tried to ignore his lips
working their way slowly down her shoulder.

“Mmm hmmm,” he mumbled, never slowing in his
progress with the dress or the kisses.

“But Finn, I really don’t want you to fight
him,” she pressed, as her dress dropped to the floor.

He traced his hands up her body slowly and
lifted his face to hers. “I have too much riding on this now, Jala,
I can’t forfeit on the bets I’ve made. I would lose what I have bet
and that isn’t an option,” he said firmly before picking her up by
the hips and setting her gently on the edge of the table behind
her.

“It’s just money, Finn. I can’t lose you over
money,” she whispered, leaning back on one arm and wrapping her
other arm around his neck.

“It’s more than money,” he said quietly as he
unlaced his pants. “Leave it alone Jala, you won’t talk me out of
it,” he warned as he slid a hand up her thigh and leaned in to kiss
her again. Mercilessly he continued with his lips and hands until
all conversation dwindled from her mind and there was nothing in
her thoughts but him.


Chapter 6

 


Sanctuary

 


 


Morning sunlight filtered in through the
windows. Jala’s eyes flickered open slowly and she turned her head
to look at the empty side of the bed. As usual, Finn had left
silently for his morning exercise. Fighting back a yawn, Jala sat
up, slowly arching her back to stretch. She could see Marrow
sprawled on his side near the wall. His chest still rose and fell,
deep with the rhythms of sleep. Standing slowly, she moved to the
mirror and picked up her brush. With an incoherent grumble, she
began combing out the night’s tangles and then paused, looking
slowly down at a folded letter lying on the corner of the
nightstand. It hadn’t been there a minute before. She was sure of
it. She glanced around the room once. Her gaze paused on Marrow’s
still sleeping form and then slowly picked up the letter, turning
it over in her hands. Her name was scrawled on the back in elegant
script.

“I didn’t think you were ever going to wake
up,” a child’s voice said beside her.

Startled, Jala jumped back with a squeak and
frantically searched the room. She heard Marrow growl low in his
throat and glanced back to see him scanning the room.

“Are you going to read the letter?” The voice
came again from a different corner.

“Who are you?” Jala asked cautiously, her
gaze flicking back to Marrow once more.

I see nothing. I sense nothing. There is
no scent at all, Marrow’s voice rumbled in her mind, irritation
thick in his tone.

“Read the letter. It explains everything,”
the child urged from yet another area of the room.

Marrow rose and stalked over to her as she
unfolded the letter quickly. The Bendazzi stopped just in front of
her and pushed her gently back until she was pressed against the
wall. Until I know what and where it is, keep the wall to your
back, he ordered and lowered his head, inhaling deeply,
searching for the creatures scent.

Jala nodded absently and read over the letter
in her hand, quickly scanning a few parts of it twice. “It’s from
Shade. He says her name is Emily and that she needs a safe place.”
she glanced up and looked around the room again, then back down to
the letter. “She is one of the Blight children from Gaelyn but she
isn’t corrupt. He says she has agreed to guard me,” Jala said and
folded the letter. She had never heard of a Blight child before but
from what the letter said they were not to be trifled with.

“Are you explaining it to the big cat thing
or do you have another invisible friend in here?” Emily said, her
voice closer now.

“The big cat thing is a Bendazzi. His name is
Marrow. He is my familiar and yes I was explaining to him,” Jala
said, her eyes searching the room once more. “Will you show
yourself to me?” she asked finally, not really sure what to
expect.

“I will to you, but if he comes back I’m
gonna hide.” The childlike voice came again and a form appeared,
sitting on the edge of her bed. The child was naked and filthy with
tangled brown hair. At least Jala thought it was brown. It was
difficult to tell the true color through the filth.

Jala stared at her condition in shock and
tried to decide if the majority of the filth on her was mud or
blood. Blood, she decided after a moment and cleared her throat
gently. “So I am to take care of you and keep you safe and in
return you guard me and keep me safe, correct?” she asked, keeping
her voice very polite.

“That’s what Shade said,” Emily agreed with a
shrug.

“Well then, the first thing would be to get
you a bath and clothes,” Jala said with what she hoped was a
parental tone.

“What kind of clothes?” Emily asked,
suspiciously eyeing Jala’s discarded dress.

Following her gaze, Jala eyed the dress and
felt a blush start to rise. Moving swiftly, she retrieved her robe
from beside the bed and shrugged it on and then looked to Emily
with a smile. “When exactly did you arrive here, Emily?” she asked
sweetly and prayed it was this morning and the child hadn’t been in
the room last night. Her gaze flicked involuntarily toward the
table by the wall where she and Finn had engaged in acts no child
should witness.

“This morning. I came into the room when the
asshole left,” Emily replied and then narrowed her eyes at Jala.
“What kind of clothes?” she repeated slower, in a quieter
voice.

“Asshole? You mean Finn? Why would you call
him that?” Jala asked in confusion.

“That’s what Shade calls him. Are you going
to answer my question?” Emily was watching her closely her
expression still holding suspicion.

“Clean ones, beyond that I don’t care. If you
don’t like dresses that’s fine with me as long as the clothes are
clean,” Jala said and frowned. “Please don’t call him that, he
really isn’t an asshole. It’s just that Shade and Finn don’t get
along well at all,”

“Why not?” Emily asked, her expression all
innocent curiosity.

“Why don’t I run you a bath and after you are
dressed I can explain. I have to meet Sovann soon so I really don’t
have much time this morning.” Jala moved across the room as she
spoke and opened the door to the bathing room. With a quick flick
of her hand she filled the tub with steaming water. Her reservoir
of magic was getting built up enough from use that she barely
noticed the missing power from the spell. With a wave of her hand
she motioned for Emily to approach. Taking a closer look at her new
charge she realized water alone wasn’t going to cut it. With
another wave of her hand and quick cast spell, a majority of the
filth disappeared from the child. The Blight froze in her tracks
and looked down at herself as Jala stared on in shock.

“What?” Emily said as she looked back up and
noticed Jala’s slack-jawed face.

“I’ve never seen something so dirty a simple
cleaning spell didn’t take care of it on the first try,” Jala
muttered in amazement. “I’m sorry. It’s just … Oh never mind. Go
on, get in the tub. I’ll get my soap for you.” Shaking her head,
she moved to her assorted essentials that she kept separate from
Finn’s belongings and picked up a bar of lilac soap and a
sponge.

With both weapons in hand she returned to the
bathing room and froze again. The Blight was sitting in the middle
of the tub looking less than pleased and the water around her had
turned a frothy brownish gray color just in the short time she had
been immersed. “Uhh, let’s just freshen that water a bit,” Jala
said slowly and dismissed the water, filling the tub with fresh
clean water.

You won’t need to fill a stone tonight. By
the time you get that creature clean you are going to be out of
magic, Marrow said with a bit of disgust.

She is only a child and we have no idea of
knowing how long it has been since she bathed last, Jala said
gently into the Bendazzi’s mind not wanting to insult Emily.

I’m going to go with never as my guess and
continue pondering why I couldn’t smell her. From the looks of her
I should be able to smell her half way across the city.

“That stinks,” Emily said, pointing at the
soap and wrinkling her nose.

Jala bit her lower lip to keep her expression
neutral and glanced down at the soap. “It’s all I have, unless you
want to use Finn’s soap. It doesn’t really have much of a scent to
it,” she said with a shrug.

“No, I don’t want asshole soap,” Emily
replied and snatched the lilac-scented bar from Jala’s hand. She
examined it closely turning it one way and then the other and
raised it to her nose sniffing it again. Abruptly, her expression
changed to one of disgust and she let out a snort as if to clear
her nose. “Why would you use this?” she asked in dismay.

“Because to me it smells good. And please
don’t call Finn that,” Jala replied patiently and took the soap
back from the Blight. Dipping it in the water quickly she ran it
over the sponge a couple of times and then began rigorously
scrubbing the child’s head. She tried in vain to ignore the various
bits that fell from the child’s hair and settled instead for trying
to not identify what they were.

“Do you have to do that?” Emily objected,
trying to squirm away.

“Yes, I do, though I think I’m going to have
to use magic to get the tangles out. How long has it been since you
brushed your hair?” she asked, still working the majority of the
filth from the brown locks.

“Brushed?” Emily asked in dismay.

“Well, that would explain that,” Jala said
with a sharp nod and added more soap to her assault. She stepped
back after a few moments and rinsed the soap from her hands.
Nodding her head in approval she smiled at Emily. “Now dunk and
rinse it out,” she said with a motion toward the water.

“What?” Emily said eyes going wide in
alarm.

Nodding Jala smiled sweetly again. “Just hold
your breath,” she said quickly and placed a hand on Emily’s head,
pushing her under the water quickly. Two hands shot out of the
water, clawing frantically for purchase and a sharp pain shot down
Jala’s right arm. She let go of the child who came up sputtering
indignantly. Leaning back against the wall Jala raised her arm to
see blood flowing freely down her wrist. The talons had missed the
artery there, but not by much.

“I’m sorry,” Emily said quietly, her chin
resting on the edge of the tub as she stared at Jala in dismay.

“It’s my fault. I scared you,” Jala said with
a slight shake of her head. She watched the blood continue to well
for a moment and wished in vain that she regenerated like Finn. “I
was just in a hurry. Go ahead and finish cleaning up while I wrap
this.” Turning she left the room and nodded with approval at the
sounds of splashing water from the other room. She hadn’t been sure
the Blight would listen and continue bathing but apparently the
child was.

With a sigh she fished her old blue dress
from her trunks and tore strips of material from it. Finn healed so
quickly he didn’t keep medical supplies on hand and she didn’t have
anything else to use. There was of course the option of asking one
of the others in the hall but she didn’t really want to explain to
anyone about the Blight just yet.

Awkwardly, she began wrapping the arm cursing
under her breath as the strips came loose. It was at an odd angle
to do one-handed. She looked up as smaller hands took the strips
from her and watched as the child quickly wrapped the makeshift
bandage tight around her arm.

“Thank you,” Jala said quietly and brushed a
lock of hair from her face. “You have very pretty hazel eyes,” she
added and lifted the lock of hair to examine the tangles. Emily was
watching her with obvious remorse and her gaze kept flickering to
the bandage. “It’s OK really. I know you didn’t mean to and like I
said it was my fault.”

“I’m supposed to protect you not hurt you,”
Emily replied quietly.

“And I’m sure you will as long as I’m not
dunking you under water,” Jala reassured her and ruffled the
tangled hair as best she could. Cocking her head to one side she
took in the child’s measurements and pulled on the magic once more
to create clothing that would fit her. With a wink she handed the
heavy linen trousers and tunic to her as well as small clothes fit
for a child. “There. Those should be nice and durable and they are
a dark enough color that if you get them dirty I won’t notice for a
while,”

Emily took them hesitantly and looked them
over then watched as Jala crossed the room to her own closet. “Are
you going to tell him I’m here?” she asked cautiously.

“Who?” Jala asked, unsure if the child meant
Sovann or Finn since they were about to go and see Sovann.

“The ass …” Emily paused and cleared her
throat. “Err, Finn,” she said and began tugging the clothes on
quickly.

“Yes, I am. I don’t keep secrets from him,”
Jala replied, selecting a long-sleeved deep green dress from her
wardrobe. “He won’t be upset, especially when I tell him you are
going to help guard me,” Jala assured her and quickly began getting
dressed.

“What if he wants me to leave?” Emily asked,
her expression concerned.

“He won’t ask you to leave, I promise,” Jala
reassured her and selected a pair of sandals from her wardrobe.
Sitting lightly on the edge of the bed she lifted her skirts
lightly and slipped her feet into the shoes.

Emily watched her silently as she laced up
her sandals. With a small hand she pointed at the shoes with
obvious concern. “Do I have to wear those?” she asked, a frown
growing on her face.

Jala looked up from the lacings and raised an
eyebrow. “I did forget to make you shoes didn’t I? No you don’t
have to wear shoes like this. I don’t think they would last long if
you did.” With a sigh she finished tying the strap and stood again.
“You aren’t used to wearing shoes are you?” she asked.

Emily shook her head slightly and continued
to stare at Jala. “I see why he likes you so much,” she said
quietly.

“Finn?” Jala asked, her confusion growing
from the rapidly changing topics. She glanced at Emily as she
quickly pulled her hair up. She was running out of time. Sovann
would be wondering what was wrong by now.

“Shade,” Emily corrected. “You are so pretty,
it’s no wonder he likes you,” she added softly and seemed a bit
embarrassed.

Pausing in what she was doing Jala shook her
head faintly. “Shade doesn’t look at what is on the outside. Shade
likes people that are pretty on the inside. I doubt he ever cared
if my hair was fixed properly or noticed what dress I wore,” she
explained quietly and then shrugged. “But there are those that care
now, so I do,” she said with a sigh, remembering when she was a
less filthy version of Emily, when she never would have considered
wearing shoes that laced half way up her leg or dresses that had so
many layers to their skirts. “Come on, Sovann will be waiting for
us and I don’t want him to think something has happened to me. We
will worry about shoes later. At least for now you are dressed.”
Heading for the door, she grabbed her book bag as she went. She
truly doubted she would have time to come back here before her
classes started for the day.

Nodding slightly, Emily fell in behind her
and disappeared once more. Grumbling lightly, Marrow fell in behind
her to the right and looked around, his yellow eyes scanning for
any sign of the Blight.

“I’m sure we will both get used to it,” Jala
said with a smile to the Bendazzi and left the door open behind her
a bit longer than normal. She glanced at the hall behind her and
wondered how she was ever going to be able to tell if Emily had
made it through a doorway before she closed it. She didn’t care
much for the thought of continually smacking the child with
doors.

“I go through before you do, when you first
open it,” Emily whispered in a voice so quiet Jala could barely
make out the words. Silently, Jala nodded and wondered if her
thoughts had truly been that obvious. With a quick glance down the
hallway to make sure no one else had noticed her delay, she turned
and headed toward the courtyard where Sovann waited.

“I was beginning to worry,” Sovann said as he
stood. He was dressed as usual in loose fitting tunic and trousers
but looked a bit more rumpled than normal. Dark circles hung under
both of his deep green eyes and his hair was a bit tousled as
well.

“You haven’t slept have you?” Jala asked as
she stopped a few feet from him. Several books lay open on the
ground beside him as well as a dozen or so memory crystals that he
used for reference.

“I had a lot to do at home and I’ve been
trying to research on how we are going to lift the curse in
Goswin,” he explained with a sigh and brushed a lock of brown hair
from his face.

“Any luck?” she asked hopefully.

He shook his head grimly and motioned vaguely
at the books and crystals. “Not in any of those but there is a
possibility I might find a method in another book. It will take
time to research.” He let out a deep sigh and looked her over with
a frown. “What happened to your arm?” He asked, motioning at the
sleeve of her dress.

Following his gaze Jala looked down at her
own arm and frowned. She had chosen a long sleeved dress to hide
the bandage but apparently that wasn’t going to work with her
friends. “A little cut it’s nothing,” she said in dismissal.

“Why didn’t you just heal it?” He asked with
a raised eyebrow.

Jala stared at him a moment and looked up to
the sky and then back to him. “Because I’m an idiot and I didn’t
even think of healing myself,” she admitted in disgust. “It’s
really no bother though. It’s not a deep cut,”

Sovann looked away with a nod and it was
obvious he was fighting back laughter. “That’s beautiful. You heal
my brother from near death, repair his eye and then forget you can
heal when you yourself get hurt.” He shook his head slowly as he
spoke in obvious amusement.

“So what are we going to work with today?”
she asked in an effort to change the topic.

“I thought we’d try a bit of channeling. I
think you are closer to a weaver than a Channeler but we will see.
Since you can draw off of Barllen, it’s obvious you can channel, so
let’s see what else you can draw from,” he replied with a
smile.

“All right, sounds easy enough. What first?”
Jala asked as she dropped her bag down into the grass and stretched
her shoulders.

“Let’s try something basic at first. Getting
magic from something magical,” he said, producing a mage stone from
his pocket. Tossing it lightly to land in the grass he looked back
at her and smiled. “Typically you hold a mage stone and draw it
into you as it is intended to be used. This time I want you to try
to channel some of the magic out of it. It’s a mage stone you
yourself created so that should make it easier.” With a slight
gesture of his hand, he motioned for her to begin.

Taking a deep breath Jala focused on the
stone and tried to pull magic from it. After a long moment she held
her hand outstretched toward it as she had on the battlefield in
Rivana. Putting her will behind it she pulled again and then
frowned at Sovann. “I’m doing exactly what I did in Rivana,” she
said with a sigh.

He chewed on his lower lip for a moment and
nodded slowly. “You were desperate there,” he said quietly and
seemed deep in thought. “Maybe it was because you didn’t have any
magic at all of your own,” he said after a moment and fished in his
pocket again producing a dull grey stone. “If you don’t mind
filling a mage stone this early, we can see if that is the
difference.” He offered her the stone with a shrug.

Jala nodded slowly and took the stone,
looking down at the rock with dread. Filling stones always left her
a bit light headed and she had a long day ahead of her. “If you let
me keep this stone to recharge before I see Neph this evening, you
have a deal,” she said, looking up at him with a raised
eyebrow.

“As long as you wait a bit before you
reabsorb it there shouldn’t be a problem. You don’t want to flux
your magic from full to empty and then back again too quickly. It
isn’t good for the body,” he warned.

Nodding her agreement, she focused on the
empty stone in her hand and felt her magic pouring into it. When
they had first started doing this two weeks ago the stones she had
filled had been about the size of her little fingernail. This one
was the size of a small bird’s egg. Sovann had said her reservoir
was building quickly and if this stone’s size was any indication he
believed it had grown again. The stone began to pulse in her hand
and turn a dull violet shade, slowly darkening to a deep rich
purple that seemed to glow from the inside. Her head began to spin
as the color darkened and she had second thoughts about spending
half the day in this weakened state. If not for the knowledge that
Marrow and now Emily would be with her the entire day she never
would have agreed to this.

At last, she nodded to Sovann and handed him
back the stone. She could feel only the barest wisps of magic
remaining to her and Sovann had warned her too many times for her
to drain that off as well. To drain all of her magic meant the risk
of what he called burn out, where a mage could no longer access his
magic at all. She had never actually pointed out that she had
already drained her magic completely once before and hadn’t burned
out. She knew him too well. He would simply point out how stupid
she had been to do it at all.

Looking down at the stone in his hand, Sovann
glanced back up at her and nodded. “I had a feeling you had built
it up more. You didn’t drain yourself dry did you?” he asked with a
bit of concern.

“Of course not. I listen to your warnings,”
she replied, her voice faint to her ears. “Give me a minute and
I’ll try again. I’ve got the spinning-head thing right now.” With a
sigh, she leaned back against a tree and waited for her body to
adjust and then stood again, giving Sovann a nod. Stretching her
hand out toward the stone once more, she tried pulling on the magic
she knew it held. “Damn it,” she hissed and refocused herself,
pulling with everything she could. The stone remained untouched,
without so much as a trace of its magic coming to her. Dropping her
hand in frustration, she looked at Sovann. “Why can I draw from
something no one else can but I can’t draw from something everyone
can?” she asked, hoping the frustration she felt didn’t carry into
her voice as well.

Sovann frowned down at the stone and looked
up to her with a slight shake of his head. “I have no idea,” he
admitted and searched the garden, his gaze thoughtful. “Close your
eyes and try channeling. Focus on whatever you can and try to draw
in magic. Maybe it’s that you have no affinity with the stone,
though you should since you are the one that created it,.”

Doubtful that it would work, but still
willing to try, she closed her eyes and focused. She sought magic
with her mind though didn’t focus on a source, simply willing the
magic to come to her. Forcing her will, she tugged roughly and felt
a surge of magic at the same time as she heard a gasp from Sovann.
Eyes flashing open she found the mage kneeling one arm across his
chest breathing heavily. “Are you OK?” she asked frantically,
dropping down beside him and staring at his pale face in fear.

“Yes, just give me a minute,” he said
coughing slightly. Looking up at her, he smiled ruefully. “I really
didn’t expect that and you really don’t have a gentle touch for it.
It was somewhat like being hit in the gut with a club,” he said,
his voice weak yet amused.

“I really didn’t mean to. Are you sure you
are OK? Should I get Neph?” she asked her eyes wide.

Sovann shook his head and smiled at her,
bracing himself on her shoulder as he stood. “No, Neph would just
laugh. Give me a minute to get a bit of my energy back and let’s
try that again. If you can perfect it before classes you can use it
on Neph tonight.” He said the last with a wicked smile and winked
at her. Drawing on his Weaver talents she watched him pull a bit of
energy from the trees, then the grass, and finally the mage stone.
He was gentle with the pull taking care not to damage anything he
touched.

Looking back at her he nodded. “OK, try it
again, only this time focus on me and let’s see what happens. Don’t
worry about hurting me. I have a larger reservoir that you do right
now and even if you fill yourself completely off of my magic you
can’t truly hurt me,” he said, shaking his head at her look of
distress.

“Are you sure about this?” she asked with
obvious hesitation.

“Quite sure, now do as your teacher tells you
to,” he ordered and seemed to brace himself.

“I really wish you didn’t look like I was
about to punch you,” she said dryly and focused herself again. With
a frown she pulled from Sovann and felt magic rush into her like a
tide. She reeled for a moment, her body euphoric with the sensation
and barely noticed Sovann propped against a tree wheezing. “Normal
magic doesn’t feel like this,” she said, her voice faint in her own
ears. “Oh, Fortune this is wonderful.” Her words came out
breathless as the tingles of the stolen magic washed over her,
filling her with renewed energy.

“By the Aspects, Jala, I don’t think we will
do that again, ever,” Sovann gasped, pulling himself upright once
more for another round of weaving. “That wasn’t like a club that
was like a damn wagon falling on me,” he said faintly.

“I’m sorry, Sovann, are you OK?” Jala asked
with concern, though she knew the smile was still on her face and
she doubted it was too reassuring to him.

“Will be fine in just a minute. That’s the
plus side of being a Weaver, never out of energy for long,” he
replied, his voice already regaining some of its former strength.
“So now we have to figure out why you can draw on Barllen and
people but apparently not items intended to have magic drained from
them, though. That isn’t a bad trait, though. If you can draw
energy off of your enemies you are a step ahead.”

“I’d like to drain Cassia down to a more
humble level,” Jala muttered quietly, drawing a dark look from
Sovann.

“If you do, she will have the Justicars down
on you. It’s considered a magical assault and the penalty ranges
from imprisonment to death,” he warned.

“As if anyone actually obeys laws here,
Sovann. Just yesterday I saw Cassia and her brother beating the
hell out of Madren and no one did anything about it. That is
supposed to be a crime punishable by death, too, but no one does
anything about it,” she said back, her voice filled with
disgust.

“Not when it’s Cassia doing it, but I
guarantee if it’s you doing it everyone will say something. They
are looking for a reason to get you in trouble. Don’t give them
one,” Sovann said, his voice firm and his look almost parental.

“I won’t. Besides, I don’t even know if it
would work on anyone else,” she said with a sigh.

“That’s why you are going to try using it on
Neph tonight, to find out if it works on others,” Sovann replied
happily.

“You look far too pleased with that idea,
Sovann. Should I make a memory crystal for you?” she asked with a
raised eyebrow.

Sovann smiled at her and nodded. “Please do.
I will look forward to seeing it tomorrow. For now, though, you had
best be off to your first hour. You arrived late so the session
isn’t what it normally is.”

“I’m sorry about that. I just had a few
things come up. I will be on time tomorrow, I promise,” she said
and picked up her bag with a sigh. Walking over, she gave him a
quick hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you, Sovann, you should
go get some sleep. You look like you could use it.”

“I will very soon,” he assured her and moved
to gather his books and crystals as she left the courtyard heading
for class.

“You are going to be thrilled, Emily. My
first hour is basic geography,” Jala said quietly once they were
out of earshot of Sovann. She spoke partially to see if the Blight
was still with her and partially because she expected the class to
drive the child insane. Geography was a topic that interested her a
great deal. Yet the teacher of the class had a way of speaking that
made her nearly fall asleep every day.

“I could probably teach you more about
geography than they can. My mother had been everywhere and I know
everything she knew. Have they told you about the Crystal Spires
yet?” Emily’s voice was a hushed whisper just off to her left.

“What are the Crystal Spires?” Jala asked. It
wasn’t a term she had heard mentioned in any class or read about in
her book. She was three chapters ahead in her reading of what they
were talking about in class discussion.

“It’s in Nerathane. Hundreds of crystal
columns that rise up out of the southern desert. They are every
color - blue and yellow and red, and there is a river that runs
through there that the whole bottom of is filled with little
fragments of the spires that look like a rainbow stones,” Emily
explained, her voice a bit louder than before.

“It sounds beautiful. I didn’t think anyone
was allowed in Southern Nerathane,” Jala replied trying to mentally
picture what the child described.

“My mother was. She went everywhere in
Sanctuary,” Emily said, a bit of pride in her voice as well as
sadness. “I wish I hadn’t hurt her,” she said after a long moment
her voice fainter.

“I lost both of my parents too,” Jala said
quietly, unsure what else to say. Perhaps if Emily knew she could
understand the pang of loss, it would make it a bit easier for her.
Misery did seem to love company.

“She loved me. That’s what makes the
difference between me and the other Blights. Their mothers despised
them and everything they got when they scanned minds was hate and
loathing. I scanned and found love,” Emily said, her voice dropping
back down to a whisper.

Jala nodded thoughtfully and ran a hand
through Marrow’s thick fur, silent for a long moment. “I think
that’s what makes a difference for all of us Emily. There are quite
a few in this world that are not Blights but are still monsters,”
she said quietly as they reached the stairs to the main hall.

Conversation ended as she headed up the
stairs and through the thick double doors. Marrow walked along
behind her silently and she hoped Emily was still close but had no
way of telling. Ignoring the looks from the other students she
headed into the Geography lecture hall and climbed to the top row
of the seating. It was more difficult to hear at these heights but
few other people sat on the top row. She had an advantage, though,
even if she missed something the teacher was saying Marrow wouldn’t
and could tell her what was said. Dropping her bag lightly in the
chair beside her she sat down and looked over the mostly empty
room. It was still several minutes before class and most were still
in the hall gossiping. All of the friends she had were more
advanced in their schooling, though, and she truly had no desire to
gossip with strangers. It would be a safe bet that most of the
gossip in the hall right now was about her, a topic she really
didn’t care to pay attention to.

Leaning heavily on the desktop she looked
down at the small circle where the teacher would stand and tried to
make out what land they would be discussing today. As usual the map
for the day was already up and she could make out the small
scattered forms of the Seravae Isles. Smiling, she leaned back in
her seat and took out her notebook. With a quick toss of the cover
she flipped it to the notes she had made when she read the chapter
in the book on the islands and quickly read over them.

“That’s not right,” Emily said quietly beside
her.

Jala looked up from the notebook and glanced
to the side of her where the voice had come from. “What’s not
right?” she asked quietly taking care to make sure no one else was
nearby. The last thing she needed was a rumor to start about her
talking to herself.

“What they say about Seravae, all of the
islands are inhabited not just three of them. All five of them have
people. It’s just the two smaller ones are …” She trailed off as if
searching for a word. “Uhh, not big houses I guess. They are
different, more elite, only certain people can go there,” she
finished.

Reaching into her bag Jala pulled out her
book and flipped it open to the page showing the Seravae isles and
studied the island chain. “It’s all supposed to be ruled by the
House of Reavers,” she said after quickly scanning over the text to
make sure her notes were correct.

“It’s not. The big island to the south is
controlled by the Soulblades, the one just above it is controlled
by the Spiritcallers, and the one in the north is led by the
Wraiths. They are three separate orders, even though everyone else
calls them houses, they aren’t,” Emily explained in a flood of
whispers.

“It doesn’t say anything about that in the
book,” Jala protested quietly flipping pages and scanning over the
words quickly. “If they aren’t houses what are they?”

“The Soulblades are warriors, the
Spiritcallers are Shamans, and the Wraiths are rogues. In order to
become a Soulreaver you must pass through all three islands of
training and attain at least three circles of each. The smaller
island to the east is called the Reaver’s Island, even though the
Official ruling house of Seravae is on the Soulblade isle, which is
called the Wendesha isle by them by the way, in honor of one of the
first Soulblade to reach ten circles on Sanctuary,” Emily
explained. By her voice Jala guessed she was seated in the chair
next to her and looking over the book as well.

How is it that she doesn’t know to brush
her hair but she knows the advanced history of the Soulreavers?
Marrow asked dryly.

I think when she scans minds she looks for
the most valuable information and glazes over what we see as
trivial mundane knowledge, Jala replied keeping the
conversation mental to avoid insulting Emily.

“I still scan minds, and the two of you
project your thoughts very loudly. The instinct is to go for
information on magic, fighting, surroundings, and such. It didn’t
occur to me at all to look for hygiene in my scans,” Emily said,
not sounding offended in the least. “You know the Seravae islands
are the reason the Academy calls its training circles. In Seravae,
when a child passes a certain level of training, a circle is
tattooed on his back. The left shoulder for swords, the right
shoulder for stealth, and the center of the back for shamans
training since to them the mastery of spirits is considered the
most important,” she explained further, obviously enjoying the fact
that she had more knowledge on the subject than the book did.

“How many circles are there for each?” Jala
asked, flipping her notebook to a fresh page and taking notes once
again.

“Ten for each island, though there hasn’t
been anyone to fully master all three since they were locked inside
the barrier. Usually the current Reaver only has three of each
tattoo, though the leaders of the individual islands of course have
ten circles in their own specialty,”

“What’s on the other small island?” Jala
asked indicating the last piece of land in the Seravae isles
chain.

“That’s the Isle of Souls where the bodies of
the dead are sent. In some cases they keep their spirits. In others
they don’t. If it was a hero or well respected figure in their
society the soul continues on with the body. There is nothing worse
to them than to allow the spirit to continue on to Death. They
despise the goddess of Death and believe if a Soulreaver is strong
enough he will return from the isles alive once more. If they are
not well loved in their society, their soul is devoured by the
Keepers of the island and the body is wrapped and burned with
whatever ashes and bones remaining entombed in the cliffs,” she
explained and fell silent as the room began to fill with
people.

Jala looked up as the sound of grating chairs
and murmurs filled the hall, making sure no one was approaching her
perch and then quickly wrote down what Emily had told her. Flipping
the pages back and forth she compared the two sets of notes and
shook her head slightly. There was so much more detail in what the
Blight child had told her. “Emily,” she whispered, hoping the
Blight could hear her over the surrounding noise.

“Yes?” Emily asked, her voice coming from
very near Jala’s ear.

“Later when we have time will you go over the
other cultures that I’ve already studied and tell me what I’ve
missed? I think your mother was a very wise person and I’d like you
to share the knowledge if you would,” she asked.

“Of course,” Emily replied, her voice holding
a note of true happiness. “My mother was a very wise person and she
would have wanted me to share what she knew,” she added
quieter.

“Today we are going to speak of the Seravae
Isles,” the teacher’s voice droned from below and Jala shifted in
her seat to get a better view. From the way the man spoke, she
could almost believe Shade’s story about most of the teachers being
constructs. She could very easily picture him propped against the
wall during winter break, gathering dust.

“The Seravae isles rest just off the coast of
Arovan in the Deverish Gulf,” he continued, his voice still a heavy
monotone. Jala heard Marrow yawn off to the side of her and
silently cursed the Bendazzi as she fought back her own yawn in
response. Settling back in her chair she did her best to keep her
mind alert, comparing what he said with what Emily had told her and
wondering why the Academy left so much out.

“This is going to be a very long hour, what
is next?” Emily whispered to her.

“Mathematics. The teacher is much better but
the subject is less entertaining,” Jala replied quietly and
shrugged. “Just wait until we get to science. I’m sure you will
love that.”
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Shade glanced over toward the passenger side
for the fifth time and was relieved to see Charm still sleeping
soundly. He wasn’t at all sure what the rogue would do if he woke
now and saw where they were. This hadn’t been part of the plan that
he had explained but it was a necessary step. Turning his attention
back to the view screen he gave a muffled curse and jerked hard on
the controls of the spell hawk narrowly avoiding a rock snag. The
spotlight on the front of his ship wasn’t doing quite as much as he
had hoped it would and the area ahead was incredibly murky. With a
sigh, he slowed the ship’s speed farther and leaned back into his
seat. He had been hoping to be out of here within a few hours. At
this rate the herbs he had added to Charm’s dinner would wear off
before he even found what he was looking for. A dark form moved
past the view screen and he watched it for a moment, amazed at the
size of the creature.

“Did I just see a fish swim by?” Charm asked,
his voice thick from sleep.

“Shark actually, and yes,” Shade replied
calmly as if that were perfectly natural.

“Why in the bloody hell did I just see a
shark swim by?” Charm asked, his voice sounding more alert.

Flicking a gaze at the rogue, Shade shrugged
and turned back in time to dodge another rock protrusion. “Because
we are underwater and this particular part of the sea is overrun
with sharks,” Shade explained, glancing at the rogue again. Charm
was looking around with growing unease at the seams of the ship.
“And serpents,” Shade added in a quieter voice hoping Charm was
distracted enough not to really pay attention.

“Are spell hawks even made to go under
water?” Charm asked as he sat fully up in his seat and stared
through the view screen. “Where exactly are we, which part of the
sea?” He demanded.

“I built my spell hawk. I know what she can
do and water is no problem for her,” Shade replied a bit
defensively. “As to where we are …,” Shade trailed off and watched
a twisting coil of a serpent go past above them. The dark green
scales glimmered in the spotlight as the creature swam past. The
ship rocked slightly in the creature’s wake and Shade let the speed
falter more. “We are, uhh …, damn that thing was big,” Shade said,
his voice filled with a bit of awe. The serpent above them had
easily been twice the size of the one he had seen outside of
Sanctuary and that one could have swallowed his ship whole. He
shook his head and glanced at Charm who was staring at him with an
unreadable expression. “We are off the coast of Oblivion,” he said
quickly and turned back to the view screen, taking care to guide
the ship away from the direction the serpent was swimming.

“You are insane,” Charm said quietly and
slowly nodded. “Why are we underwater off the coast of Oblivion? I
don’t remember this being part of the plan.”

“Well, it was part of the plan. It just
wasn’t a part that I told you about,” Shade replied and smiled as
his spotlight finally landed on what he was searching for. “There,
do you see that?” he asked, pointing toward the view screen where a
jumbled pile of debris could barely be seen.

“Yes, but I have no idea what I’m seeing,”
Charm snapped back.

“That, my friend, is the remains of the
Stormrider, one of the Merrodin battleships,” Shade
explained happily.

“And why do we want to find it?” Charm asked,
his tone dubious.

“Because the Merrodin ships were all lined
with Barllen and we need a lot of Barllen,” Shade replied
patiently.

“The idea of having Barllen on a ship that
functions off of magic does not seem like a good one Shade. Just
off hand, I would say that would be insane,” Charm said, looking
over at Shade with an expression of extreme doubt.

“I’m not actually going to bring it on the
ship. I’m going to drag it out of the water with towlines,” Shade
said, his eyes roving over the ship remains.

“Why do we need Barllen?” Charm asked.

“Because one of Eldagar’s best defenses was a
set of runes that prevented anything from entering the city by sky.
You can leave in a spell hawk. You just can’t arrive that way. For
our plan to work we have to be able to access the city by air.
Installing a Barllen trim on my ship will cancel those wards,”
Shade said as he rose from his seat, leaving the ship to drift
slightly in the current. “I’ll be right back. Just have to check
the chains. It looks heavier than I guessed it would be. I kind of
thought the wood would have rotted away by now. It’s been ten
years.

“If you install a Barllen trim on your ship,
won’t it drain the magic from the ship?” Charm asked as he rose to
follow Shade.

“No, because I’m going to have it on lead
struts. Lead blocks Barllen,” Shade explained as he lifted a hatch
near the back of the ship. Looking back at Charm he smiled
reassuringly. “Have a bit of faith. I really have thought this
through. If I hadn’t there is no way I would have ever trespassed
on Oblivion’s borders. They really are touchy about visitors you
know,” Dropping down to sit on the flat of the ship’s floor he
dangled his legs into the hatch and bent over to check the weight
of the chains below. Originally they had been added for lighter
lifting but he thought they would hold.

“Won’t the lead add too much weight to the
ship or unbalance it?” Charm asked, his tone more thoughtful than
doubtful now.

“I’m going to balance it out by adding more
weight to the rear as well. I’ll have to have a thin layer of
Barllen on the wings too. All total, I’d say I’m adding about two
thousand pounds to the ship’s weight but it shouldn’t be anything I
can’t handle. All spell hawks fly off of the mage’s strength. The
stronger the mage, the faster and tougher the ship. I’m a strong
mage, Charm. This will work,” Shade said without bothering to
glance up. With quick confident hands, he arranged the pulleys and
the chains properly and examined the hooks for a last time. He
wouldn’t get a second chance at this. The Lords of Oblivion didn’t
take kindly to thieves and they would consider this robbery. Though
the ship was worthless to them they would still consider it their
property. Trespassing was bad enough in their eyes. To trespass and
steal would have every Harvester in their control swarming his
ship, not to mention their notorious hatred for Morcaillos. It was
doubtful that they would take into consideration that he had left
his house and so technically wasn’t Morcaillo.

“Are you sure that will hold a ship?” Charm
asked, eyeing the hooks and chains. He seemed more interested than
skeptical now and Shade simply shrugged in response. Easing himself
down on the other side, Charm examined the hooks with a practiced
eye. “Good metal, it’s strong,” he said lifting the hook and
testing the weight.

“I have no idea how much a water logged, half
rotted ship weighs,” Shade admitted.

“Well, we really only need the railing right?
If I remember correctly, that’s where a majority of the Barllen on
the Merrodin ships was.” Charm dropped the hook and looked back up
at Shade with a raised eyebrow.

“There was some on the hulls as well, to keep
the ships balanced, but a good portion of railing should be more
than enough,” Shade replied.

Nodding, Charm rose again. “For railing those
should hold. For the entire ship, I’m not sure,” he said.

“I’m really not insane. This will work,
Charm, I promise,” Shade said as he rose and dropped the hatch back
into place.

“There is a fine line between madness and
genius. I think you dance along that line Shade,” Charm said with a
smirk.

“Ahh, but I’m an excellent dancer,” Shade
replied with a grin and moved back toward his pilot seat.

“We shall see,” Charm said, quietly dropping
down into the co-pilot seat.

Shade gave a slight nod and smiled faintly.
“Yes, we will,” he mumbled and took the controls of his ship once
more, carefully guiding it over the wreckage. This was the touchy
part, getting the hooks to fall where he needed them to, despite
the current, and ensuring they caught hold firmly. Despite the
confidence he had used with Charm this was the first time he had
ever actually had his ship underwater. He doubted the rogue would
find that knowledge reassuring, though, so he kept it to himself.
Moving one hand slowly over the pulley control he eyed what
remained of the railing below and tried to take into account the
distortion of water as he released the hook. A loud grinding came
from the back of the ship as the heavy chain dropped. Frowning in
concentration, he moved the ship forward slowly and felt the hooks
catch. Smiling, he glanced at Charm and began to guide the ship up
slowly. The tension on the chains slowly increased and he felt the
drag on his ship push past what he had expected. The water began to
cloud more as the wreckage shifted in the silt.

“Here,” Charm said quietly and gestured
toward the view screen. Brighter light flooded the sea floor as a
mage light bloomed to life below them. “I’m not much of a mage but
I can manage that much,”

“You are more of a mage than you let on, but
I won’t push the topic. Thank you, Charm,” Shade said, his words a
bit broken with distraction. It was taking most of his
concentration to keep the speed of the ship slow and even. If he
pulled too sharply on the tow chain, the wreckage would likely
break apart. They were only about thirty feet from the surface now.
The tricky part would be getting it out of the water. By the amount
of drag he was getting off of the chain now he wasn’t sure his
chains would hold, airborne.

“Are we going to be able to get it out of the
water?” Charm asked, his thoughts apparently mirror to Shade’s
own.

“I hope so. I’m not really sure, though. I
think we have more than I had planned on hooking on the end of that
line. From the weight I think we have the entire Stormrider.
A low groan filled the air and Shade felt his muscles clench in
response.

“Was that the chains?” Charm asked glancing
back at the hatch.

“Uhh, no,” Shade said quietly, eyes searching
the view screen. The groan came again followed by a sharp tug on
the ship below. Cursing, Shade fought back on the controls and
added a bit of speed to the ascent. A loud crack filled the air and
the ship jerked violently.

“What the hell is that?” Charm demanded, one
hand clutched on his armrest as he stared back into the hold.

“That’s the serpent,” Shade explained his
voice a bit strained. Not many would recognize the sounds of the
beasts but he did. He had spent countless hours watching them off
the coasts of Sanctuary. Typically they didn’t come close to the
city but the groans and wails they used for communication carried
for miles. Another sharp pull on the chain came and he fought the
controls to keep the ship steady. He could see daylight filtering
down through the water, they were so close. “Ya like fishing,
Charm?” Shade asked with a nervous chuckle.

“Not in this fashion,” Charm replied, his
eyes still glued to the back of the ship as if he expected to see
the serpent bite through the thick metal at any point of time.

“Almost there,” Shade said, his voice rising
a bit. Another crack came from the water behind him and he felt the
pressure on the ship lesson. “Bloody hell, I think the bastard
broke my chains,” Shade growled as the front of his ship punched
through into the open air. Sheets of water poured off of the ship,
the bright sunlight turning the droplets into thousands of
sparkling rainbows. Intent on altitude, Shade kept the ship
climbing, hoping that by some miracle he had at least part of the
ship still. Another crash sounded behind them and he felt a heavy
strain on the ship again. With a flick of a finger he opened a
separate view screen showing the area behind the ship. Trailing on
a chain behind them swung a good portion of the Stormrider,
followed closely by an enormous green scaled head.

“Shit, oh shit,” Shade muttered and added
more speed to their climb. He couldn’t add too much without risking
losing the wreckage entirely but then if he didn’t add enough the
beast would likely pull them back under. He was a strong mage, but
not stronger than a serpent of that size.

“Oh bloody hell, why is it following us?”
Charm gasped, eyes flicking from the back of the ship to the view
screen and back again.

“They aren’t the smartest of creatures. The
ship moved, he thinks its food,” Shade said through clenched teeth.
His eyes were locked on the view screen mapping the serpent’s
progress. It was amazingly fast for such a massive creature. His
breath caught in his throat as the immense jaws snapped down on the
wreckage sending shards of wood scattering into the air. The
serpent twisted its head, breaking a large portion of the wreckage
away and let out a wail of frustration as it began to drop back
into the waves. Swallowing heavily, Shade watched it disappear back
into the murk and glanced at Charm. He gave a nervous chuckle and
smiled. “I really didn’t expect that,” He said quietly.

“I can’t believe it went after the wreckage
like that,” Charm said, his voice a bit shaken. With a shake of his
head, he leaned back into his seat and stared at the image of the
wreckage rocking behind them. “Now what?” he asked Shade.

“Now we get to the coast of Morcath as
quickly and quietly as possible and get this smelted down. I have a
few ideas of what I can do with Barllen and I think I know someone
who can help,” Shade said, his voice returning to normal. Letting
out another nervous chuckle, he shook his head ruefully and flipped
the controls for the chains. It was better to have less distance
between the wreckage and the spell hawk so it wouldn’t sway too
much as they flew.

“Who?” Charm asked cautiously.

“You are so paranoid and that’s bad coming
from me. I’m usually the most paranoid in a room,” Shade said with
a shake of his head. “There is a smith I know in Southern Morcath.
Remember, I told you I helped my father with a goblin issue a while
back? Well his village is one that I helped. He is a decent man and
he has helped me in the past. Actually he supplied me with most of
the parts for this ship.” Shade ran a hand across the dash of his
ship with affection and grinned at Charm. “Trust me,” he said, his
grin widening with the words.

“You say that far too often,” Charm replied
with an exasperated sigh.

“Almost as often as you say I’m insane,”
Shade agreed with a wink.


Chapter 8

 


Sanctuary

 


 


“I’ve known Rose for about five years now.
She has healed at all of the Spring Games that I can remember,”
Wisp said over her shoulder as they headed up the stairs of the
large stone building. It was set just south of the Arena in the
center of Sanctuary and by the look of the building, the Healers
within did very well for themselves.

“Are you sure they are going to be willing to
work in my district?” Jala asked, her eyes trailing across the
shiny brass fixtures on the door and outside lamp. “And will I be
able to afford them?” she added, just before Wisp pushed the door
open and stepped inside.

“Rose herself won’t be going. This is her
building, but she said she had two apprentices that would be more
than capable of handling the work,” Wisp replied, pulling her cloak
off and hanging it on a wooden rack near the door. As usual, the
small Fae was dressed in tunic and trousers in the Faydwer house
colors of green and gold. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail
with only a few strands coming loose to frame her delicate
face.

“Ahh, I was hoping you would make it by
today,” a woman’s voice called from the back of the room. Jala
looked over from the painting she had been admiring and bowed her
head to the woman. While she didn’t look old by common terms, she
had a matronly appeal to her. There was no grey visible in her
short golden curls and her smooth face was wrinkle free but the way
she held herself and watched them, bespoke of age.

“It’s luck that we managed it. Jala is always
busy,” Wisp said with a smile and waved a hand toward Jala. “Rose
this is Jala, my friend I spoke to you about, and Jala, this is
Rose, the best healer in Sanctuary,” Wisp said in introduction.

“From what Wisp tells me, you could be a
formidable healer yourself. Repairing an eye is no simple trick,”
Rose said with a warm smile. “Follow me and I’ll introduce you to
the two I told you about yesterday”

“Thank you so much.” Jala bowed her head to
the woman and moved to follow as she headed down the well-lit
corridor.

The entire building had a pleasant scent to
it, reminding her of fresh country air - crisp and pleasant. The
hall was brightly lit with paintings on either side depicting
various landscape scenes. She glanced at various doors curiously as
they passed, but remained silent.

“It’s not often that I would let an animal
into my hospital,” Rose said quietly as she stopped beside a
brightly polished door and looked down at the Bendazzi. “I will
make an exception this time, however, just for the chance to see a
Bendazzi closer. They are such fascinating creatures, aren’t they?
Kali is truly a genius with her work if only she would try to do
more good.”

“I can barely stand to be away from him. I’ve
gotten so used to having him beside me that when he is gone it
feels as though a limb has been removed,” Jala said with a smile
and ran a hand through Marrow’s coat affectionately.

“He is incredibly clean too, never makes a
mess and hardly ever makes a sound,” Wisp added in smiling down at
Marrow.

The first one to say good boy and pat me
on the head loses a hand, Marrow warned her.

“Are the apprentices inside?” Jala asked,
shifting the conversation from Marrow quickly. He had a fickle
sense of humor and it was difficult to judge when he was serious,
even for her.

“Yes, of course. You probably are in a hurry
aren’t you?” Rose nodded and smiled before pushing the door open
and waving them in.

The interior had the look of a study room
about it with large bookshelves lining two walls. In the center of
the room rested a table with two people seated there, staring down
at open books. At the sound of the door they both looked up and
bowed their heads in respect to Rose. One of them, a young man
whose true age Jala couldn’t begin to guess, stood and offered a
chair to Rose. He had reddish blond hair and a few scattered
freckles. A half-blood she guessed by the thick glasses that rested
on his nose. On others the frames might have looked awkward but on
him they seemed to lend a scholarly air. The other healer stood as
well, though more slowly. She was thin and dark of skin with her
dark hair cut very short. At full height she was taller than Jala
by several inches and built like a whip. Her features were perhaps
a bit too sharp to be considered beautiful but the combination of
her dark skin and pale grey eyes certainly made her exotic.

“Wesley, Kendry, I’d like you both to meet
Jala. She is the one we spoke of earlier, seeking help for the
Merro district,” Rose said sweetly. “Jala these are two of my best
students. Wesley has a natural knack for working with patients that
show fear and Kendry is very skilled in the more delicate
procedures. I’m sure the two of them will be a great help to
you.”

Wesley stepped forward with a smile and
offered a hand. “Nice to meet you and good that someone is finally
going to do something about the slums. The plague last year was
barely contained.” His voice was rich with a slight accent.

“I have to wonder why you are helping them,
though,” Kendry said, not moving from the table and eyeing Jala
with a bit of suspicion.

“Her bedside manner is wretched but she is a
good healer,” Wesley said with a grin before Jala could answer.

“I’m doing it for several reasons. The most
important reason being that it should be done,” Jala said, her
voice firm yet polite.

“The reason does not matter to us. What
matters to us is what she requires of our services,” Rose said
quietly, looking at Kendry with a slightly raised eyebrow.

“That would be a good thing to know,” Wesley
agreed, glancing at his fellow student with what looked like a note
of pleading.

“The first thing I intend to do is either
repair a building or build one, depending, to use as an orphanage.
There are far too many children living in the gutters there. I can
section part of it off to use as a clinic but I need to know what
you will require in the clinic to work,” Jala explained.

“I can write up a list of the most common
necessities,” Rose offered, and Jala nodded with a smile.

“That would be very helpful, thank you. That
will take me a day or two, I would guess, and then you both will be
able to work directly in the district. What kind of fee am I
looking at?” Jala asked, guessing there was no point in dancing
around the subject. It would be better to know in advance if she
could even afford to pursue this.

Rose raised an eyebrow at Jala and then
looked to Wisp and back to Jala. “The payment has already been made
by Wisp. You have their services for a full year,” Rose explained,
sounding a bit confused.

“Surprise!” Wisp said with a grin when Jala
turned to look at her in shock. She gave a slight shrug and smiled
wider. “I still had a lot of money left over from winning the
archery at the Spring Games and you are right, it does need to be
done, so I went ahead and hired them.”

Returning the smile, Jala gave the Fae a
light hug. “Thank you so much, Wisp, I was a bit worried. You could
have at least warned me.” She let the smile fall a bit and looked
back to the two healers. “Well then, I guess all I need to know is
what you want in the clinic and once that’s done we can get you
both moved in.”

Nodding slightly, Wesley moved back to the
table and took a piece of paper from his book. Leaning over he
quickly scrawled a list and handed it over to Rose for inspection.
The older woman read over it, nodding slightly, and then handed the
list to Jala. “This is a good start. If they require more, they can
let you know, but for now that should be more than sufficient,” she
said.

Jala nodded absently and read over the note
in her hands, relieved that most of the items seemed to be fairly
common: various herbs, clean bandages, disinfectants, and such, all
of which should be simple to get in Sanctuary. “I’ll see to
gathering these then,” she agreed with a nod and smiled at both
students. “It was nice to meet you both and I look forward to
working with you. I don’t want to seem rude but I’m coming very
close to being late for an appointment.” Bowing her head to them
again, she smiled at Rose. “Thank you as well.”

“If you ever get time in your training regime
and decide you want to learn more about healing, come see me. From
what Wisp says, you have a lot of potential and that shouldn’t be
wasted,” Rose said and escorted them from the room.

“I truly hope I can find time to take you up
on that offer. I thought about transferring one of my classes to
take a basic healing course at the Academy but I simply can’t. I
need all of the classes I’m in,” Jala said, already trying to
mentally rearrange her schedule to work in time to train with
Rose.

“Don’t even think about it, Jala. I can see
your gears turning. You have enough on your plate now,” Wisp said
with a shake of her head. “Shame on you Rose. She barely finds time
to sleep as it is,” she scolded and smacked the healer lightly on
the arm.

Laughing, Rose smiled at Wisp. “I had to
offer. Talent like you described shouldn’t be ignored.”

“If I find time, I promise I will be back,”
Jala said sincerely as they stepped back out onto the stairs. Rose
smiled and nodded before silently closing the door behind them.
Feeling almost ecstatic at the prospect of having healers in her
service now, Jala made her way back down the stairs with a bit of a
bounce to her steps. “You know, I don’t think Kendry liked me at
all but I’m still thrilled to have her working with us,” she said
to Wisp with a grin. “And Wesley seemed nice.”

“Kendry will come around. Give her a bit of
time. She doesn’t care much for the High Houses crowd. It took me
weeks before she didn’t think I was pure unholy evil. From what I
understand, both she and Wesley are from a lower merchant class and
they had to work their butts off just to be able to get trained by
Rose. Neither one of them had a shot of being able to train at the
Academy,” Wisp explained, looping her arm lightly through Jala’s as
they walked. “I wish you didn’t have training with Neph today. It’s
so pretty out we should go for a ride or something. It won’t be
long before the weather is all rainy cold and nasty,” she sighed
wistfully, her head tilted back as she walked.

“I know, but I really need to learn, Wisp. If
I had been training with Neph before we went to the Tolanteer, it
would have gone much differently in that fight. My incompetence
almost got all of us killed,” Jala said with a bit of disgust. “I
couldn’t even cast a dispel right and Finn paid for it. I won’t let
that happen again.”

Wisp eyed her for a moment with a raised
eyebrow and sighed. “I suppose telling you to avoid getting into
fights is rather pointless. You are married to Finn. Even if you
weren’t as special as you are, you would be getting into fights,
regardless.”

“It does seem that people either love him or
hate him. I haven’t seen any middle ground at all,” Jala
agreed.

“There isn’t much of one,” Wisp agreed with a
sigh, then turned to look at Jala as she froze in mid step. A
commotion to the side of the market had caught her attention and
she watched in mild fascination as a woman scolded two young
children outside a coach.

“I don’t care if you hate each other right
now you will both be riding home in the coach, so I suggest you
learn how to get along,” the woman was saying in a voice filled
with annoyance.

“But he pulled my hair,” the little girl
beside her screeched, nearly in tears and her lower lip
trembling.

“Baby,” the boy shot back and stuck his
tongue out at what must have been his sister.

“What brats,” Wisp whispered, sending Jala
into peals of laughter. “What?” Wisp asked in confusion as Jala put
a hand over her mouth and began walking again.

I’m a little curious as well. What?
Marrow asked looking from her to the children and then back to
her.

“It’s nothing. I’m sorry,” she said to Wisp
and smiled down at Marrow. It made me think of Jail’s question.
Those two children just gave me my answer, she explained to
Marrow. The Bendazzi looked at her with the same look of confusion
in his eyes that Wisp now held. Sighing, Jala looked at Wisp and
then down to Marrow. “Do you remember the question Jail asked Me?”
Jala asked Wisp.

“Why did the Guardians make our prison the
way they did,” Wisp said with a nod.

“The answer is the same one those children
just got. We have to sit behind the same barrier. We had better
learn to get along. It’s not a prison so to say. It’s the corner we
were made to sit in,” Jala explained with a smile. “If they truly
wanted us to die off they wouldn’t have given us the means to
provide for ourselves. Why create a bountiful land full of life and
magic if they want us to die? They want us to learn to live
together. But the older ones that were locked in here are still
upset about being tricked so they call it a prison and teach us to
call it that as well.”

“It does make sense,” Wisp agreed, then
looked at Jala with a raised eyebrow. “I can’t say that I think
it’s very funny though,” she said slowly.

Jala shook her head slightly, smiling at the
Fae. “It’s not. I was just wondering how many of the Guardians
looked at our forefathers and said, ‘What brats?’”

Smirking, Wisp nodded and chuckled lightly.
“I’ll have to tell my father he is a brat in a corner. I’m sure he
will love that.”

Glancing over at her, Jala grinned again.
“Just don’t tell him who said it first, OK?” Glancing up at the sky
she sighed and the grin faded. “I’m going to be late to meet Neph
and he is going to complain half of the lesson over it,” she said
with a sigh. Leaning over she gave Wisp a light hug and sighed
again. “Thank you. I’m sorry I’m always in such a hurry. I’ll see
you tomorrow morning.” she spoke quickly and was already moving
away as the last words left her mouth.

“She didn’t notice me at all,” Emily said
quietly from beside her.

Jala gave a quick nod and tried to smile.
“Now let’s see if Neph does,” she said with forced cheer and
silently prayed to Fortune that Neph would notice the Blight child.
It wasn’t that she wanted to endanger Emily. It was simply growing
more and more unsettling as she realized no one could sense these
creatures. She wouldn’t even have known Emily was there if the
child hadn’t told her. If no one at all could sense them then they
could be hunting in the streets even now, and no one would know. A
shiver went up her spine at the thought and she shook her head to
clear it.

“They are hunting here. I can sense them. I
just don’t know where they are exactly,” Emily said quietly.

Stumbling to a halt, Jala leaned against a
garden wall and let out a long slow breath. “You sense them in
Sanctuary?” she asked quietly, her face paling as she spoke. With
the reminder that Emily could scan her thoughts as easily as
Marrow, Jala forced herself to remain calm. The thought of other
Blights in the city had her near panic though.

“I do,” Emily replied, her voice sounding
cautious. “They aren’t close to us here, though. They are far off
in the city. You don’t have to be scared of them, either. I can
sense them and I’m here.” The Blight spoke in soothing tones as if
to a spooked animal and Jala felt a small hand grip her own.

“But you aren’t with Finn or my other
friends. I’m not scared for me, Emily. I’m scared for everyone
else,” she explained. “I’m going to have to tell them about you and
the other Blights. I would have told them later anyway but knowing
Blights are here now means I have to tell them now.” She paused and
sighed. “This is very bad for all of us,” she said after a long
moment, her voice barely a whisper. With a silent prayer to Fortune
to keep her friends safe, she pushed off the wall. She moved
quickly with Emily’s small hand still clutched in her own. Knowing
for a certainty the Blight was with her was almost as reassuring as
the immense Bendazzi pacing at her side. Between the two of them,
Jala felt almost invincible. She knew how dangerous Marrow could be
with his claws and spines and she had no doubt at all that Emily
could be just as deadly.

 


* * *

 


“You are late,” Neph said dryly, not
bothering to rise from where he sprawled in the grass with both
arms crossed under his head. A book levitated above him, pages open
and fluttering lightly in the evening breeze.

Stopping just above him, Jala looked down at
the cover of the book and raised an eyebrow. “Poetry?” she asked in
mild shock. She never would have guessed Neph to be the poetry
sort.

“Was glory and honor the gallant man sought
as he rode forth on that day,” Neph began, his gaze locked on the
sky beyond the book. “With his armor shining and his bright banner
flying he bravely joined the fray. In blind courage he fought with
fury and blade to protect all he held dear.” He paused in the
quotation and turned to look at her, a cynical smile on his face
and winked. “Took but a single man with a wave of his hand to teach
the gallant man fear. As the fire rained down and the earth shook,
the gallant man fell back in terror. For as we all know when
battling foes, to cross a mage is an error.” He finished and
flipped his hand toward the hovering book. With a solid thud the
book closed and he plucked it out of the air gently. “On occasion,
poetry is amusing. Even if it’s poorly written poetry such as that
particular piece is.”

“I don’t think it’s bad. I’ve never heard it
before though. Is it from that book?” Jala asked trying to get
another look at the book’s cover.

Neph gave a slight nod and stood slowly,
stretching his arms above his head. Glancing up as he lowered his
arms he examined the book’s binding critically and nodded again.
“It’s a fairly rare book and the only one I have anything published
in. I’m my father’s pride and joy let me tell you. I hate hunting,
detest brawling, write poetry and I’m a finger wiggler as if the
rest wasn’t bad enough.” Critically he looked her over, eyes
lingering on her posture and then flicked his gaze back up to meet
her eyes. “What?” he asked, then paused and glanced around the
garden.

“What’s wrong?” Jala asked, her tone a bit
too hopeful. By the way he was acting she was sure Neph sensed
something. If he did that, would make him the first out of everyone
she had been around today.

He shook his head lightly seeming distracted
and cast a quick spell. “Can’t really put my finger on it,” he
mumbled and his frown deepened. “It’s like we’re being watched but
I don’t sense magic.” His voice trailed off as he looked around the
courtyard again and then back to her. “Have you had anymore
troubles today that I need to know about?” he asked, his tone a bit
suspicious.

“No, not trouble,” she said with a shrug,
watching him closely.

Flicking his gaze back to her he narrowed his
pale blue eyes. “No, not trouble, eh? So what do I need to know
about that isn’t trouble?” he asked.

“Well I suppose it kind of is trouble,” she
began, shuffling her feet slightly. With a sigh she dropped lightly
to the grass and crossed her legs under her. “Sit, I’ll explain,”
she said and motioned for him to join her on the grass.

“This is more important than lessons?” Neph
asked doubtfully.

Without pausing to consider, she nodded and
Neph raised an eyebrow. Silently he sat down across from her and
motioned for her to begin. “It would probably be simpler this way,”
she said quietly and handed him the letter Shade had sent. He gave
it a brief inspection and then began reading silently, his
expression never changing.

“Is it here now?” He asked as he folded the
letter once again and returned it to her.

“Yes she is. Her name is Emily,” Jala
replied. Nervously she flipped the letter in her hands and locked
her gaze on Neph’s pale blue eyes. “There are more of them in the
city though, Neph, and they are hunting here. We have to warn the
others but I don’t even know where they are right now. The city is
not safe right now,” she kept her voice steady as she spoke, though
her fear was growing steadily. Her friends would have no way of
even knowing these creatures existed.

Neph gave a bitter chuckle and smirked. “This
city is never safe, Jala.” With a sigh, he stood slowly and offered
her a hand up. She stood slowly and watched him for any sign of
what he intended to do. With another sigh, he looked her over, eyes
lingering on her jewelry. “I’m assuming you want me to help you
warn everyone tonight?” he asked, looking less than pleased at the
prospect.

“I don’t know where Finn is. I suppose I
could try to warn him with a mental link but if he is drinking …,”
she trailed off with a helpless shrug.

“He is at the Pits,” Neph said, eyeing her
jewelry once more. “And if we go there it may get interesting
unless you change.”

“What are the Pits?” she asked, already
removing her jewelry and dropping it into her book bag
carelessly.

Glancing around the courtyard once more, he
flicked his gaze back to her. “A rather rough place that I would
rather not take you to,” he said before returning his gaze to the
courtyard. “I don’t suppose she would let me see her would she?” he
asked.

Jala paused in removing an earring and
shrugged. “I don’t know really. Emily will you let Neph see you?”
she asked the empty air. She wasn’t sure at all where the child was
or if she was even in the garden still.

“I don’t know if I like him,” Emily’s soft
voice came from several feet behind them.

“Everyone says that when they first meet
Neph,” Jala replied with a soft chuckle. “I will vouch for him
though. I trust Neph as much as I do Finn.”

Neph turned to look at her with an arched
eyebrow. “Do you now?” he asked, sounding amused.

She met his eyes fully and smiled. “I do,”
she said simply and winked at him.

“In all honesty you should probably trust me
more. I don’t have the tendency to lie, drink, and kill as your
husband does,” Neph replied with a smirk.

“Finn is honest,” she replied rolling her
eyes.

“When it suits him,” Neph agreed dryly.
Turning his attention back to where the voice had come from he
crouched low to the ground and crossed his arms over the top of his
knees. “If you are guarding Jala then you have nothing to fear from
me. I would like to be able to recognize you, though,” he said
quietly in a soothing voice.

“By Fortune, Neph, you almost sounded nice,”
Jala said with a smile and nudged his back with her knee.

“Shut it tart,” he grumbled with a slight
smile.

“Don’t call her that,” Emily said quietly as
she slowly became visible. With eyes locked firmly on Neph, she
approached silently and stopped a few feet from where he
crouched.

“Cat’s eyes, claws, and fangs. Brings an
interesting mental image to the phrase Easy as taking candy from
a babe,” Neph said, his gaze roving over the Blight child as he
spoke.

“Go ahead, try to take her candy,” Jala said
with another chuckle.

“I don’t have any candy,” Emily pointed out
to the two of them with a frown.

Neph snorted in amusement and stood slowly.
“So the Blights hunting in the city are adults?” he asked, looking
to Jala for answer.

“I don’t know. All I know is that Emily
senses more of her kind in the city,” Jala explained.

“Most likely adults. They probably have a
hive set up somewhere in the city. I would guess the sewers or a
ruined building that is remote,” Emily said and faded back to her
camouflage state.

“Better camo than the Bendazzi has,” Neph
noted, flicking a gaze toward Marrow who glared back at him with
deep yellow eyes. “Admit it. cat, you can’t hide that good.” With
another snarl, Marrow stalked off to sit at the edge of the
courtyard.

“She could pass for Elder Blood if you hid
her claws,” Jala said quietly.

Neph nodded his agreement and reached up to
flip the earring she had forgotten. “Get that put away and we will
go warn the two idiots,” he said as he gathered books and dropped
them carelessly into a leather bag. With a sigh he swung the bag
over his shoulder and looked at her again. “The Pits are in the
worst part of town, by the way, and the environment there is always
disgusting. There is a very good chance that we will be inviting
attack by going to such a place. Please be prepared to defend
yourself,” he said, his tone filled with warning.

“You think we might be attacked?” she asked
doubtfully. Neph was dressed in his customary leathers which were
finely embossed and obvious high quality. That, combined with his
natural beauty, marked him clearly as Elder Blood and from high
ranking. Not many would consider openly attacking an Elder Blood,
let alone one of status.

“I think I’ve heard at least three times in
the last week that the Assassin’s guild has contracts for you and
if I were an Assassin I would not pass up such a golden
opportunity. If we are stupid enough to travel to the Pits this
late in the evening we should expect someone to act on that,” he
clarified, watching her as he spoke as if he expected her to change
her mind.

She gave a slight nod and cast a quick spell
over Neph, then Marrow, and finally herself. “Protection wards from
missiles. If they are going to kill us they won’t do it from a
distance,” she explained as she noticed Neph’s look of
confusion.

“No, that’s not what boggled my mind,” Neph
objected, staring at her in disbelief. Slowly, he shook his head
and rolled his eyes. “Jala, from now on, first thing in the morning
when you crawl your scrawny ass out of bed, cast that spell. Don’t
wait until someone is about to take you to the worst dive in the
city. Someone could shoot you with a crossbow bolt anywhere,” he
said, his tone filled with exasperation. “I can’t believe you
didn’t already have that ward on,” he grumbled as he began making
his way from the courtyard, waving impatiently for her to
follow.

“You think someone would shoot me in class?”
Jala called after him as she hurried to catch up with his longer
strides.

“Embrace paranoia, Jala. Hug it, love it, and
live it. Paranoia will keep you alive,” Neph said, draping an arm
lightly across her shoulders. “Expect them to be able to shoot you
inside your room and you will live longer for it.”

“Life was so much simpler in Bliss,” Jala
said with a sigh.

“Your life will never be simple again. The
sooner you accept that the easier it will be on you. From this day
forth, someone will always want you dead and there will always be
someone that you would like to see dead,” Neph said quietly.

“I don’t want anyone dead,” Jala
objected.

Neph glanced at her and smirked. “Really?
Yes, of course, I’m sure you have nothing but the fondest wishes
for Cassia Avanti. She has after all been such a beacon of kindness
to you,” he said sarcastically.

“Treat others as you wish to be treated,”
Jala replied quietly using a phrase she had often heard from Father
Belson as a child.

“Rubbish,” Neph grumbled. “Treat others as
they deserve to be treated. Cassia deserves to be filling a corner
of some compost heap. At least then she might do something to
benefit someone. Corpses make excellent fertilizer, or so I
hear.”

“That’s disgusting,” Jala replied, wrinkling
her nose.

“That’s Sanctuary, Jala. Don’t doubt for a
minute that she wouldn’t leave you rotting somewhere if she thought
she could get away with it. You are going to have to learn to be as
brutal as they are,” Neph said, shrugging one shoulder. With a sigh
he began to guide them toward a portal stone and glanced down at
Marrow. “I go through first. Wait two minutes and then follow with
Marrow ahead of you. I don’t expect there will be trouble but make
sure the Bendazzi crosses before you do, anyway,”

“All right,” Jala agreed quietly, her eyes
roving over the portal stone. It wasn’t a district she was familiar
with. “Where are we going? I mean, I know the Pits, but what
district is it in?” she asked before he stepped through.

“This used to belong to Goswin. It belongs to
Graves now. While Hemlock rules most of the city, the Lord of the
Warrens rules here. Not even the Justicars really go to this
section much, Jala. We aren’t only giving them opportunity, we are
sending invitations,” he said with a smirk and pressed his palm
flat against the arch activating the transport magics.

 


* * *

 


Mage lights filled the streets, illuminating
the crowds in a hellish red light. Jala looped her arm through
Neph’s and tried to stay as close to the imposing Delvayon as she
could. He stood several inches taller than most of the people here
and his expression was dark enough to send all but the drunkest
scurrying from his path. Her gaze flicked from building to
building, reading the swinging wooden signs.

“Neph, what’s a donkey and dog show?” she
asked, her eyes lingering on a wooden sign that portrayed a widely
smiling donkey. The building seemed quite crowded with rather rough
looking men gathering on the porch waiting to get through the
door.

Neph glanced down at her and then toward the
building. With an amused snort he pushed his way through the
streets pulling her past the establishment a bit quicker. “It’s a
form of animal cruelty considering the women that work there. Even
dogs have standards,” Neph said, once they were out of the thick of
the crowd.

“Why is it so packed here. Who are all of
these people?” Jala asked, deciding it was best to ignore his
animal cruelty remark. She wasn’t likely to get a better answer
from Neph.

“These are dock workers, sailors, thieves,
and just about every other sort that enjoys low brow entertainment.
It’s always crowded here at night. Graves provides them with every
sin they could want at an affordable price,” he said with a
smirk.

“And Finn is here?” she asked in a bit of
disbelief.

Neph let out a short burst of laughter that
caused her to stumble in shock. Still chuckling, he helped her
regain her balance and continued on. “Finn practically lived in
this district the first year he was in the city. He is probably the
most famous man here aside from Graves himself,” he explained.

“How did he get famous here?” she asked, eyes
roving over the brothels and bars.

“The same way he did in the arena. By killing
people. I really hope you don’t think he is a nice guy, Jala. Finn
is probably the coldest blooded person I’ve ever met,” Neph
explained quietly as they came to a stop outside a large warehouse.
The roar of a large crowd came from inside the building followed by
yells and a high pitched scream. “Well, here we are,” he said
dryly, waving a hand toward the crowded open door.

“He has never seemed cold blooded to me. He
has always been charming and sweet,” Jala said quietly, eyeing the
doorway with dread. From the looks of it they would have to force
their way inside and she doubted Marrow would set a paw in that
place.

“That has always struck me as odd, how nice
he is to you that is. I mean Finn is charming when he wants to be,
but he can smile at you one moment and kill you the next. I’ve seen
him do it before. But with you it seems genuine love,” Neph said
absently and shook his head lightly. “I will never understand him.
He is a thug,” he added with a sigh and began making his way toward
the door with Jala close on his heels.

I will be above watching. If you have
desperate need of me call and I will come inside, Marrow told
her as he quietly padded off toward an alley. He lifted his muzzle
as he went and gave the air a long sniff. With a snarl he shook his
massive head. With the way that place reeks of blood and piss
though, you had better be dying if you make me come in there,
he added as he disappeared into the Shadows.

I’ll be with Marrow. I’m too hungry to be
around that much blood scent. I think you are safe with Neph,
though, Emily said, adding her own mental voice to Jala’s
mind.

Nodding slightly, Jala gazed at the alley
they had vanished down before stepping into the dimly lit building.
Neph was just a few feet ahead now but already she was losing sight
of his back in the push of the crowd.

“What we got here?” a harsh voice slurred as
she moved inside. Rough hands grabbed her from behind and pulled
her back.

“Let go of me,” she snapped, trying to pull
back from the grip. She twisted around to get a look at her
assailant and found a grubby bearded face looming inches from her
own. “Let go of me now,” she demanded. His hand moved up her side
and squeezed her breast roughly and he began to chuckle at her
struggles.

“Fiery one eh,” he mumbled, leaning his face
closer to hers. Her eyes began to water at the stench of his
unwashed body mingled with cheap alcohol. “So pretty too,” he
added, his rank breath thick on her face. Twisting again, she tried
to get a hand up to slap him but he held her wrist firm.

“Hey, find your own,” the drunk objected
loudly as Neph pulled her out of his grip. With a snarl, Neph’s
larger hand settled over the man’s face. There was a bright flash
followed by the overwhelming scent of burnt flesh. The man crumpled
to the floor, his face a ruin of charred flesh and his eyes burned
from their sockets.

“You killed him,” Jala muttered, stepping
back from the corpse and closer to Neph. His arm still gripped her
tightly and he pulled her back farther from the body as those
surrounding the corpse began to scavenge. She watched in mute
horror as the man’s pockets were emptied and the most serviceable
clothing removed. Numbly, she allowed Neph to lead her out of sight
and deeper into the building.

“I did,” Neph agreed glancing back at her.
“You are obvious Elder Blood, Jala. You are too beautiful to be
anything else. If he had the gall to treat you that roughly,
imagine what he did to commoner girls who couldn’t defend
themselves. Treat others as they deserve to be treated. He deserved
to die,” Neph said, his voice a low growl. He maneuvered them
through the crowd, moving ever closer to a large circle of people
near the center of the building. “You are going to have to learn to
kill, Jala. It’s kill-or-be-killed” and you aren’t allowed to die,”
he said in voice that was almost gentle.

“But he was drunk. Maybe he wasn’t like that
when he was sober,” Jala objected feebly.

“I hate it when people use intoxication as an
excuse. Alcohol doesn’t create a desire, Jala, it simply removes
the inhibition. If you don’t rape women when you are sober but you
do when you are drunk it isn’t the alcohol that created a rapist.
The drink simply removes the fear, the desire was always there,”
Neph said, his expression disgusted. He paused in step and scanned
the crowd quickly as the people near the center let out another
loud roar.

“What is over there?” she asked quietly, her
eyes locked on the jostling people. Their full attention was on
whatever lay in the center of the circle and they seemed almost
feverish with excitement.

“Your husband, I’m sure. I’m looking for
Valor at the moment. One idiot never travels without the other,”
Neph replied. “Ahh, there he is,” he mumbled and began to pull her
away from the circle and toward a rickety looking set of stairs.
“Should have known he would be gambling”

Jala allowed herself to be pulled along
willingly but kept her attention on the ring of people behind them,
trying in vain to catch sight of Finn. “I can’t see any sign of
him,” she said to Neph as they reached the first of the stairs.

“You will be able to from the balcony. He is
in the pit right now,” Neph assured her. “Though I doubt you will
like what you see,” he added in a quieter voice.

Frowning at the words, Jala followed him up
the narrow stairs and paused, looking back over the side once they
had reached the top. The ground just beyond the ring of people
dropped away into a massive hole about thirty feet in diameter.
Mage lights hung suspended at intervals and illuminated the
occupants of the pit in bright white light. There were perhaps ten
figures in the pit, six of which lay unmoving on the ground with
growing pools of blood beneath them. Finn stood in the center, bare
chested as always with one sword held in defense. His other arm had
been tied behind his back. Blood and sweat coated his body and his
breathing seemed labored. She watched in frozen horror as the
remaining three figures circled him like a pack of wolves. They
wore armor and held viscous looking weapons at the ready as they
waited for the perfect chance to skewer her husband.

“What is he doing?” she asked in a hoarse
whisper.

“Winning, by the looks of it,” Neph replied
quietly. “Nine to one. I’m sure the odds on that fight were
spectacular despite his reputation.”

Silently, Jala studied the figures circling
Finn and her gaze lingered on one. He looked young and didn’t
appear to have any Elder Blood. She felt a nagging feeling in her
gut as she studied the young man and tried desperately to determine
what it was. She watched Finn rush another of his opponents and
slice the man from groin to throat in one fluid stroke. The young
man backed off farther and she could see his axe shaking slightly
in his grip as his companion fell limply to the dirt.

Finn rounded on the last two with a predatory
smile. He raised his eyebrows at them twice and the smile widened.
“Shouldn’t pick a fight you can’t win, boys,” he said in a low
humorless voice, an echo of the words he had used on Cassia.

Jala’s gaze followed the young man as he
strove to move behind Finn. His companion was edging in and looked
as though he meant to attack. Jala shook her head in disgust and
wrote the man off as dead, her eyes traveling back to the young
one. He was familiar somehow but she couldn’t place him. She
certainly hadn’t seen him at the Academy and she didn’t think she
had met him in the market. The thought struck her just as Finn
wheeled toward him, his blade arching in a silver streak toward the
boy’s throat. “Finn! No. Don’t!” she screamed, though she knew it
was too late. She had to fight to keep her eyes open as the death
stroke came.

A strangled sob broke from the young man as
Finn’s blade came to a stop resting firmly on the side of his
throat. A slow trickle of blood ran down his neck and Finn
smiled.

“You should thank my wife,” he said with a
smile, his words barely reaching Jala’s ears over the roar of the
crowd. The young man let out another sob and fell back into the
dirt one hand rising to clutch at the wound on his neck. “Hello,
love, didn’t expect to see you here,” Finn called up to her with a
pleasant smile.

Numbly, she waved back down at him, still
shocked that he had managed to stop the sword blow. “Hi, Finn,” she
called weakly and lowered her hand to grasp the railing.

“What the hell was that?” Neph asked, leaning
on the railing beside her.

“I know that man. It took me a long time to
place him but I remembered at the last moment. He was a childhood
friend of mine. His name is Joseph Walker,” she explained quietly
and glanced over to meet Neph’s curious gaze. “I want to know how
he is still alive. I didn’t think anyone else survived,” she added
quietly, her gaze slowly returning to Finn who was climbing quickly
from the pit. “Damn I hope he isn’t mad at me,” she breathed and
rubbed a hand across her face.

“Doesn’t look mad,” Neph offered with a shrug
and pushed off the railing. “I’ll be by Valor if you need me,
though I doubt you will,” he said with a gentle pat to her shoulder
as he moved off.

She watched Finn take the stairs two at a
time and smiled weakly as he approached. “Are you mad?” she asked
quietly as he stopped beside her. He was still breathing heavily
and the scent of blood was thick on him. “How much of that is
yours?” she asked with concern.

He glanced down at himself and shook his head
absently. “None of it. Would you mind untying my arm please?” He
turned slightly, offering her a view of the trapped appendage and
she nodded quickly. He flexed the wrist and smiled the moment she
had him released and shook his head at her slightly. “Nah, I’m not
mad. I am a bit curious though. Why did I just spare him? And why
are you here?” he asked.

“I don’t understand why you were killing any
of them but you spared that one because I know him. He grew up
where I did,” she explained, adding emphasis to the last.

He nodded in understanding and wiped an arm
across his sweaty brow before leaning on the railing. “I killed
them because they were dumb enough to get in the pit with me. Even
with one arm tied behind me, they should have known better. I
needed to test something before tomorrow and this was the best
place to do it,” he explained, letting out another long breath. His
breathing was slowly returning to normal but she still watched him
with concern. She had never seen Finn this winded from a fight,
even the hour long bouts he had with Valor each free day.

“Are you okay?” she asked, wiping a bit of
blood and sweat from his face with the sleeve of her dress.

“Oh Hun, don’t do that. I’m filthy,” Finn
said with a shake of his head pushing her dress away gently. “Yes,
I’m fine. I just need a minute.” Turning his gaze to her, he
frowned and shook his head. “You shouldn’t be here, it isn’t safe
here. I thought you had training with Neph tonight. If I would have
known you wanted my company I wouldn’t have come to the pits. We
could have gone to dinner or to a nice fest hall. This is a
horrible place for you to be.”

“I did have training with Neph tonight. It’s
just that something came up and I had to talk to you and I wasn’t
sure if I could reach you through a mental link. So, Neph brought
me here,” she explained.

“What came up?” he asked curiously.

Fishing the note out of her bag for the
second time that night she handed it to Finn. He frowned when he
saw the writing and glanced at her darkly. With an incoherent
grumble, he unfolded the note and began to read. He paused halfway
through and looked at her in disbelief. “So, let me get this
straight. Shade finds a man-eating creature that he barely knows
and sends it to you?” he asked with a bit of an edge to his
voice.

“Well, I suppose he assumed that I would be
fine with it, considering who I’m married to and what my familiar
is,” Jala responded dryly. “Keep reading Finn,” she urged and
flipped the paper lightly.

Grumbling once more, he finished the note and
handed it back to her. “This could have waited until I got home.
You didn’t have to come here to tell me this. Why did Neph bring
you here?”

“I thought you said you weren’t mad?” she
said, watching him closely.

“Do you feel any anger from me, Jala? It’s
concern, not anger. I don’t want my wife in this part of the city,”
he said, glancing over to the card table. “I’m leaving, Val, I’m
taking Jala back home,” he called in a louder voice.

“I’ll be joining the two of you,” Neph said,
rising gracefully from the table.

“Just a moment,” Valor called back, gathering
his winnings quickly before standing. By the expression on his face
it was obvious Valor was not at all pleased with his surroundings
either. “I’ve got to gather our winnings from the bookies,” Valor
said as he brushed past Finn.

“Have someone gather that kid I left alive in
the pit and have him sent to The Copper Penny. I’ll pay for his
room there,” Finn said as Valor headed down the stairs. Glancing
back at Jala, he looked up to Neph. “She is walking between the two
of us until we are back in the Academy grounds. If anyone even
looks at her funny, kill them,” he ordered.

“No, don’t kill them for looking at me
funny,” Jala objected quickly, falling in behind Finn as he headed
down the stairs.

“I will use my own discretion, Jala. I’m not
homicidal,” Neph assured her, giving her a gentle nudge to speed
her progress.

They reached the floor quickly and Finn began
clearing a path, roughly shoving any who moved too slowly from his
way. To her amazement, no one objected to the treatment. As soon as
they saw who had shoved them, they moved farther from his path.

“Are they all scared of you?” she asked
quietly.

He gave a snort and nodded. “As they should
be,” he replied, not pausing in his progress toward the door.

When compared with the close confines of the
warehouse, the night air was fresh as the country to her. Inhaling
deeply, she cleared the smell of sweat and blood from her senses
and looked toward the alley for Marrow.

We will catch up with you. Head for the
Academy. We are hunting, the Bendazzi’s voice came the moment
her thoughts had turned to him.

What are you hunting? she asked him,
half afraid of his answer.

One of Emily’s brethren. She sensed it
near the pits. She says he was drawn by the blood smell. We are
tracking him to find the hive, Marrow explained.

Be careful please, she urged, though
she knew the words were needless. Marrow was a seasoned hunter. He
would of course be careful.

I will see you soon, Marrow assured
her and his voice faded from her mind.

“Jala?” Finn’s voice broke through her
thoughts, and from the tone of his voice she guessed it wasn’t the
first time he had said her name.

“Sorry, I was talking to Marrow. He will
catch up with us,” she explained and looped her arm through
Finn’s.

“Use that cleaning spell on me,
Vezradesh, I don’t want to get you filthy,” Finn urged and
she quickly cast the spell. Nodding his approval, he wrapped an arm
around her waist and began guiding them back toward the portal
stone.

“Do you have any idea where Jail or Wisp are
tonight?” Neph asked, quietly glancing at Finn.

“Jail is in jail. He punched a Justicar
earlier,” Finn answered with a light chuckle and Neph rolled his
eyes in response.

“Why? And for how long is he in jail?” Jala
asked, her voice filled with concern.

“The Justicar said something he didn’t like I
suppose,” Finn replied with a shrug. “He won’t be in there long.
Don’t worry. He is a Mind mage. At most it will be a couple of
days. He does this shit all of the time. I think he just likes
messing with them,”

“I think he craves attention. Perhaps he was
neglected as a child,” Neph offered, his tone sarcastic.

“Wisp, on the other hand, I think I saw her
with Sovann earlier, not positive,” Finn said, his words drawn
out.

“Then we should go to Sovann’s,” Neph
concluded.

“Shouldn’t we be waiting for Valor?” Jala
asked, glancing over her shoulder toward the Pits as they neared
the portal stone.

“We will wait for him at the stone. He is a
big boy. They won’t pick a fight with him,” Finn assured her and
looked over to Neph. “Why should we go to Sovann’s? Have you seen
where he lives now?” he asked, his tone filled with distaste.

“Because we need to warn everyone and if Wisp
is with Sovann it would be easier to talk there,” Neph replied.

Jala kept her gaze on the Pit door as they
spoke, watching closely for any sign of Valor. She didn’t like the
thought of anyone being in there alone and Valor always dressed
finely and wore jewelry. He would be the perfect candidate for
robbery.

“He is fine,” Finn assured her again
following her gaze. “He is just gathering our money,” he added and
then motioned toward the entrance. “See, there he is and he is
fine,” he said with a smile.

Jala nodded slowly, watching Valor step from
the door of the Pits, the crowd falling back from him quickly. With
a quick snap of his arm the knight shook blood from his bare sword
and carefully wiped the blade clean before replacing it in his
scabbard. “Am I the only one that doesn’t kill people nightly?” she
asked quietly.

“I don’t kill people nightly. I usually stay
home,” Neph objected with a snort of amusement.

“Mmm, someone probably tried to rob him,”
Finn said with a shrug as he watched Valor approach. The knight’s
expression was dark with anger as he grew closer. “I’d say they
did, he looks pissed.”

Stopping a few feet from them, Valor motioned
down the front of his tunic. “Look at this shit, ripped down the
side and splattered with blood. That’s real gold thread the bastard
cut through. This tunic was probably worth more than that damn
building. I’m telling you, Finn, this is the last time I’m coming
here. I hate this part of the city,” Valor snapped, his words
coming out in a tirade.

“Ahh, Val, I’m so sorry, man. I mean a tunic.
By the gods, you only own about three hundred of them,” Finn said,
his voice thick with amusement.

“That isn’t the point. The point is, I prefer
to drink where bastards don’t try to gut me as I’m leaving,” Valor
shot back, his annoyance growing.

“Speaking of fine establishments, can we go
to Sovann’s now?” Neph asked, his hand flicking toward the
archway.

“Sovann’s. Why in the bloody hell are we
going to Sovann’s. Do you know where he lives now?” Valor
demanded.

“That’s what I said,” Finn nodded and looked
toward Neph.

Rolling his eyes, Neph glanced at Jala and
then at Finn and Valor. “Can we at least get out of this district
and then you two can whine?” he asked in a mockingly patient
voice.

“Fine,” Valor snapped, and moved toward the
portal stone, his posture rigid. “We go to Sovann’s, then maybe
another drunk would like to gut me there.”

“I know someone sober that is getting the
urge to,” Neph grumbled, following Valor.

Grinning at her, Finn winked and led her
toward the archway as well. “Ahh, friends,” he murmured softly and
squeezed her waist gently.

 


* * *

 


“All the lights are off,” Valor said in
disgust, staring up at the three-story brick building before
them.

“Thank you for paying homage to the Aspect of
Obvious,” Neph said dryly.

Cocking his head slightly, Finn regarded the
building and then burst out laughing, stumbling back from the
doorway and raising a hand to cover his mouth.

“What?” Valor asked, as the three of them
turned to stare at Finn in confusion.

Shaking his head slightly, Finn regained his
composure and stood up straight, taking care to remove his smile.
“I believe the two of them are, uhh, occupied,” he explained,
motioning toward the building. “Though I’m not sure if that girlish
moan I heard was my brother or Wisp,” he said, the words thick with
contained laughter.

“No,” Valor breathed and looked back toward
the building, then to Finn again. “Wisp is molesting your little
brother?” he whispered, a grin forming on his own face.

“Oh, grow up,” Neph snapped at them and shook
his head. Glancing to Jala, he shook his head again. “It might be
better to come back tomorrow,” he said, glancing at Finn and Valor
and then back to her, letting her draw the same conclusion. She
gave a slight nod in agreement, not wanting to embarrass Sovann or
Wisp.

“No, no wait. You two said this was
important,” Finn objected, holding a hand up to stop them both from
turning. “If it truly is, we should tell them now,” he urged,
fighting down another wave of laughter.

“I am in full agreement. If it was important
enough for us to come here, then we should tell them now,” Valor
said, doing a slightly better job than Finn at keeping a straight
face.

“You two are immature asses,” Neph said,
looking between the two of them.

“Damn I wish it were Jail with us instead of
Neph,” Valor sighed looking at the mage in irritation.

“I’m on Neph’s side here. I think we should
tell them in the morning,” Jala said firmly, eyeing the two of them
with narrowing eyes.

“Your wife spends too much time with Neph,”
Valor said with disapproval, looking toward Finn.

“I won’t be mean, I promise, Jala,” Finn said
with a charming smile. “I just want them to be safe,” he added in a
sweet tone.

“Just looking out for their welfare,” Valor
agreed in a voice equally sweet.

“Don’t believe them,” Neph warned with a
slight shake of his head.

“Don’t listen to Neph. He is an asshole
remember?” Finn said, quietly glaring at the mage.

“Oh Fortune, really Finn, you really want to
torment Sovann that much?” Jala asked with exasperation.

“No it’s mostly Wisp we want to torment,”
Valor clarified earning his own glare from Finn. “Remember, earlier
I was telling you we were bullies. Well yes, we are,” he added,
dodging as Finn tried to elbow him.

“But I don’t want you to torment Wisp or
Sovann,” Jala objected, keeping her tone mild.

“And sadly life often disappoints us and we
often don’t get what we want,” Valor replied glancing toward Finn
who was half way up the stairs to the building.

“Finn …,” Jala objected again, her voice
trailing off as she watched him push the door open.

“Victory is ours,” Valor said with a wink and
hurried to join Finn as he entered the building.

“Would you believe that both of them are at
least seven years older than I am?” Neph asked her quietly,
watching the two of them disappear inside.

“No, not really,” Jala answered and let out a
heavy sigh.

“Wisp quit molesting my brother!” she heard
Finn call loudly inside.

“Dirty child molesting Fae!” Valor
echoed.

“No, I really find it quite hard to believe.
One would think they would be more mature,” Jala said shaking her
head.

“You married him,” Neph pointed out, glancing
toward her.

“Quite happily, and I love him despite his
faults. Neither of which means I have to approve of everything he
does,” Jala replied and moved toward the building as the sound of
commotion inside grew.

“I really can’t imagine that either Wisp or
Sovann is going to be in a very good mood,” Neph warned as he
followed her up the stairs.

“I really can’t say that I blame them,” Jala
responded lightly and shrugged. “I suppose we will do what we can
to soothe them.”

A loud crash of something breaking echoed
from an inner room and Jala frowned. “Damn Sovann must be pissed,”
she whispered to Neph.

“What the hell is that thing?” Valor’s voice
echoed back to them as another crash sounded from the room
beyond.

“I think we have misunderstood the
situation,” Neph muttered as he quickened his pace toward the door
ahead.

“Oh Fortune,” Jala gasped as she ran after
Neph.

“Look out!” Neph bellowed, pushing her aside
as the door in front of them exploded. Valor tumbled past them
rolling to a stop amidst the debris of the door. He rose quickly to
his feet, his sword still clenched in his hand and blood pouring
from one side of his face. With a muttered oath, he rushed back
into the room, sword held at the ready. Neph moved to follow,
keeping Jala behind him. The room beyond was pitch black with
sounds of movement echoing off the walls.

“I can’t see a fucking thing in here Finn,”
Valor called from nearby. “Where is it?” he asked.

“Dead I think. Neph give us some light,” Finn
called back, his voice softer.

Neph muttered quietly beside Jala and a soft
blue light began to grow in the room. Finn stood by a back wall his
swords still in hand. A mangled form lay before him, nearly cut in
two. Cautiously Jala stepped into the room and glanced down as
dampness soaked through her shoes. Fearing the worst she examined
the pool and let out a sigh of relief as she realized it was
wine.

“Busted vat,” Neph said, quietly motioning to
an Essence wine vat that lay on its side along the wall.

“What happened?” Neph asked Valor who stood
closer, dabbing a cautious hand at the cut on his head.

“We followed the noises and came in here.
Barely got the door open before that thing sprang on us,” Valor
explained, motioning toward the unmoving form.

Jala glanced toward Finn and then around the
room. “Where are Wisp and Sovann?” she asked quietly, her throat
clenching as her imagination raced with possibilities.

“I don’t know,” Finn said quietly and looked
toward the far side of the room. “I don’t know who that is but she
is too big to be Wisp,” He said quietly motioning toward a
body.

Jala followed his gaze and her eyes lingered
on the woman’s body. She hadn’t noticed it when they had first
entered the room. Moving slowly she approached it more to assure
herself that it was not, in fact, Wisp. Finn moved to join her and
knelt beside the body. Claw marks gouged both of the woman’s sides
with deep rents along her hips. Her eyes were closed and her mouth
slightly parted. What remained of her clothing hung off of her in
ragged shreds but beneath it Jala could see a faint rise and fall
of her chest.

“She is still alive,” she whispered to
Finn.

“Barely. Her name is Isador. She is
Fionaveir. I recognize her now,” Finn said with a shake of his
head. With one hand he flipped the remains of her dress away from
her left arm showing Jala the tell-tale tattoos there. “I have no
idea what she was doing here, though.”

Kneeling beside Finn, Jala carefully placed a
hand on the woman’s chest and called on the healing magic. Warmth
flowed through her hand and into the body below. She closed her
eyes and focused on the wounds, sending her power into every tear
and urging it to heal.

“I’m going to check the rest of the building
for Sovann,” Valor said grimly and headed for the hallway.

“Take Neph with you,” Finn ordered glancing
over his shoulder as they left the room. He looked back to Jala as
she slowly moved her hand from Isador’s chest. Chewing on her lower
lip she met his eyes. “I take it this is what you wanted to warn us
about? That Emily isn’t the only Blight in the city?” he asked
quietly.

She nodded silently and leaned over to rest
her head on his shoulder. “I’m so glad you didn’t listen to me
about coming back tomorrow. If you had she might be dead now,” she
whispered, wrapping an arm through his.

He shifted himself, carefully adjusting his
balance and gave a slight nod. “If anything has happened to my
brother, I’ll hunt every one of the little bastards down,” he said,
his voice a low growl.

“Fortune, I hope they are all right,” she
said, her concern for her friends growing by the second. “I wish
she would wake up. Maybe she knows where they are,” she added,
glancing down at the still form of the Fionaveir. Frowning, she
looked up from the woman to Finn and raised an eyebrow. “How did
you know who she was?” she asked quietly.

“She introduced herself to me when you were
still living in Shade’s hall. It was a brief meeting and more of a
warning to me. About Cassia, that is,” he explained and shook his
head slightly. “I didn’t realize she was still in the city, though,
and I have no idea why she was here. This makes no sense,”

The sound of approaching footsteps drew both
of their attention to the door. “There is no sign of anyone else in
the house,” Valor said as he stepped through the doorway. “Neph
contacted Sovann through a link. He and Wisp were apparently
working on another building, an orphanage or something. They are on
their way here now,” He moved closer as he spoke and removed what
remained of his cloak. “Here, you can cover her with this,” he
offered, handing the cloak over to Jala.

She nodded silently and draped the cloak
across Isador’s still form. Standing slowly, she took hold of
Valor’s tunic and gently pulled him toward her. With a critical
eye, she examined the wound on the side of his face and plucked a
splinter of wood from it drawing a sharp gasp from the knight. “Let
me heal that,” she said as he started to pull away.

“It’s nothing, head wounds always bleed a
lot,” he objected.

“Let me heal it anyway,” she insisted,
tugging more firmly on his shirt. With a sigh, he bent closer and
allowed her to place a hand over the wound. She drew carefully on
the magic again and mended the cuts, scrapes and bruises as she
found them. With a slight nod she released him and glanced at Finn.
“Are you hurt?” she asked quietly.

Looking up, Finn shook his head and held his
arm out for her inspection. “It raked me good in the beginning but
it’s healed already,” he explained and stood slowly.

“Wish I healed that fast,” Valor muttered and
looked around the room. “All of this damage isn’t from our fight,”
He said his eyes lingering on the broken wine vat. “That is going
to piss Sovann off. I shudder to think how much money was lost
there.”

“Around two hundred thousand, gold,” Finn
muttered, his expression concerned. “Did they say how far away they
were from here?” he asked Neph. The mage shook his head and
shrugged in response and Finn paced to the window. “Do we know how
many of those things are in the city?” he asked, his voice
quieter.

“No,” Jala answered simply and moved to join
him. “How did you kill it? No one else can sense them, Finn, only
Neph has even known one was present.”

“Killing is what I do best,
Vezradesh,” he said softly, his gaze still searching the
street beyond for his little brother.


Chapter 9

 


Fionahold

 


 


Sunlight filtered down from the towering
trees, leaving a dappling of shadows across Remedy’s tanned face.
He was leaning against a tree, watching her, with a sprig of mint
dangling from one corner of his mouth. Symphony moved passed him
and lowered herself slowly to the stream bank and pulled her boots
off. Setting them off to the side, she dangled her feet into the
rushing water and stared down through its depths to the rocks
below.

“Are you going to tell me what’s wrong or
shall I play the guessing game,” he said at last, when the silence
had stretched for several long minutes. “Is the new dress you’ve
ordered the wrong shade and won’t match your sword belt properly?”
he asked as he dropped down into the grass behind her and chewed on
the mint once more. “The sky is too bright, the weather too warm,
the breeze not quite breezy enough,” he pressed further.

“Those sound more like your complaints than
mine,” she said softly.

“I’ll have you know my new dress is a
splendid shade and will match my belt perfectly,” he said his tone
sounding indignant.

Glancing over at him she met his smile and
rolled her eyes. “The breeze is perfectly fine and I haven’t
ordered any dresses for years,”

“Ahh, it’s the sun then,” he said sagely and
shook his fist slowly toward the sky. “Damn you and your
brightness,” he said in a dramatic pitch.

“How about, I’ve lost contact with twenty
agents in the past week. The Blights are over-running three
countries now and half of the nations look like they are on the
brink of war,” she said in exasperation and kicked her foot
lightly, sending a spray of water across the stream.

“Other than the Blights, what’s new?” he
asked, his voice gentle.

“I want a bloodless revolution Remmy,” she
said, her voice sounding more like a whine than she cared to
admit.

“I want a lot of things Sym. We don’t always
get what we want and we have to make do with what we have,” Remedy
replied, plucking the mint from his mouth and tossing it into the
stream with distaste. With a heavy sigh, he reached into his pocket
and produced a small pack of tobacco and began rolling a cigarette.
“Before the Blights, it was the Bendazzi. Remember all of that
chaos. It was a mess. And then, of course, there was the serpent
outbreak, ughh.” He shook his head and lifted the newly rolled
smoke to his lips. “It may come to war Sym. There may not be a damn
thing you can do about it, either,”

“Why does it have to? Why do they have to
fight all of the damn time? Aren’t the Blights enough to worry
about? I spoke with Kadandelvayan to seek peace, not to get him to
call his men. I wanted his vote, not his damn swords,” she snapped
and dropped back on the bank to lay flat on her back, her feet
still dangling in the water.

“Are we having a temper tantrum?” Remedy
asked, looking down at her with a raised eyebrow.

“No, I would kick more and scream if I were,”
she mumbled, her eyes rising to study his face. “I want to do more
but I don’t know what to do, Remmy. I want to stop this disaster
before it happens. I don’t want people to die for my power,”

“Don’t let Faramir hear you like this. You
will get her started on a rant that lasts for days,” Remedy warned,
taking a long drag from the cigarette and exhaling slowly.

“She is trying to help Oma right now. I’m not
supposed to meet with them until later this afternoon,” Symphony
explained with another sigh. “So I’m venting to you first,” she
added, kicking another spray of water into the air. She watched it
idly as it fell back to the stream, and looked back up to his
face.

“Vent away, just don’t expect it to change
anything,” he said, calmly tilting his head back to blow smoke
rings.

“What if I set Jala up to die? Maybe I should
have just left her in Bliss,” Symphony said softly and closed her
eyes.

“The temple in Bliss is gone. Not sure who
did it, but everyone there is dead,” Remedy replied and Symphony’s
eyes flashed open once more. Seeing her expression, he shrugged. “I
heard about it yesterday. I thought you knew. I think everyone
believes it was Avanti’s work but no one knows for sure,” he
added.

“They could have found out who she really is.
Has she been warned?” Symphony shook her head in frustration and
sat up, turning to look at him. “She isn’t ready yet, Remmy, she
doesn’t have a chance.”

“She has surrounded herself with some rather
formidable people Sym. I’m sure she will be fine. Personally, I’m
more worried about the Blight infestation than I am about the
welfare of the Merrodin girl,” he said with a shrug.

“That’s because the Merrodin girl’s life
hasn’t been drastically altered for your own purposes. Lutheron has
maneuvered her like a puppet for me, Remmy. Anything that happens
to her is my fault,” she said, her voice strained.

“We have maneuvered quite a few people for
you Sym. If this is going to work, we have to. Not all of them will
survive to the end. I hope the girl does, but face it, if it comes
to war she likely won’t. We are banking on her vote at the council,
not her fighting skills,” he replied, trying to soften the words
with his tone.

“How are we any better than them?” Symphony
asked, her voice filled with disgust.

“Because we are out for the welfare of the
whole and they are out for their own self interests,” he replied.
“Because we try to help people and they help themselves. Because we
seek to find peace and they breed war and intrigue. Do I need to go
on?”

“No, it just feels like I’m acting like one
of them,” Symphony sighed and lowered her head.

“You aren’t. They wouldn’t be worried in the
slightest about the impending disaster. Go ahead scry on any one of
them. I promise you they aren’t concerned at all,” he said.
motioning with one hand toward Morcath and Avanti.

“If it comes to war. will we win?” she asked
softly. her eyes slowly rising to meet his.

“You are the one that has been trained for
war. You tell me,” he replied softly.

“Before the Blights, it would have been
close. With the Blights tying up Glis and Arovan, I don’t think we
will,” she answered quietly.

“Well, there you have it then,” he replied,
taking another long drag from the cigarette and holding her gaze.
“That doesn’t change anything, though. We have come too far to back
down now. This is the only chance we will get, so let’s pray to a
few Aspects that you are wrong.”

“I do just about every day,” she whispered
and turned her gaze back to the water once more. A faint reflection
of herself caught her gaze for a moment and she studied the dark
circles under her eyes and the disarray of her hair. “I look like
my mother did before the fall of Merrodin. I remember her praying
nightly and losing sleep.”

“Your mother was a priestess. She was
supposed to pray nightly,” Remedy replied quietly.

“I remember her telling me that everything
would get better and that all I had to do was pray and Fortune
would provide,” she whispered softly.

“And he did. Because of him the Merrodin girl
survived and we have a slim chance of getting this done through
votes. You have to learn to find the silver lining, Sym. It’s the
little miracles we have to treasure,” Remedy said softly.

“The little miracles,” she repeated quietly
and nodded. “Do you think I will make a good leader, Remmy?” she
asked after a long moment.

“If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be supporting you
Sym. You have been raised for this and you are just having a down
moment right now. I know you better. You will bounce back and when
it counts you will be there as strong as ever. You don’t have to be
strong at this particular moment, so vent and release the
frustration,” he answered with a smile.

Turning back she smiled at him and shook her
head softly. “When I’m Empress or Queen or whatever title they
stick on me I’m keeping you at my side as an Advisor”

“And here, I thought we were friends,” Remedy
replied with a sigh, allowing his shoulders to slump dramatically.
With a smile he winked at her and nodded slightly. “You need me
Sym, I’ll be there,” he promised.

 


* * *

 


Silently, Symphony closed the door behind her
and made her way to the sand table. She glanced around the room as
she walked, amazed that Faramir was not already here, waiting. Her
gaze lingered on the dark shadows on the wall and she wondered if
she dared a mage light. Magic was forbidden in Fionahold for the
most part, but exceptions were made. Chiding herself mentally, she
pushed back the urge and rested her arms on the edge of the sand
table, staring down at the multi colored grains of sand below.
Kiernan’s warning had made her too edgy. She was starting to twitch
at shadows now like a half grown child.

With a wave of her hand, she altered the sand
below to mimic the rolling farmland of Arovan along the thickly
forested Glis border. Her gut told her the worst of the fighting
would be in this region. With a practiced eye she studied the
terrain that she already knew by heart and tried to find some
further advantage for her allies. Truthfully, though, terrain was
little help when you couldn’t see your foes. That was the biggest
issue right now, the Blights. She didn’t like to admit how truthful
she was with Remedy. If it came to war right now, they would lose.
There was no question about it. The Blights simply altered the
field too much and they didn’t seem to be affecting the other side,
which meant someone, perhaps Myth, was controlling them.

The sound of the door opening drew her
attention and she looked up to see Faramir enter, followed closely
by Oma. The girl looked even more pale than usual and kept her gaze
on the floor as she walked. “Good afternoon, Faramir. Hello Oma,”
Symphony said with a forced smile and pushed back off the
table.

“Symphony, sorry I’m late,” Faramir said in
greeting ,and frowned as Oma remained silent. With a slight shrug
to Symphony she moved to take the opposite side of the table and
looked down at the sand below. “You have come to the same
conclusion as me, then,” Faramir said, looking up to Symphony with
an approving nod.

“The worst of it will be there,” Symphony
replied motioning toward the sand.

“Yes it will be. I wish we had the proper
techniques for the Blights so we could run a few mock battles, but
I’m afraid we don’t know enough about their tactics,” Faramir said
with a sigh. “So let’s switch to another terrain and foes we know
more about.”

With a flick of her hand the older woman
altered the terrain to the Delvay Mountains and raised her eyes to
Symphony. “Do you want Delvay or Rivana?” she asked quietly.

“I want Nerathane,” Symphony replied quietly
and waved her hand over her side of the table. Small draconic forms
began to take shape from the sand as she watched and she glanced up
to find Faramir watching her closely.

“You think Nerathane will attack?” Faramir
asked quietly.

“Nerathane and Seravae both refuse to speak
with us, so I must assume they are on the other side. I don’t know
if they will attack Delvay, but I want to have a rough idea of how
it will go if they do,” Symphony explained.

“I don’t think either Nerathane or Seravae
will get involved in this. They typically don’t,” Faramir said, but
nodded toward the dragons. “Still, it’s better to be prepared,” she
said with a sigh and formed her own army in the image of the Delvay
forces. “So let’s see how this will play out with known tactics.”
With a wave of the hand, she made her first move on the field and
watched Symphony as she studied the attack. With a nod Symphony
countered her attack with a known dragon tactic and focused her
attention fully on the board, allowing the sand to steal her
thoughts from every other concern.

With each move she made, it was becoming more
and more obvious that Delvay would not fare well if Nerathane chose
to move. By the frown on Faramir’s face, she could see her mentor
was coming to the same conclusion. Round after round, through three
games, the Delvay forces were crushed by the dragons. Looking up at
Faramir once more, she shook her head slowly. “I think we should
both pray Nerathane doesn’t move,” she said softly.

“It would seem so,” Faramir agreed and
dismissed her sand army with a flick of a finger. “They hold up
well against Rivana but their tactics are not suited to an aerial
opponent. Of course, I’m sure Lord Delvayon is more inventive with
his strategies than I am.”

Symphony raised an eyebrow doubtfully at her
and shook her head slightly. “Stubborn, fierce, and enduring are
all descriptions I have heard of the Delvay. Never once have I ever
heard them described as inventive,” she said dryly and sighed. “I
have sword practice soon with Vaze. I’m going to have to go,
Faramir.”

Nodding, Faramir smiled. “Beat him bloody and
don’t worry about leaving here early. It isn’t often Vaze is in
residence and you should take advantage of the time that he is.
Besides, I have a lot to work on with Oma,” she said, her voice
encouraging.

“Thank you for understanding,” Symphony said
and gave Faramir a hug. The woman was the closest thing she had to
a mother since her own mother had died in Merrodin. “Good luck,
Oma, I hope your lessons go well,” Symphony said with a smile and
turned to leave.

“I’ll see you at dinner tonight, Symphony. We
can discuss other ways to get Nerathane to talk. You have a very
valid point about what would happen if they joined the fight, and
if we are going to win we have to keep them on our side,” Faramir
called as she opened the door.

“Sounds good,” Symphony agreed with a smile
and stepped out into the hall, eager to be on the field. Matches
against Vaze were always good ones.

 


* * *

 


“Do you really think you can keep Nerathane
out of the fight?” Oma asked quietly as she moved to stand beside
Faramir.

Faramir looked up from the sand table and
shrugged, giving the girl a slight smile. It wasn’t often that Oma
instigated conversations and she wanted to encourage her. “I’m not
sure, the dragons can be prickly but we will certainly try,”

“I don’t think you can,” Oma said coldly as
sharp pain spread through Faramir’s back. Dimly she became aware of
the girl’s upraised hand and the bloody knife it held. “That was a
lung shot,” the girl said calmly and plunged the knife in once more
as Faramir staggered back. “That was not,” Oma said pulling the
knife from her chest and looking down at Faramir with a smile. “And
now I’m positive you can’t keep them out of it,” she whispered
happily, her form already shifting to match that of Faramir’s.
“Surprise, Faramir. You know where I am now,” the Changeling
whispered to the dying woman and chuckled softly. “Don’t worry, I
will give Symphony the best of advice,” she promised as she watched
the last light fade from Faramir’s eyes and carefully stored the
body in a storage stone. Dropping the stone into her pocket she
glanced at the sand table and smiled. The magics they had used on
the mock battles should cover any trace of the magic she used. With
a wave of her hand Myth cleaned the blood from herself and the
floor and moved over to the table. Staring down at the sand she
waved a hand and created another mock battlefield. Though she had
watched Symphony and Faramir do this daily for weeks, she herself
had not used a sand table in ages. It would be best if she knew
every maneuver before the practice session tomorrow. Clearing her
throat, she smiled down at the table. “Do you want Delvay or
Rivana?” she said quietly and repeated the phrase over and over
until the pitch and tone was a perfect imitation of Faramir.
Assured that the voice would not give her away she created army
after army on the table to ensure she could do it on a whim and
practiced changing the table’s terrain. Fortunately for her, she
knew more about strategy than even Faramir herself had. You had to
know such things in order to provoke wars. In order to manipulate,
you had to know reactions, and she knew the reactions of every race
on Sanctuary by heart.

With a satisfied nod she let the sand
collapse once more and, turned to find a seat in the corner. Soon
enough she would have to go and tell Caspian that Oma was missing,
but then the poor girl hadn’t seemed right in the head since she
had arrived. Smothering a laugh Myth tapped her fingers idly on the
table and began to work the finer details out in her mind. Becoming
someone in truth required so many fine details and from now until
something better arose, she was Faramir.


Chapter 10

 


Sanctuary

 


 


Warm lips brushed against her neck. “You are
going to be late for classes,” Finn whispered in her ear. Burrowing
further under the blankets, she pressed herself tightly against
him. He chuckled lightly and wrapped his arms around her. “You are
going to be really late for classes,” he corrected.

“I’m not going today,” she mumbled through a
yawn. By the time Sovann had returned and she had explained
everything to them it had been late. She had decided she wouldn’t
be going to school when it had taken several hours past late to
clean up the mess in his house. Given the hour, they had simply
stayed at Sovann’s rather than return to the Academy.

“Hmm, neither am I. Imagine that,” Finn said
with a grin. “I have several very good suggestions on what we
should do with our day off,” he said and ran his hand down her back
lightly.

“Mmm. I have to help them with the orphanage
today,” she objected mildly and looked up at him with a smile. “If
you had your way we would never get out of bed.”

He raised an eyebrow at her and shrugged.
“And how is that a bad thing. I barely get to see you,” he said
with a sigh. “I leave before you wake up and I usually don’t get to
see you again until after you are done training with Neph. I never
see you during the day unless it’s a free day and then we are both
busy.”

“I know,” she said. resting her head on his
shoulder. “But it won’t be like this forever,” she promised and
hoped she was right.

“I have a duel against one of the most
dangerous swordsmen alive today. I’m not letting you out of bed
until I absolutely have to,” he said, his tone firm.

Groaning, she buried her face in his chest
and smacked him lightly. “I don’t want you to fight him,” she
complained in a pathetic voice, even to her ears.

“And I don’t want you to leave the bed,” he
countered with a smirk.

She looked up sharply, causing a wave of
curls to fall down over her face. Absently, she brushed them back
and locked her violet eyes firmly on Finn. “I’ll stay in bed for
the rest of the week if you cancel the duel,” she offered. One
eyebrow rose. “I will only get up to use the privy and bathe. The
rest of the time I’ll be right here beside you,” she added
hopefully.

Shaking his head slightly, he smiled faintly
and brushed the rest of the curls from her face. With a gentleness
he used with no other, he cupped her chin and kissed her lightly.
“If I could back out now, I would. That offer alone would be enough
to get me to go back on my word and take the dishonor. But I can’t,
Jala. I’ve bet too much.”

“What have you possibly bet that you are
being so stubborn about?” she asked dismally.

“Everything,” he answered, ignoring her look
of annoyance at his vague response. “Jala, I know you don’t approve
of all of my actions, but what I do, I have a reason for, I
promise,” he said softly and her annoyance faded.

“I know. I don’t understand a lot but I’m
learning faster than I care to,” she murmured.

“Don’t learn too many of Sanctuary’s lessons,
Vezradesh. I don’t ever want to see that gentle side of you
die. You are what makes me try to be better. You are my conscience,
I think. I didn’t have one before I met you. No one else could make
me pull a sword blow, only you,”

“Neph says I need to learn to kill or I will
be killed,” she said quietly.

“I hope I am always there to do it for you. I
don’t want to see you become as callous as the rest of us,” Finn
replied, running his fingers through her hair. “It doesn’t even
faze us anymore, but then, I’m sure you noticed that last night. To
see you care so much for everyone …,” he trailed off as if
searching for words and then smiled. “It makes me want to see the
Merrodin you rebuild. I don’t think there will be another land like
it. It will be as beautiful as you are, I think,”

Jala gave a soft laugh and brushed at her
eyes gently with the back of her hand. She had no explanation for
why her eyes had gone glassy with his words. Sniffling slightly,
she shook her head at him. “That [b]we[b] build. You are going to
win today and be right beside me when we build it,” she corrected
gently and kissed him.

“I always win,” he agreed with a smile and
leaned back against his pillow, looking at her with a cautious
expression. “You know we could always build strength quietly and
let the worst of this blow over for now,” he offered with obvious
hesitation.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“We could spend a year or two in Firym and
build resources and then rebuild Merrodin. It would be safer.
Things are in too much turmoil right now,” he explained. “With the
Blights and what the Fionaveir have planned, I mean. We made no
promises to them,” he added.

Leaning back to rest on her elbow, she
considered his words. The thought was tempting, in truth, but by
doing so she would be abandoning the people in this district for
even longer. There was the matter of the oaths sworn to her as
well. Would her friends understand if she simply changed her mind?
“I can’t, Finn. Too many people are depending on us to move soon,”
she said finally and felt her chest tighten at the wave of sadness
that echoed through their link.

“It was worth a try,” he said with a smile
that she knew was fake. “In for a copper, in for a gold then. To
hell with safety,” he added and shook his head at her frown.
“Vezradesh, you worship Fortune. How can I honestly ask you
not to gamble and take risks?” he said, trying to lighten her
mood.

“Why did I get so much sadness from you when
I said no, Finn? Do you not think we can do it?” she asked
quietly.

“I know we can do it, Jala. I just think that
the faster we move the more painful the road is going to be,” he
replied and pulled her close again. “I’ve had enough depressing
talk I think,” he said with a grin. “I love you, Jala, and whatever
you decide, you have my support. Let’s just leave it at that.” He
spoke quietly but the sincerity of the words rang loudly.

Smiling faintly, she kissed him again. “I’m
depressed and worried sick and stressed beyond all reason about
everything, Finn. Think you could possibly distract me from the
world for a while?” she asked quietly.

“I’m positive I can,” Finn replied with a
smirk and winked at her. “Give me an hour and you won’t even
remember your own name,” he promised and gave her another kiss.

Jala focused her full attention on him and
tried to ignore the nagging voice in the back of her mind that
warned that this might be the last time she ever kissed him.
Feeling her eyes going glassy again with the thought, she kissed
him harder and pushed all thoughts from her mind savagely. For now
she was content to simply rely on instinct and desire.

 


* * *

 


“I’ll see you at the Arena in a couple of
hours,” Jala promised as she watched Finn and Valor head for the
door.

Neph rose slowly from his chair and sighed.
“I’ll go keep an eye on the idiots,” he offered and followed after
them.

Finn paused at the doorway and looked back to
her. “The fight won’t be until this evening so do what you have to
do and don’t worry. I’m just going to get gear in order and take
care of a few minor details.” He pulled the door open and glanced
back again. “Keep Marrow and Emily close by you all day, though,”
he added.

“I will, I promise,” she agreed and watched
the door close behind the three of them. “I think I’m going to be
sick,” she whispered to Sovann and Wisp.

“He will be fine,” Wisp assured her with a
smile.

“He is going to get his ass handed to him in
several small pieces. It’s Kithkanon he is fighting, and the man is
a damned legend,” Sovann said, earning a sharp elbow from Wisp.

“Yes I’m going to be sick,” Jala said with a
slight nod and rose quickly from her chair. Her stomach roiled and
she took a deep breath and paced trying to calm it back down. She
really had no desire to see her breakfast for a second time.

“Just calm down. It will be okay,” Wisp said,
standing quickly to take Jala’s elbow and steady her. “Finn is the
best with swords. There is no one better, not even Kithkanon,” Wisp
continued, her voice soothing. Sovann gave a snort of amusement and
Wisp glared at him fiercely.

Clearing his throat, Sovann nodded at Jala.
“He will be fine. Finn is oh, so talented,” he said, managing to
keep most of the doubt from his voice.

Jala nodded and paced across the room again.
“How is Isador? Is she awake yet?” she asked in an effort to get
her mind off the duel.

“She was awake for a bit this morning but
seemed a bit out of it. I suppose she got a rather good knock on
the head in the fight. Your healing likely saved her life,” Wisp
explained. “I think she will be fine. It will just take some
time.”

“I’ll keep an eye on her and make sure she
stays safe,” Sovann assured her. “Are you going by the Copper Penny
to check on the boy from Merrodin you mentioned?” he asked as she
began to pace again.

Jala nodded absently. “We are going there
first, actually. I want to know how he survived and if he is
willing to help,” she replied.

“We should probably go soon, actually, if we
are going to get anything done on the orphanage today,” Wisp
said.

“As soon as Emily and Marrow are done eating
we will go,” Jala agreed, glancing toward the kitchen where her two
guardians were dining. She had tried to get Emily to eat breakfast
with the rest of them but the Blight’s attention had been riveted
on Marrow’s food instead. In the end she had relented and given the
child her own portion of raw meat. It seemed simpler to agree than
risk the hungry Blight mauling Marrow for a beef bone.

“Did they find the hive last night?” Sovann
asked, his gaze still following her progress back and forth across
the floor.

Jala shook her head slowly. “They ended up
killing it before it could feed,” she replied with a shrug.
“Apparently it showed no hints of returning home and seemed intent
on killing someone. Both Marrow and Emily decided I would be
happier if they didn’t let it.”

“I’m sure that corpse has the guards
confused,” Wisp said with a shake of her head. “I can only imagine
what condition it was in when they were finished with it.”

“I, uhh, I don’t really think they left a
body,” Jala said quietly and repressed another roil of her stomach.
“I don’t think either Marrow or Emily would waste meat,” she
finished and gave a slight shudder.

“Oh,” Wisp murmured, her expression holding a
trace of disgust.

“Well they are both predators. It’s instinct
for them to eat what they kill,” Sovann added with a shrug.

“Just out of curiosity, what happened to the
one that Finn killed?” Wisp asked, her expression showing yet more
disgust.

“Neph stored it for later. He said he wanted
a chance to examine it,” Jala explained and smiled faintly at the
Fae’s obvious relief. “No, Wisp, we didn’t feed it to them,” she
assured her with a faint chuckle.

“Oh well of course not,” Wisp added quickly,
though her expression showed that was clearly what she had been
thinking.

I don’t think I would have eaten a second
one, not only was I already full from the first I greatly prefer
the taste of beef, Marrow said as he stalked from the kitchen.
You are going to have to buy her more food. She is growing and
she is greedy. She tried to take mine again.

“I’m sorry. I will make sure she gets more
next time,” Jala said with a frown and ran a hand down Marrow’s
neck lightly.

“He bit me,” Emily’s voice came from the
doorway and she became visible long enough to show Jala a set of
teeth marks along one arm.

“Marrow, don’t bite her,” Jala scolded
lightly.

I did say she tried to take my food,
Marrow repeated emphasizing the word “tried.”

She heard Sovann repress a snort of laughter
and turned to see the mage busying himself with cleaning off the
table. “You girls have fun today,” he said as he glanced up to see
her watching him.

“Oh I’m sure we will have loads of fun,” Jala
replied dryly and glanced to Wisp. “You ready?” she asked with a
shake of her head.

Nodding, Wisp grinned back at Sovann. “See
you at the Arena,” she called and headed for the door with
Jala.

“I’m still hungry,” Emily complained quietly
as they left the house.

“I’ll see that you get a big lunch,” Jala
promised and tried to calculate exactly how many cows it was going
to take to keep the Bendazzi and Blight fed. “I think beef is going
to be a major export of Merrodin when it’s done. I’m going to have
to buy a cattle ranch to feed them,” she told Wisp as they
walked.

The Fae grinned and nodded slightly. “Might
need to invest in a few cows before then. We could keep them in one
of the courtyards. I’m sure none of the instructors would notice,”
she suggested with a chuckle.

“Can you imagine the amount of complaining
about cow manure from Neph?” Jala said with a sigh and grinned at
the thought.

“Complaining. What a nice way to phrase his
bitching tirades,” Wisp replied with a grin. “Come on, the Penny
isn’t too far from here. I’m rather curious to meet this young man
too. It’s not every day that Finn is willing to spare someone. How
did you get him to pull the blow anyway?”

“I yelled, ‘no!’ really loud,” Jala replied
with a shrug.

“Huh, never tried that one before,” Wisp said
in amusement. “I doubt that technique works for everyone though.
You likely had the what-the-hell-is-she-doing-here advantage on
your side.”

“Very likely,” Jala agreed with a smile that
quickly faded as she noticed the large number of men in white
cloaks and silver armor approaching. “What are that many Justicars
doing in this section of town?” she asked Wisp quietly.

“There it is, kill it,” large man near the
front commanded his finger pointing directly at Marrow. Snarling,
the Bendazzi dropped to a crouch in response.

“Wait, what is the meaning of this?” Jala
demanded, stepping protectively in front of Marrow.

“Don’t come any closer,” Wisp warned her hand
dropping to her sword. Though the Fae was famous for her use of the
bow, Jala had seen her practice with blade as well and knew she was
formidable.

“That creature is responsible for multiple
deaths in the city. Stand aside and allow us to do our job,” the
large man bellowed, his eyes narrowing at Wisp as she drew her
blade. “Do you have any idea about the penalty for drawing steel on
a Justicar, girl?” he demanded his tone filled with threat.

“I’ll be doing more than drawing it if you
take one step toward that Bendazzi. He hasn’t killed anyone. He
eats beef from the market,” Wisp growled back.

Jala’s eyes flicked from Marrow to Wisp and
she tried to guess where Emily might be. Behind one of the
Justicars, no doubt, ready to attack if needed. The situation was
growing worse by the second. If she didn’t do something soon, they
would all likely be dead or fleeing in exile. Clearing her throat,
she stepped forward again and leveled her gaze on the large
Justicar. “How dare you threaten my companions in my district.
Stand aside now,” she snarled with as much force as she could
muster.

“Your district?” the Justicar asked, his tone
mocking.

“I am Jaladene Merrodin and this is my
district. Stand down now,” Jala commanded, her voice cracking like
a whip. Several of the men behind him shifted uncomfortably and
looked to their leader with confusion.

“The last Merrodin died ten years ago,” the
Commander said smugly. “Do you know what the penalty for
impersonating a High Lord is, girl?” he asked, his voice cold and
filled with threat.

“Do you have any idea what the penalty for
ignoring one is?” Jala shot back, her eyes narrowing.

“Arrest her and kill the Bendazzi,” the
Commander snapped, his glare turning to the milling men behind
him.

“Actually, we can’t kill the Bendazzi before
we determine if she is truly Merrodin.” The voice came from off to
the side and both the Commander and Jala turned to regard the
speaker. He was dressed as the others in silver plate though his
had a bit more engravings on it. His jet black hair was cut short
and fashionably tousled. He smiled at the two of them and shrugged.
“Per regulations a council must be called to verify her claim,
Sir,” he said quietly to his Commander and moved toward Jala with
manacles ready.

“What is your name, Justicar?” the Commander
demanded, his eyes narrowing.

“Lieutenant Skyler sir,” the man replied and
stopped a short distance from Jala. “If you truly are who you say
you are, submit and get this over with. It shouldn’t take long,” he
said in a quieter voice that seemed oddly familiar.

Nodding slowly, Jala held her wrists out in
front of her and looked to Wisp. “Take Marrow back home with you,
Wisp, and I’ll meet you there soon,” she said in a level voice.

“No, I’m not leaving you alone with them,”
Wisp objected, her hand still clutching her sword.

“Please Wisp I need you to keep Marrow safe,”
Jala pressed with a note of pleading in her voice.

I’m not leaving you either so you are
wasting your breath, Marrow told her firmly.

I won’t be alone, Emily will be with me.
If things go badly she can help me escape. I can’t risk them
hurting you, Marrow. We are linked. If something happens to you,
not only do I lose my closest friend, I will likely die at the same
time. Please, just go with Wisp, she begged praying the
Bendazzi would listen to reason. Turning her attention back to Wisp
she locked her gaze on the Fae. “Wisp, I gambled a lot here. Please
don’t waste it,” she said quietly.

With obvious reluctance, Wisp nodded slowly
and looked to Marrow. “Come on Marrow, let’s do what she wants us
to. I don’t like it any more than you do.” The Fae spoke with
hesitation and looked ready to change her mind at any moment.

“Wisp, I need you to let Neph know what’s
going on, but not Finn or Valor. I don’t want them distracted right
now,” Jala said slowly, keeping her gaze on Wisp as the Justicar
clamped the manacles down on her offered wrists. Waves of cold
washed over her and she lowered her gaze to the Barllen restraints.
“Is Barllen really necessary? I’m not resisting,” she said softly,
already feeling the metal feeding hungrily on her reserves.

“Standard policy. Please come along,” the
young man replied with a shrug and gave her a reassuring smile.
Once again the feeling of déjà vu washed over her as she
watched him and she nodded slowly and began to walk toward the Hall
of Justice with him close behind her. The remaining Justicars
closed ranks around her, forming a wall of armor and cloaks that
made it all but impossible for her to see beyond them.

They walked in silence, the Justicars intent
on their duty and her attention focused on the Barllen. She didn’t
dare drain power from it in front of them but she was managing to
slow its progress on draining her. Her attention barely shifted
from the restraints as they climbed the stairs to the Hall and the
massive white doors swung open before her.

“I will see her to a high cell sir,”
Lieutenant Skyler said with a bow to the Commanding officer and led
her toward another narrower flight of stairs carefully.

She climbed steadily, wondering how long it
would take before they released her and praying it would be in time
for the duel. The thought of not knowing if Finn had won or not
tore at her, but she didn’t see that she had been given many
options. It was take the action she had or lose Marrow. Swallowing
heavily, she glanced up to see a cell door being opened in front of
her. Calmly she stepped through the doorway and noticed as the door
slammed shut behind her that the bars were made of Barllen as
well.

“Well now I believe you owe me a thank you,”
the lieutenant said in a low voice barely above a whisper and the
tone triggered the reason for the déjà vu.

“Hemlock?” she asked in a voice barely above
a whisper.

“Shhh. Not so loud. Do you know you are the
only one living in the city that knows what I really look like? In
all of Sanctuary there is only one other person that knows my
appearance. I’m showing you a great amount of trust,” he said, his
tone mocking. Casually he looped his arms through the bars and
crossed them, leaning forward to watch her carefully. “I’m afraid
you are going to miss the duel but if you talk sweet to me I might
open a scry for you,” he said sweetly, his voice still the same
quiet tones she remembered from the bar.

“Why are you helping me?” she asked, not
daring to approach him.

“Mmm. Well, I decided that I wouldn’t kill
you. You see I treasure people like you and Shade. You are precious
to me and while it was a lot money, I don’t really need money. I
tend to kill for entertainment rather than wealth and keeping you
alive is much more entertaining,” he explained with a smile, his
dark eyes flashing. He pointed a finger at her and motioned her to
come closer. Hesitantly she edged a few steps closer and he smiled
again. “See, people like you and Shade genuinely care about others.
You want to make the world a better, happier place,” he
continued.

“And you treasure that?” she broke in,
somewhat confused. It didn’t seem the sort of mentality an Assassin
would have.

Chuckling lightly, Hemlock shook his head.
“Not for the reason you are thinking. No, not because you are a
good person, Jala. I treasure you for the entertainment. I like to
watch you strive for a better world and then see realization hit
that the people you are trying to save aren’t worth it. I like to
watch the light die as you realize they would sell you out for a
loaf of bread and there isn’t a single thing in this world worth
preserving,” he explained, his words slow and drawn out.

“That isn’t true,” she objected.

Chuckling, he smiled at her and nodded. “And
that is exactly what they all say. Did you know I’m a Time mage,
Jala? Did you know I can see ahead and get glimpses of what will
happen?” he asked.

“I have heard it mentioned,” she replied
cautiously.

“I see a glimpse of you soaked in blood and
screaming for death, Jala. I see all light gone from your heart and
nothing but hate written on your soul. I’m going to keep you alive
until I see that happen,” Hemlock whispered, his smile as cold as
winter.

“Then I never need fear death and I can count
you as a lifelong guardian, because that won’t happen,” Jala
replied, her jaw clenched.

“We shall see. I have to be a good pretend
Justicar, and go file an arrest report on you now. It’s the way
they do things you know,” he said, pushing off the bars. “I’ll be
back in time to show you the duel though don’t worry. I, of course,
already know how it’s going to end but I don’t want to miss the
expression on your face when you see it.” He began to whistle
lightly as he left the room and it took her a moment to recognize
the tune - The Lover’s Lament. The words sprang to her mind
as the whistling continued to echo back up the stairs.

Alone you’ve left me as darkness falls.

No hope and no answer to my echoing
calls.

Shaking her head, she pushed the words from
her mind and paced the cell. She had never liked that song anyway.
It was one of those pieces that could depress you even at a
festival.

“I’ve always hated that song,” a familiar
voice said from one of the cells across the room. “The lyrics are
so whining you wonder why they didn’t just kill themselves instead
of writing a song.”

“Jail,” she gasped, and her eyes flashed back
to the door that Hemlock had disappeared through.

Movement from the cell caught her eye and she
watched in quiet awe as the large man calmly slipped a hand through
the bars and unlocked his own cell. “He didn’t notice me, don’t
worry,” Jail reassured her as he crossed the empty room to her
cell. “Now explain what is going on. I’m afraid I’m a bit out of
touch on recent events.”

“You have a key?” she asked in a dumbfounded
voice.

Glancing down at the key ring in his hand,
Jail nodded slightly, his expression amused. “As many times as I’ve
been in here, of course I do,” he replied with a light chuckle. His
gaze flicked back to the door and then to her again. “We should
have about twenty minutes. The reports are long ones.” Calmly he
pulled a chair closer to her cell and sat down quietly taking care
to keep away from the Barllen.

“He is a Time mage, Jail. He has to know you
are in here,” Jala objected, wondering how Hemlock would react to
having another person that knew his identity.

Calmly, Jail shook his head. “Just because he
can see glimpses doesn’t mean he sees everything, Jala. Time is a
fickle magic. It changes often. That rubbish he spoke of about you
covered in blood. Well, that’s just one possibility and it may
never happen.”

“Why do you stay in here if you have a key,
Jail?” she asked in utter confusion.

“Because someone needs to relay information
to certain individuals inside this building discreetly. I am the
best for that particular job due to my form of magic. I can make
them forget why I was arrested, or release me when I’ve
accomplished what I need to do. There is, of course, the bonus of
getting to smack around Justicars as needed as well. We are wasting
time though. Why are you in here? I wouldn’t be surprised to see
Finn or Valor land in one of these cells but to see you here, well,
I’m rather shocked.” Jail spoke in low tones and leaned toward the
cell.

“I’m here for impersonating a High Lady,” she
replied her tone disgusted. With a heavy sigh she sat down
cross-legged on the floor across from him and looked up to his
concerned face. “They were going to kill Marrow and then Wisp drew
steel. I didn’t see any other way to get out of it, Jail. I
couldn’t let them kill Marrow or Wisp,” she explained.

“Why would they kill Marrow? He has been in
the city for months and they haven’t paid any attention to him,”
Jail said shaking his head slowly.

“There are Blights hunting in the city and
they are trying to blame the deaths on Marrow, but then you don’t
know about the Blights do you?” Lifting both hands to her face she
rubbed her eyes and let out a long slow breath. “And now Finn is
about to fight Kithkanon and I won’t be there and if he dies …,”
her voice trailed off slowly and she stared down at the floor in
despair.

“I know what the Blights are. I didn’t know
they were in the city. As far as I knew they were only affecting
Glis and Arovan. This changes things drastically. So they are
calling a council now to determine if you are truly a Merrodin?”
Jail spoke slowly as though working through the new information.
“That could take several days, Jala, depending on how quickly the
high lords respond to their summons,” he said after a moment and
she felt her shoulders slump farther.

“I didn’t know what else to do,” she said
miserably.

“Someone is coming,” Jail said sharply and
moved his chair back to the wall quickly. Silently he moved back to
his cell and pulled the door almost shut. To the casual glance it
would appear to be latched.

With a crash, the door to the cells slammed
open and Neph strolled in with two Justicars trailing him and
protesting loudly. Neph scanned the room quickly until his gaze
fell on her and he crossed the room in two quick strides. “Are you
okay?” he asked, his eyes locking on the Barllen manacles.

“I am okay physically. Mentally I think I’m
fraying,” she replied quietly.

“Get these damn manacles off of her now!”
Neph bellowed, turning to the two Justicars who still milled behind
him.

“That is against regulations,” one protested
and shook his head at Neph, quickly stepping back as the mage
advanced.

“As long as Kadan is out of the city I am the
acting Delvayon for Sanctuary. Are you telling me you are going to
defy the word of a Delvay lord you little worm?” Neph asked, his
tone filled with threat as he advanced on the Justicar. “I may not
be able to get her released without the council present, but I can
see that she is comfortable until they arrive. Do you want to
hazard a guess as to how High Lord Arjuna will react when he sees
his niece in Barllen chains?”

Paling in response the youngest of the
Justicars flicked a gaze toward Jala. “She is Lord Arjuna’s niece?”
he asked in a tremulous voice.

“Have you been living under a fucking rock?”
Neph yelled, his voice echoing off the stone walls of the room.
With a violent kick he sent one of the chairs skittering across the
floor at the young man and nodded. “The whole damn city knows she
married Finn Sovaesh, you fucking moron. Get those gods-be-damned
chains off of her now!”

“Ahh. You would make an excellent high lord,
Neph,” Jail said quietly with a low chuckle.

“You either help or shut your hole, Jail, you
lazy bastard. Lounging in a damn cell while the rest of us work,”
Neph snarled, pointing a finger accusingly at Jail. The mage didn’t
seem the slightest bit surprised by Jail’s presence but Jala could
tell by the Justicars reaction they hadn’t realized he was in the
room.

“I could use my talents. They would likely be
more effective than your crashing and stomping,” Jail offered.

“Then, fucking use them, you ass,” Neph
snarled, whirling on Jail with a look of pure fury on his face.

“Temper, temper, Neph. I can’t do much when
you have them scared witless,” Jail said in a soothing tone.

“Neph, please calm down. I don’t want you
sharing a cell with us,” Jala said quietly.

Looking back over his shoulder at her, Neph
smiled with a predatory light in his eyes. “They can’t arrest me,
Jala. I’m the acting Delvay until Kadan is back. I have the
authority of a high lord right now,” he assured her, his tone cool
and dangerous. Turning slowly back to regard the Justicars, his
smile darkened. “I could kill one of these little fucks for
annoying me and they still couldn’t arrest me,” he added and his
voice turned to ice with the words.

“Oh, that did volumes to help the fear. OK,
Neph do it your way. Kill the one on the left though. That one by
the wall is actually pretty nice,” Jail said with a sigh and waved
a hand slightly toward the Justicars. Turning his attention to Jala
he smiled faintly. “Have you ever seen a pissed off Delvay before
Jala?” he asked in neutral tones.

Shaking her head slightly she glanced at Neph
and then back to Jail. “No, I’ve seen Neph grumpy but never truly
angry,” she replied.

“Well it takes a lot to piss one off, so it’s
rare to see,” Jail said sagely and smiled at her. “However, once
you do get one pissed it generally takes a lot of bloodshed and
destruction to calm them back down. Honestly, I’d be surprised if
he stopped at just one Justicar. I think I would be removing the
manacles if I were them,” he continued his voice calm.

“I will remove them Lord Delvayon,” the
Justicar by the wall spoke quietly and removed a set of keys from
his belt. “Just please calm down. We have treated her fairly and we
are only following regulations,” he added, his voice level.

“Don’t just stand there, then, remove the
damn chains,” Neph ordered, pointing meaningfully at Jala. “Now!”
he bellowed and the Justicar moved quickly to her cell.

“Just hold your hands up by the bars Lady
Sovaesh,” he said as he reached through with the key and quickly
unclasped the manacles. With a hand that was shaking only slightly
he gathered the chains and backed away from the cell.

“Now get out! I want to speak with her
privately,” Neph ordered, pointing at the door and glaring at both
men.

“Sir we can’t leave you alone with the
prisoner,” the Justicar holding the chains protested.

Jail let out a low sigh and shook his head at
the man. “I really wouldn’t have objected there if I were you,” he
said quietly.

Staring coldly, Neph began to slowly approach
the Justicars. The muscles of his back rigid. “You have two choices
and I really don’t care which one you choose.” He paused, eyes
flicking from one to the other. “You can both leave this room and
allow me privacy, or I can kill you both and achieve the same. I
don’t mind killing you at all so if you don’t move in the next few
seconds I’m going to assume that’s the choice you have made and
slaughter you both like pigs.” He spoke each word clearly and
paused a few feet from the men glowering.

Without further hesitation, both men left the
room, closing the door behind them with a solid bang. Turning
slowly Neph looked at Jail and let out a snort of laughter, then
turned fully to Jala. “I leave you for one hour and you get
arrested,” he said with a dramatic sigh.

“I didn’t know what else to do,” she said
with a weak shrug.

“Wisp explained it all to me. You did what
you had to,” Neph assured her, all trace of fury gone from him.

Glancing at Jail and then at Neph, she raised
an eyebrow. “All of that about Delvay tempers was a lie?” she asked
hesitantly.

“Oh no, that was truthful, it’s just Neph
wasn’t truly that pissed off. He was just trying to spook them.
With a gentle nudge of Mind magic it worked fairly well,” Jail
explained.

Neph looked over at him sharply and let out a
disgusted snort. “Naturally you would assume it was your magic, you
arrogant ass. That was all natural intimidation,” he said, rolling
his eyes and looking back at Jala. “Listen, Jala, they are going to
try to make you fray as much as possible. Everyone in the city knew
Finn was dueling today and they are using your worry for him
against you. They want you scared and upset when you see the
council. You can’t be, though,”

“Neph is right. If you look like a scared
little girl the council will run over the top of you, even the ones
you might consider allies. They won’t support a child,” Jail said
as he stepped from his cell once more and righted the chair Neph
had kicked at the Justicar. With a smile at her he dropped lightly
into the chair and shrugged. “As Sovann says, nine tenths of power
is the appearance of power. Walk into that room looking powerful.
At the very least, if you show you aren’t intimidated or scared,
you will give them pause. They will wonder what you are hiding,
since any person of sound mind would be terrified in your
position.”

“I’m not terrified for myself. I can survive
this. I’m worried about Finn,” Jala said miserably and dropped back
onto the floor once more. “I should be there. I didn’t realize this
would take days.”

“It won’t,” Neph said, his tone confident.
Shaking his head he waved his hand lightly toward her. “By now,
every high lord has heard of this and they will be here soon. Your
Bloodline is the first to return from the grave and they will all
want to know if it’s true and you really are Merrodin. With the
exception of Nerathane and Seravae of course. I doubt they will
care.”

“Tomorrow at the latest,” Jail agreed with a
slight nod. “Arjuna will likely be here tonight and my father won’t
be long after that. He was impressed with you at the meeting in
Firym and he will support you,” Jail assured her.

“I can’t say what Kadan will do, honestly,
but if he isn’t here by the time the rest of the lords are I will
take his place on the council and you know you have my full
support,” Neph said, his expression thoughtful. “I wonder if I can
keep him from showing up …,” he began and trailed off, quietly
looking deeper in thought.

“Sabotage your brother? That’s sweet of you
Neph,” Jail said dryly.

Shaking his head absently, Neph frowned. “No,
Kadan hates councils and I’m sure he would let me field this one if
I can convince my father, who happens to hate me, so that makes it
a bit tricky,” he said quietly.

“Family politics. Aren’t they great?” Jail
said with a sigh and smiled at Jala. “Lucky you, your birth family
is dead and your new family is much easier to deal with.” He
chuckled at her confusion and grinned wider. “Do you not realize
you have a new family, Jala? Did you not just witness a big brother
storming in to rescue you?” he asked quietly.

Jala looked over to Neph thoughtfully, who
was in turn glaring at Jail. “No I hadn’t realized it,” she replied
softly. “I like the idea of it though,” she added, drawing a mild
glare from Neph.

A commotion from below drew their attention
and all eyes shifted to the door. Neph raised an eyebrow calmly and
looked to Jail. Standing slowly, Jail paced closer to the door and
listened closer. A loud whoosh sounded from below followed by a
concussive blast.

“Arjuna,” Jail said with a nod and stepped
back away from the door.

“What was that noise?” Jala asked as she
stood once more and paced closer to the bars.

“A fire blast hitting something,” Neph
explained calmly, his attention still focused on the doors.
“Possibly a Justicar, if we are lucky,” he mumbled and glanced back
at Jala. “Welcome to basic high lord politics. In this course you
will learn how to bully, threaten and kill if needed, as it suits
your mood,”

“Normal laws do not apply to ruling high
lords,” Jail explained with a smirk and moved closer to her cell as
another whoosh resounded closer, the resulting blast rattling the
door. “Damn, I hope he doesn’t roast us by mistake,” he grumbled,
eyeing the door cautiously.

“He won’t. High Lord Arjuna is quite
precise,” Neph assured them. “Well, if he is already in the city
your father shouldn’t be too far behind. The only ones lagging will
be Seravae and Nerathane if they even choose to send a
representative.”

“I really would prefer if they don’t. We
won’t need a full council to get this done. Just over half would
work and it’s doubtful that we would have votes from either of
those countries. We need Han’shy, Firym, and Glis. I wonder if
Sebastian is still in the city?” Jail paused and looked to Neph in
question.

“If he isn’t, Chastity will take his place.
I’m sure and we can count on her vote from Valor’s influence alone.
I don’t know if Micah is still here either, but his vote would be
assured. Let’s see, that gives us four so far. Throw in Faydwer and
that’s five,” Neph said, tapping a finger on his chin lightly. He
glanced at the door and then back to Jail. “He really should have
been up here by now. How long until Finn’s duel?”

“Less than an hour,” Jala answered quietly
and paced her cell once more. “Why do we need votes to prove I’m
who I say I am? I’m telling the truth so why do they have to
vote?”

“Because there is no definite proof to your
claim. You don’t even look like a Merrodin. The last Merrodin high
lord was swarthy with black hair and dark eyes. The council will
have to determine if you are lying or not,” Jail explained.

“Oh, bugger. What about Oblivion, then, will
they show up?” she asked, realizing if she needed seven out of
twelve votes she would need everyone she had met in Firym to
attend.

Jail shook his head slowly. “The Darks never
leave their land. We can’t count on them for a vote,” he replied
with a frown. “Still if Nerathane and Seravae don’t show that
brings the total votes down to ten, and if Neph sits in for Kadan
we have six out of ten votes,” he said hopefully.

“That’s if Micah is still in the city. If
Arovan doesn’t vote, we only have five,” Neph countered and moved
to the door, cracking it open to look down the stairs. The sounds
of angry voices rose from below and Neph nodded slightly closing
the door once again.

“What about Valor. Can he sit in?” Jail
asked, eyeing Neph.

“No, he isn’t a direct line of the ruling
house. His father is a proxy council member. General Hai’dia could
sit in but not his son. Honestly, I don’t think the General will
show for this. With the Blights infesting their lands he will stay
in Arovan. We need Micah.”

“What about a Truthfinder?” Jail asked slowly
and raised an eyebrow at Neph.

“Do you know one that you trust with Jala’s
life?” Neph asked.

“No,” Jail said with a resigned sigh. “An
Oathkeeper?” he asked sounding hopeful once more.

“Won’t work. Oathkeepers hold power with
temples and most high lords do not recognize their authority,” Neph
said and leaned back against a wall, eyes distant.

“What if Nerathane and Seravae do show up?”
Jala asked quietly drawing the eyes of both men.

“Then we break you out of jail and get you
out of the city. It is extremely doubtful that we will have either
of their votes and if the council votes that you are not a Merrodin
they will execute you,” Neph answered with a frown.

“Wonderful,” Jala grumbled and began to pace
once more.

“Avanti will be against us, there is no
question of that,” Jail said with a sigh. “Morcaillo and Rivana
along with them. But that is only three that I know for certain
Neph, this could go our way.”

“I don’t like this situation at all,” Neph
spoke quietly and stared up at the ceiling in frustration.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs behind them
and the door opened a moment later as Arjuna stepped into the room
followed by two guards and a figure in black steel plate. Glancing
briefly at Jail and then Neph, Arjuna crossed to Jala’s cell.

Jala watched him approach but her gaze was
drawn back to Zachary Dark who was pale with rage, his expression
stony. “High Lord Arjuna, Lord Zachary, how good to see you both,”
she said with a faintly rueful smile.

“We will have you out of here shortly, child.
This is ridiculous. I can’t believe they have you locked away like
a common criminal,” Arjuna assured her, his expression looking
disgusted.

“I had thought it was agreed that your
identity would be concealed until you attained proper strength.
Have you achieved proper strength in the two short weeks it has
been since I saw you last?” Zachary asked as he approached.

“I didn’t have much choice in the matter,
Lord Dark,” Jala responded and managed to keep most of the bite
from her words. “They were rather intent on killing my Familiar and
possibly my Faydwer companion as well,” she added and turned her
attention back to Arjuna. “Finn is dueling Kithkanon in less than
an hour. I’m worried sick for him,” she said her voice quieter.

Nodding grimly, Arjuna let out a long sigh.
“I heard as much. I wanted to check on your welfare, though.
Dueling is nothing new to Finn. I’m sure imprisonment is new to
you. I see that Nephondelvayon has things in order here, however.”
He nodded respectfully to Neph as he spoke and turned his attention
back to her. “I will see that the council meets tomorrow morning.
By afternoon you will either be free or the Hall of Justice will be
rubble.”

“Just curious, Neph. When you were in trouble
as a child, did you mother use your full name to yell at you?” Jail
asked quietly.

Rolling his eyes at Jail, Neph moved closer
to the two high lords. “The sooner we get the vote called the
better. If we can have the council tomorrow as you say we should
have the votes to clear her name. If it takes too long others might
find interest in this,”

“The exact conclusion I had reached. You have
been studying politics,” Arjuna replied with a smile and nod.

“Someone in my family should. It’s obvious my
father hasn’t,” Neph grumbled. Turning his attention to Jala, he
nodded toward the two lords. “The fact that Lord Dark is here
changes things, Jala. We will have the vote and you will be out of
here tomorrow. I’ll do what I can to make sure Kadan doesn’t
return. With luck, my father doesn’t even know what is going on yet
and the council will be over by the time he does.”

She nodded her understanding. She watched the
lords as they continued to discuss the council for a moment, and
then moved back away from the bars. With a deep breath she opened a
small scry on the Arena and watched as Finn lit a cigarette his
gaze focused on the sandy ground. His expression looked calm and
confident but she could see worry in his deep green eyes. Glancing
up from the sand he gazed around the area his eyes searching. His
eyes flicked back behind him as Valor approached. Slowly Finn stood
stretching his muscles. “Any sign of her?” he asked.

“You aren’t going to like this,” Valor said
slowly and leaned against the wall beside Finn.

“Don’t tell him now. Valor shut up. Don’t
tell him,” Jala whispered urgently to the scry though she knew they
couldn’t hear her.

“What?” Finn asked, his expression growing
concerned. He stood slowly, eyes locked on Valor.

“She has been arrested for impersonating a
high lady,” Valor explained. Cursing, Jala almost lost the scry as
she slammed a hand into the wall in frustration. With a deep breath
she regained her composure and glanced at the nearby lords. Zachary
was regarding her with interest but Neph and Arjuna were still deep
in conversation.

“He will be fine Jala,” Jail assured her,
though his tone didn’t hold as much confidence as she would have
liked.

Nodding slightly, she remained silent and
returned to the scry of her husband.

“Is someone with her?” Finn was asking, his
expression a bit sickened. “I can’t go there right now, Val. I have
to fight him.”

“Jail and Neph are with her right now. Is
your honor really more important than your wife Finn?” Valor
demanded, irritation bleeding through into his voice.

“I can’t explain, Val. Not right now,” Finn
muttered and swallowed heavily. “Here, take this, in the event that
all of the Aspects are against me today, open it. If I live don’t
bother,” Finn said quietly handing a sealed letter over to
Valor.

“You said you always win. What do you mean
if you live?” Jala hissed at the scry wishing she could
reach through and slap him.

Valor looked down at the letter and then back
up to Finn slowly. “Finn, you said this was guaranteed. You
promised me you could beat him,” he said, his voice taking on an
edge of anger.

“Get him Val, drag him out of there. He told
me the same damn thing,” Jala urged quietly.

Smirking, Finn shrugged at him. “Is anything
in life really guaranteed, Val?” he asked sweetly.

“It’s guaranteed that if you win, I’m going
to kick your ass for this,” Valor growled back angrily.

“What, no celebrating my victory?” Finn asked
sarcastically and tossed his cigarette butt to the side. “And it’s
show time,” he said pushing off the wall slowly as Kithkanon made
his way into the Arena. Grinning at Valor, Finn removed his vest
and tossed it to him lightly.

“I really wish you would wear armor,” Valor
protested.

“Can’t disappoint the crowds now can I? They
all expect me to fight unprotected as usual,” Finn replied with a
wink, motioning to the packed stands above. Already the roar of the
crowd was rising in volume with just the appearance of one of the
duelists.

“Bloodthirsty bastards,” Jala said quietly
and shifted her scry for a better look at Kithkanon. He stood
taller than Finn by a couple of inches and was of slight build with
dark hair that was pulled back. “He looks quick,” she muttered with
disgust. Speed was one of Finn’s strong points. If Kithkanon was
his equal, this would be much more difficult for her husband. Her
eyes roved over Kithkanon’s polished chain armor and gleaming
swords. “Why do you have to be such a stubborn ass, Finn. Listen to
Valor. Put on some armor,” she whispered.

“He is wearing armor,” Valor pointed out
motioning to Kithkanon.

“He is a bitch, then,” Finn replied and
grinned at Valor. “See ya after the show,” he said with a wink and
popped something in his mouth. Frowning, Jala watched him for some
sign of what he had just taken but saw none. With his usual grace
Finn crossed the Arena floor and drew his swords holding them up
for the crowds as he mockingly bowed. The volume of the roar
increased again. Turning back to Kithkanon, Finn nodded his head so
slightly the move was barely perceptible.

“Ready to live up to your name, Sovaesh?”
Kithkanon asked coldly.

Finn shrugged in response but remained
silent, his attention turned to the Arena judge as he approached,
and he listened to the traditional words with a smirk.

“Jail, what does Sovaesh mean?” Jala called
quietly not taking her eyes from the scry.

“As with most Firym words it has several
meanings. Death, exile, ending, really it isn’t a very positive
word at all,” Jail replied.

“Wonderful, and I’m just learning this now
because …,” she said dryly letting the words trail off. All
thoughts of conversation dwindled as the Arena judge stepped back
from the two duelists and motioned for the fight to begin. Her
breath caught in her throat as Kithkanon moved in for the first
strike with unbelievable speed. Finn twisted back away from the
blow at the last second, dodging most of the strike, but a thin
trail of blood showed where he had been grazed.

Breaking back away from the man, Finn began
circling. His eyes flicked to the cut on his side momentarily and
then back to Kithkanon. “Tevrae on the sword eh?” he asked with a
smirk. “Are you afraid you can’t kill me without bleeding me
first?” he added his tone mocking.

“No, I know I can kill you. I just want to
give the crowd a good show first,” Kithkanon shot back his
expression icy.

“Jail, what is Tevrae?” Jala called over her
shoulder as she watched Finn move in for an attack. “Kill him baby,
kill him quick,” she whispered, not really believing she was
wanting someone dead as badly as she did.

“Tevrae is an herb that slows regeneration in
Immortals. Kithkanon is known for coating his swords with it,” Jail
replied moving over closer to the bars. “How bad is it?” he asked
quietly.

“It’s just started but Finn already has a
wound,” she replied, stepping closer to Jail so he could see the
fight as well.

Her breath caught again as Kithkanon parried
each of Finn’s blows easily and shoved him roughly backwards,
drawing another line of blood across his stomach. Stumbling, Finn
barely managed to keep his feet and clumsily dodged another attack
from Kithkanon.

“Two wounds,” Jala corrected, her hopes
sinking as she watched Finn struggle to hold Kithkanon off of him.
He was breathing heavily again as he had last night in the pits, as
if he was already winded from the fight. “Finn has better stamina
than that, Jail, what’s wrong with him? Are the blades
poisoned?”

“No, the judges wouldn’t allow poison. Tevrae
is legal but just about everything else is banned,” Jail said with
a shake of his head. “I’m not sure if he is playing the crowd or
not. If he is, he is doing a spectacular job,”

“I don’t think it’s an act,” Jala whispered,
her eyes going glassy. Hemlock’s words echoed through her mind as
she watched Kithkanon draw another line of blood across Finn’s bare
chest. I, of course, already know how it’s going to end but I
don’t want to miss the expression on your face when you see it.
“I don’t know anything about Kithkanon. Can Finn be brought back if
he loses?” Jala asked Jail quietly.

The crowd gave another loud roar as Kithkanon
managed to knock Finn from his feet. Rolling quickly, Finn barely
dodged Kithkanon’s blade as it sank into the sand beside him.
Kicking up with one leg Finn managed a savage blow to the other
man’s knee, giving him the precious seconds he needed to get back
to his feet.

“See the swords Finn is using, Jala?” Jail
asked quietly and Jala turned her attention to the black blades her
husband held.

“Oh, I thought they were his Barllen blades.
I didn’t look at the hilts,” she muttered, unsure how it mattered
what Finn fought with. The blades on these looked the same as the
Barllen but the hilts held large sapphires in them instead of the
silver sculpted women.

“Notice how Kithkanon’s are the same dull
metal only a bit lighter in color than Finn’s?” Jail asked.

“Yes,” Jala replied, her gaze following Finn
as he locked blows with Kithkanon again sending sparks flying from
the clashing blades.

“Both sets of swords are Soulblades. They
capture the spirit of who they kill. Finn’s are dark because he
keeps the souls trapped there. Kithkanon’s are lighter because he
burns the souls for magic. If Finn dies on those swords there is no
coming back,” Jail explained softly.

“Oh Fortune,” Jala breathed, her chest
lurching painfully. Swallowing heavily, she nodded. Finn was
backing off from the fight again, bleeding from a dozen wounds and
breathing in heavy rasps. Warily he kept both swords up for defense
and seemed to be trying to buy time to regain his strength.

Kithkanon circled him with barely a gleam of
sweat on his dark skin. Smiling, he flicked a sword in Finn’s
direction. “Almost over, pretty boy. What was that you were saying
all over town, that you would slaughter me?”

Please have a little more faith,
Vezradesh. I can feel your despair from here, Finn’s voice
broke through her thoughts and she caught her breath again.

Damn it Finn concentrate on the fight. I
do have faith, but I have never been so scared in my life. I love
you, she sent the thought to him praying she didn’t distract
him more and felt tears welling in her eyes.

“Almost over,” Finn agreed and launched a
final assault, his swords blurring with the speed of the attack.
Kithkanon met him blow for blow and then everything slowed at once.
Jala stared at the scry in confusion as she watched both men frozen
in place and then let out a sob as a dull gray sword point pushed
through Finn’s back slowly. Blood welled at the corners of Finn’s
mouth and it looked as though he was trying to speak. His legs
began to tremble and then one knee buckled. His beautiful face held
such a look of bewilderment on it that another sob broke from her
throat and tears began pouring down her face.

“Oh gods, Finn,” she whispered, watching as
Kithkanon slowly backed away leaving his sword protruding from
Finn’s chest, lodged just under the ribs and angling up sharply. It
had to be through a lung and dangerously close to his heart she
knew. There was no way a wound like that wasn’t mortal. More blood
ran down Finn’s chin and he blinked in shock and pain. The crowd in
the Arena was as silent as death and Finn’s head began to bow.
Smirking, Kithkanon raised his remaining sword to the crowd turning
slowly away from his dying adversary.

In that moment Finn moved with the speed she
was so used to seeing from him. His sword plunged up through
Kithkanon’s neck and into the skull just as the duelist was turning
quickly back to face him. Ragged and panting Finn spat blood into
the dead man’s face, his expression frozen in shock. “Now it’s
over,” he muttered. “Make sure your opponent is dead before you
gloat, fucker,” he added, looking to the judge, pain clear on his
face. “Would you kindly announce me the winner so I can get a
fucking healer?” he growled.

Nodding slowly, the judge approached Finn,
his eyes locked on the sword blade running through him. “You should
be dead,” the man whispered as he took one of Finn’s arms and
raised it high. “Finn Sovaesh is the victor,” he yelled loudly to
the crowd. A roar that made the others seem faint filled the Arena
as the judge dropped Finn’s arm gently, still staring at him with a
bewildered expression.

“Ya, well I’m not,” Finn grumbled and looked
down at the sword blade. “Val, a little help here,” he called over
his shoulder as loudly as he could manage.

Valor approached quickly, his face bloodless.
“Shit, Finn,” he said, the words faint. “Do you want me to carry
you or bring Rose here?” he asked, his gaze locked on the sword
hilt.

“Actually I’d like you to grab the sword hilt
and pull the damn sword out of me. I can’t quite reach it myself,”
Finn snapped, the pain showing through in his voice.

“I can’t believe he is alive,” Jail said
quietly beside her.

“Did you truly expect my nephew to lose?”
Arjuna asked dryly. “Of course he won. Finn always wins.”

Looking up, Jala let the scry fade and
brushed a hand across her tear streaked face. When she moved her
hand away she found Arjuna and Neph watching her with amused
expressions. “You knew he would win against Kithkanon?” she asked
faintly.

“Of course, I did,” Arjuna answered without
pause or consideration. “He is Firym blood,” he added, as if that
settled the matter entirely.

“I hope Valor still kicks his ass though. He
earned it with that drama and I had plans to kill Kithkanon. I
consider this theft,” one of the Firym guards muttered from under
his helm. Reaching up he pulled it off and winked at Jala. “I’ve
seen you looking better Waif,” Havoc said with a smile.

“What are you doing in the Justicar’s hall?”
she gasped. This was the last place she had expected to see a
Fionaveir.

“In the event that things go poorly tomorrow,
you will be leaving with me,” he said with a wink. “I’m but a lowly
guard today. I will be standing right over there in the corner all
night to ensure no one troubles you,” Havoc said, indicating his
chosen corner with a hand. Cocking his head toward the other guard,
he grinned wider. “And Vic will be standing in the other corner. He
isn’t talking right now. Firym don’t have the girly accent that he
does so he can’t pretend to be tough like me while talking.”

“It’s not a girly accent,” Victory protested,
his voice muffled by the helm but the musical Fae accent was still
clearly audible.

“See, he doesn’t sound Firym at all,” Havoc
said to her with another grin. “Just look how many friends you have
now Curly. It’s nothing like it was when you first left the
temple.” His voice was reassuring as he regarded the crowded
room.

“Havoc, put your helm back on, shut up, and
get in the corner. None of my guards behave in such a manner,”
Arjuna snapped and then looked to her. “Neph, Zachary, and I will
be leaving now to ensure the council is tomorrow. You should be
safe enough here tonight with your “guards” and Jail. I would
expect a visit from Finn as well if they allow him upstairs.”
Nodding to her, he turned to leave the room with Zachary and Neph
close behind.

“This will be fixed tomorrow, Jala. Just
remember the appearance of power,” Neph said as he closed the door
behind them.

“You do have a lot of strength on your side,”
Jail said quietly, his eyes moving from the door to her face.

“I think I’m going to need it all,” Jala
replied with a slight frown.


Chapter 11
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Long tables lined with food covered the
sunlit room. Truce regarded them absently as he moved to stand by a
window. From the amount of food present, his father expected quite
a few guests. A flicker of movement across the room caught his eye
and he looked up to watch Sovaesh approach. The red-haired man was
as silent as usual, his long grey coat making the only sound as it
brushed against the back of his boots. His dark green eyes met
Truce’s as he drew closer and it seemed to him that they held
anger. It was hard to judge Sovaesh’s expressions, though, due to
the half mask that seemed to always cover the Assassin’s lower
face. He couldn’t blame the man for being angry if he was. Cassia
had practically started a war with his son, and even he was getting
sick of it.

“Sovaesh,” Truce said in greeting as the man
stopped beside him.

“Truce.” The Assassin returned the greeting.
As usual, he didn’t bother with titles. Sovaesh was almost always
impudent when speaking with anyone but High Lord Avanti.

“What can I do for you for you?” Truce asked
cautiously, wondering why Sovaesh had sought him out. His
father-in-law had barely spared ten words for him since his wedding
three years ago.

“I’d like a private word with you before the
meeting,” Sovaesh replied his voice barely a whisper.

“That doesn’t give us much time to speak,”
Truce pointed out, his gaze flicking to the clock on the mantle.
“Perhaps ten minutes,” he said his eyes going back to Sovaesh.

“More than enough time,” Sovaesh said and
nodded in the direction of the garden door. “Outside though,” he
said and began moving before Truce could even respond.

With a last look toward the over-laden
tables, Truce sighed and followed after the man at a leisurely
pace. He couldn’t help but be curious at this meeting but he was
cautious as well.

He caught up with the Assassin at the bottom
of the stairs standing near a trellis of climbing red roses. The
air was thick with the fragrance and Truce inhaled deeply.
Wordlessly, Sovaesh began walking again. His steps guided them past
the lush flower beds and he seemed to be heading toward the small
brook that ran through the center of the gardens. Truce followed
behind silently, eyes roving over the bright colored flowers to the
perfectly trimmed grass. I wonder how many gardeners we actually
have, he mused as he noted the pristine condition of the
grounds. Not a leaf was out of place and not a weed could be
seen.

“I want to know where you stand on the
current events,” Sovaesh said quietly, pausing by a small
waterfall.

Truce pursed his lips and dropped lightly
onto a bench beside the brook and shrugged. “Personally, I had
planned to try to talk my father out of it. I doubt I will have
much success however,” he said, keeping his voice low. It wasn’t a
good sign that Sovaesh was showing interest in politics. That would
make his father nervous.

“What would you do if you were in charge?”
Sovaesh asked, one slender brown eyebrow raised in question.

Truce regarded the man carefully, reminding
himself that Sovaesh was his father-in-law and if he didn’t choose
his words very carefully, he would have either his wife or his
father coming down on him. “I would not go to war. There is no
profit in war,” he answered carefully.

“And what of my daughter-in-law? Would you
still wish to see her dead? Or Finn, for that matter?” he asked his
voice level.

“I believe Cassia is acting in excess,” Truce
answered vaguely and shifted slightly as the Assassin’s eyes
narrowed. “No, I see no point in killing either of them. I like
Finn,” he clarified. “Sovaesh, you aren’t actually planning on
killing my father are you?” he asked. The question was a bold one
but one he would greatly like the answer to.

“Would you be upset if I were?” Sovaesh
asked, and the question gave him pause.

Sitting quietly, Truce contemplated it and
slowly shook his head. “I have no wish to see my father dead. I
would greatly prefer finding a way to talk him out of this current
situation,” he said finally and wondered if he shouldn’t be calling
for guards. It would be the proper thing to do, he knew. If Sovaesh
was plotting against his father it needed to be stopped now.

“If it makes you feel better I have no
intention of making a move now. I simply do not like the direction
things are going,” Sovaesh said, drawing Truce once more from his
thoughts.

“I can’t say that I do either. I think war is
the last thing we need with the difficulties in Gaelyn. And truly I
cannot understand why there is such a fuss over your
daughter-in-law. She is just a simple girl. I don’t see how she
could be a threat at all.” He paused thoughtfully and smiled at
Sovaesh. “You know, I met her at Finn’s wedding. She seemed sweet
and shy. I have no idea what Cassia has against her.”

“Jealousy,” Sovaesh said simply, letting the
single word hang.

Truce stared at him for a moment and shook
his head slowly. “Why would Cassia be jealous over a girl with no
money or station?” he asked finally, realizing Sovaesh had no
intention of elaborating.

“My son used your sister like a whore and
then married this girl. Shade catered to this girl’s every whim and
shunned Cassia. Half of the high lord children live in the same
hall as Jala and love her. Now tell me, why should your sister be
jealous?” Sovaesh explained slowly as if speaking to an
imbecile.

“Well when you put it that way …,” Truce
muttered and let his words trail off. He truly hadn’t considered it
in that light. Cassia was prideful. It was no wonder this girl’s
presence was pricking her ego. “But what do you want from me,
Sovaesh? I can’t stop Cassia any more than I can my father. Cass is
his golden child,”

“I want you to do everything you can today to
steer your family in another direction. I want you to soothe your
sister and I want you to get your family to leave my son alone,”
Sovaesh said, his tone definitely holding a note of anger. “I am a
patient man, Truce, but I am quickly losing my patience with the
Avanti,” he added, and nodded to Truce before turning on his heels
and leaving the way he had come.

“Wonderful,” Truce muttered as he watched the
Assassin disappear into the house. “And for my next Miracle, the
Barrier will fall.”

Standing slowly he shoved his hands into his
pockets and stared at the immense windows of the dining hall.
Guests would be arriving any time now and he would need to be
inside to greet them. It wasn’t a task he looked forward to at all.
He knew for a certainty that Lord Morcaillo would be there and the
man had been acting odd lately. It was also likely that Lord Rivasa
would be there as well and Truce had never cared much for the man
or his sons. With a resigned sigh, he headed back to the house and
opened the doors just as the opposite doors were opening with the
first guest. Freezing in his tracks, Truce stared at the woman for
a brief moment in absolute shock. She was the last person he had
expected to see. She was examining the room with a critical eye.
The long black skirts of her high collared gown brushed lightly
against the marble causing a rustle with her every move. “High Lady
Nerathane, what an honor to have you here,” Truce called and walked
toward her with a smile.

Turning her dark eyes on him, she raised a
slender copper eyebrow, her expression doubtful. “Why am I being
greeted by an heir and not the High Lord?” she asked, her high
voice grating to his ears.

“I’m afraid my father is not available yet.
He is an extremely busy man. I assure you he will be down shortly,”
Truce said keeping his voice pleasant. Bowing before her he kissed
the back of her hand lightly, fully expecting the pale flesh to be
cold to the touch. She was certainly cold enough in
personality.

“I see,” she replied in disapproval and
carefully pulled her hand away, glancing down at the plentitude of
rings as if she expected one to be missing.

Ignoring the insult, Truce smiled and
motioned toward the table. “Perhaps you would care for some
refreshments,” he offered with a smile.

She looked over the table fleetingly and
shook her head ever so slightly. Raising a hand to assure herself
that her coppery hair was still up despite the movement, she sighed
at him. “No, I don’t think so. Why don’t you busy yourself
somewhere else, child.” Waving a hand at him as if dismissing a
servant, she walked toward one of the wide windows.

Truce nodded slightly and bit his tongue.
Keeping the smile plastered on his face was getting more difficult
by the moment. The sound of the door opening again drew his
attention away from the high lady. His mood sank even further as
the dark haired man stepped through. He was perhaps six foot and
more heavily muscled than the typical High Lord, but then one would
expect the High Lord of the Seravae to be muscled. He was, after
all, a renowned Soulblade. “What the hell,” Truce muttered under
his breath and bowed low to the new arrival. “High Lord Jexon, what
an honor. May I be the first to welcome you to the Avanti house?”
Truce called in greeting.

Jexon snorted in amusement at Truce and
raised an eyebrow. “Are you playing servant today?” he asked, his
voice deep and cynical.

“I’m honored to attend my father’s guests
until he can arrive,” Truce answered, fighting to keep his
expression pleasant and idly wished he had ordered Sovaesh to stay.
Having the household Assassin in the room would likely have kept
the guests more cordial.

“Ahh, yes, you look so honored. You know it’s
a Reaver trait to read people and I can see how irritated you are
right now, boy,” Lord Jexon said, his gaze slowly moving to High
Lady Nerathane at the window. “Of course, I can guess as to why,”
he finished and brushed past Truce, heading for one of the
tables.

Guessing it was best to simply remain silent
after such a comment, Truce smiled, the expression nearly frozen on
his face. His only solace was the fact that he had told his wife to
relax at home so she didn’t have to endure this as well. His
attention rose as High Lord Rivasa and High Lord Morcaillo entered,
apparently in deep discussion. By the expression on Rivasa’s face
it was apparently a topic he enjoyed.

“Ahh, Truce, how are you, my boy?” Lord
Morcaillo called as he noticed him.

“Very good, Lord Morcaillo, thank you for
asking. I regret that my father himself is not here to greet you
both,” Truce said, bowing his head to the two high lords.

“Have you heard the good news?” Lord
Morcaillo asked with a smile.

“What news would that be, Milord?” Truce
scanned his mind frantically for any recent news that might have
pleased the man this much but came up blank.

“That peasant girl that has been troubling
your sister so much has been arrested,” Lord Rivasa said with a
smirk. His voice sounded like the crashing of boulders next to
Myth’s more fluid drawl.

Truce shook his head slowly at the two men
and kept the smile in place. His mind however was whirling with
what Sovaesh’s reaction might be to this turn of events. The
Assassin had been quite adamant on them backing off his
daughter-in-law. This was hardly something he could have prevented,
though. Realizing his silence was stretching too long, Truce pushed
the thoughts away and shook his head slightly again. “No, I hadn’t
heard that as of yet. Might I ask what she was arrested for?” he
asked, trying to keep his voice light.

“Impersonating a High Lady. Apparently the
child has gotten it into her head that she is of Merrodin blood,”
Lord Rivasa chuckled and the stocky man’s voice reminded Truce of
an avalanche. When you combined the garish house colors of yellow
and orange with the man’s personality, Lord Rivasa was quite
possibly the most obnoxious guest his Father ever invited to dine
with them.

“It’s ridiculous. Everyone knows the Darks
slaughtered the Merrodin,” Lady Nerathane broke in, her high voice
a grating contrast to Lord Rivasa’s deep rumble.

“I wonder where she ever got such a notion,”
Truce said absently, though in truth he was actually wondering how
much longer his father could possibly be. Lord Avanti had a
tendency to be fashionably late to everything in order to make a
grand entrance and to avoid being bored while waiting for
others.

“I hear she is in league with the Fionaveir.
It’s likely those brigands put her up to it,” Lord Rivasa said with
a disapproving frown.

His beard rather makes him look like a pissed
off walrus when he frowns, Truce noted silently and watched Lady
Nerathane bobbing her head in agreement. He kept his expression
schooled as he watched the Lord and Lady. Despite all of the
dinners his father had held, he couldn’t remember a single other
time he had ever seen Lord Rivasa and Lady Nerathane in such
agreement.

“I heard the same rumor. We should simply
eliminate those outlaws once and for all,” Lady Nerathane
chirped.

“I believe we have been trying to do that for
three hundred years without much success.” All eyes turned to him
at the words and Truce mentally cursed himself. He hadn’t actually
intended to voice the thought. Shrugging he smiled again and
motioned toward the bar. “Can I get anyone a drink?” he asked,
hoping the offer of Avanti wine would soothe the feathers he had
just ruffled.

“Yes, thank you, Truce,” Lord Morcaillo said
with a nod and quickly began to gather the others in conversation
again.

With a sigh, Truce crossed to the bar and
began filling glasses with the finest vintage available. It
wouldn’t do to short-change this crowd.

“You don’t care much for any of them,” Jexon
said quietly.

Truce glanced up at the man who was now
leaning on the bar a few feet away and shook his head slightly.
“No, not at all Lord Jexon, I’m simply not much of a gossip, I’m
afraid,” he lied and offered the man a glass of wine.

“Does he have anything stronger than wine
back there? I think I will need to be partially drunk to make it
through a dinner with Wilameir Nerathane.” A delighted high pitched
giggle mingled with Rivasa’s heavy rumbling laugh echoed across the
room as Jexon spoke and Truce gave a silent nod, pouring them both
a tumbler of brandy. Jexon raised his glass and nodded to Truce.
“To getting through this dinner,” he said raising his glass for a
toast.

“And the next year,” Truce muttered taking a
sip from his own glass. His gaze rose to the stairs as footsteps
sounded and he let out a breath of relief as his father made his
way into the room. As always, Lord Avanti was dressed far superior
to his guests with brocade vest and filigreed boots. Even the
buttons on his jacket were precious stones. “It’s a good thing we
are rich, with the way he and my sister dress,” he mumbled, drawing
an amused snort from the much more sedately attired Jexon.

“As pretty as a maid at her wedding,” Jexon
muttered with disgust and flicked his gaze to Truce, taking in the
dark colored suit and single ring he wore. “No man should ever be
pretty. Remember that, boy, and I’ll respect you more for it,” he
said quietly and pushed off the bar to greet Lord Avanti.

Truce watched him go and smirked. “Well you
are in no danger of being pretty, Lord Jexon,” he mumbled quietly,
taking another sip from his brandy. Jexon was intimidating. That
was the best description Truce could think of. He dressed like a
guard, he walked like a warrior, and he had the attitude of a bear.
There was nothing pretty about him.

Gazing over the other guests, Truce shook his
head slightly. He did not want to be in this room. He would have
given half his fortune to simply be allowed to return home to his
wife and son. There was no help for it though. His father expected
him to be here and Sovaesh had given him duties as well. Lifting
the glass for a final time, he finished off his brandy and lifted
the tray of wine glasses before heading over to the table where
they were now seated.

“Now, as far as the council goes tomorrow, I
think it is obvious to everyone present in this room that the
Merrodin line is dead,” Myth Morcaillo was saying as Truce
approached.

“Quite, and any suggestion otherwise is
simply ridiculous,” Lady Nerathane chimed in, her eyes settling on
him as he approached. Truce nodded his head and smiled faintly as
he carefully set a glass down in front of her and wished she would
take her eyes from him. Up close they were unsettling, with their
lack of white and slit pupils.

“I personally don’t see what I have to gain
either way with a vote, or why I should even bother going,” Lord
Jexon said drawing all attention to him.

“I personally don’t see what anyone has to
gain by condemning a girl to death,” Truce said quietly.

“You believe some peasant girl who claims to
be more deserves a seat on the council for telling a good lie?” his
Father demanded, eyes locked on him.

“I don’t believe she is a peasant girl
father. I’ve seen her up close, she is Elder Blood,” Truce said
calmly as he finished passing out the wine glasses.

“Done with magic, I’m sure. The women in the
city of Sanctuary have all kinds of magics cast on them to improve
their looks,” Lady Nerathane sniffed indignantly, as if it were a
major crime to alter ones appearance.

Truce fought down the urge to point out if
she hadn’t altered herself to look human right now she would be a
two hundred foot long winged lizard. “I truly don’t think she could
afford something like that. I believe it’s natural,” he said
quietly and took a seat further down the table.

“Ahh, but whoever is pulling her strings
could. She is nothing more than a Fionaveir puppet,” Myth said,
smoothly drawing the conversation back around to the outlaws once
more.

Truce watched them all and tried to determine
a strategy to sway his Father and wondered if it was even going to
be possible. If it was, it was going to take a lot of work to do.
Leaning back in his chair, he listened to the conversation and
watched the guests with interest. If he was going to be forced to
sit here all night he might as well gain all of the insight he
could.


Chapter 12

 


Sanctuary

 


 


Predawn light flickered in through the
windows as the sound of the door opening drew Jala back from her
thoughts. She hadn’t bothered trying to sleep, knowing it would be
pointless. So she had focused herself instead on the Goswin curse.
So far she had not come up with any brilliant means of breaking
it.

The sound of the door opening had roused her
from her thoughts. Drowsily, she watched the figure in armor cross
the room toward her cell and wondered why neither Victory nor Havoc
had spoken a challenge yet. When dinner had arrived the evening
before, Havoc had stopped the man at the door and brought the food
over himself.

“Do you have any idea how difficult it is to
maintain a time stop in a room filled with Barllen?” Hemlock’s
voice came from the shadows.

“Can’t say that I do,” Jala replied, standing
slowly.

“Very draining,” Hemlock informed her as he
leaned against the bars and folded his arms once more. “It’s going
to be a very close trial today,” he said conversationally and
looked her over. “You probably should have slept. You look a bit
rough.” His gaze slowly rose again to meet her eyes and he shook
his head slightly. “Bloodshot violet is not a pretty look.”

“I’m sorry you don’t approve. When I decide
to impress you, I’ll try to look better,” she returned, too tired
to care.

“Grumpy when we are sleepy, aren’t we?” he
observed and shook his head again. “And here I went through all of
this trouble just to speak with you.”

“You do seem to enjoy our conversations far
more than I do,” she said with a sigh.

“I’ve come to offer you a deal. See, Cassia
offered me an obscene amount of money to kill Finn in the unlikely
event that he won the duel. He did win, and well Finn doesn’t have
the same advantage as you of being a good person so I’ve come to
offer you the chance to outbid Cassia. It’s a rare opportunity.”
His tone was pleasant, almost friendly as he spoke.

Jala chuckled bitterly and shook her head
slightly. “You know I can’t outbid an Avanti with gold. Why would
you even bother coming here? Just to torment me?”

Raising an eyebrow, Hemlock stared at her and
sighed. “While it is quite entertaining to torment you, no. Simply
put, you have gold that is infinitely more valuable than anything
the Avanti own, Jala,” he said quietly.

Confused, Jala shook her head slowly at him.
“I have limited gold,” she objected hesitantly.

Hemlock sighed again with a bit of irritation
and produced a vial from his cloak. He offered it out to her and
smirked. “Does this help you understand?” he asked.

Eyeing the empty vial, Jala looked up from it
slowly and met his gaze. “You want my blood?” she asked slowly.

“Along with just about everyone else,” he
replied with a chuckle. “Do we have a deal, Jala? One vial of blood
for your husband’s life?” he asked.

Mentally, Jala tallied all of the ways the
blood could be used against her from what Neph and Sovann had
taught her so far. It could be used to trace her or kill her or any
number of other things. “How do I know you won’t kill him anyway,
after I give you the blood?” she asked quietly.

“I will sign a binding contract stating that
as long as the blood is in my possession, Finn Sovaesh is off
limits,” Hemlock explained.

“Then if you give it away it’s no longer in
your possession and you could kill him,” Jala countered.

Hemlock snorted in amusement and nodded.
“Then we will add into the contract that I will not give, sell, or
barter the blood to anyone but you,” he offered.

“Why do you want it?” she asked, her tone
suspicious.

“Leverage against you, of course,” he replied
calmly.

“Show me the contract,” she said, taking the
vial from his hand and looking it over. There were no signs of
magical wards on it anywhere that she could see. As far as she
could tell, it was no more than it appeared - a simple glass
vial.

Hemlock watched her examination with an
amused smile and produced a rolled up paper from inside his cloak.
“Read over it. I believe you will approve,” he said, handing it to
her.

Tucking the vial into her sleeve she took the
contract, unrolled it carefully, and read over the tightly written
words. Nodding slightly, she handed it back to him. “You
anticipated my objection about giving it away,” she said
quietly.

“I have dealt with contracts for a while.
It’s fairly easy to guess what will bring objections. So I brought
two copies. This one if you were smart enough to see the issue and
the other in the event that you weren’t,” he explained. “I take it
we have a deal then?” he asked.

“We do,” Jala agreed pulling the vial back
from her sleeve. “I’ll need a knife. Bring me the guard’s please,”
she said her gaze flicking to Havoc.

“I do have one myself you know,” Hemlock said
with a smirk, but moved to Havoc’s side and pulled a dagger free
from his belt. Tossing it lightly in the air, he strolled back with
a smile and handed it to her hilt first. “Are you afraid of where
mine has been?” he asked with a smile as he watched her slice open
her palm and press the vial to the welling blood.

“I’d rather not use anything of yours,” she
replied curtly, eyes locked on the golden droplets as they ran down
the side of the glass. This was not something she could ever tell
Finn about, or any of her friends for that matter. Sovann would be
as furious as Finn if he found out, and the thought of Neph’s
reaction made her want to shudder. Still in the end, it came down
to one thing. Would she die for Finn? The answer was, “yes,” if
there was no other way to save him.

Hemlock watched her as the vial filled. He
unrolled the contract slowly. Slipping a hand into his cloak once
more he drew out a pen and hastily signed his name to the bottom.
Waving a hand over it briefly he smiled and pulled an exact
duplicate from the first. “One for each of us, though I suggest you
keep that hidden. I truly don’t think Finn would approve.”

Glaring at him, Jala handed the vial over and
took her copy of the contract. “I trust after this, we will have no
further business?” she asked.

“I see no reason at all for further
business,” Hemlock replied as he carefully sealed the vial with wax
not even looking up to her face. “Good luck today,” he said with a
smirk and turned to go. “The Lady Nerathane’s presence can test
even the best patience,” he said as he reached the door. With a
last smile in her direction, he left the room. With a sigh she
stared down at her bloodied hand and Havoc’s dagger wondering how
exactly she would explain either when time resumed.

“Jala have you slept at all?” Victory’s voice
came from the shadowy corner.

“No, I can’t sleep,” she replied quietly and
paced farther back into her cell. Placing one hand carefully over
the cut she called on the healing magic and slowly relaxed as the
pleasant warmth covered her skin.

What did you just do? Emily’s voice
asked softly in her mind and Jala almost jumped in response. She
had forgotten completely that the Blight child was with her. Emily
had been silent since they had arrived.

What I thought I had to, she responded
through the link.

What will he do with your blood? Emily
asked with concern.

Blackmail me as he said he would, most
likely, she replied with a slight shake of her head. Limply,
she dropped to the edge of her mattress and propped her elbows on
her knees. With a long sigh, she covered her face and rubbed at her
stinging eyes. She had no idea how long it would be until the trial
but she hoped it was soon.

The mattress shifted as the Blight child sat
down beside her. She felt a slight weight against her arm as Emily
rested her head on her. Careful to not give away the child’s
presence to the others in the room Jala moved her arm behind the
child and squeezed. I didn’t even know you were in the cell with
me, she told her and smiled faintly.

I didn’t want to leave you alone,
Emily responded faintly.

I never got you the lunch I promised you. You
must be starved. If I had known you were in here I would have
shared my dinner.

I’m waiting. If your trial goes badly,
I’ll eat well, Emily replied with promise in her tone.

 


* * *

 


“Jala wake up,” the voice called distantly
through the thick fog of her mind. “Jala, up now,” it repeated
again, refusing to allow her to drift back into her dreams. “Jala,
get up,” it came again, louder and more insistent.

“I’m awake, Havoc, shut up!” she growled and
sat up slowly. She felt Emily move away from where she had been
nestled beside her and rose to her feet glowering at Havoc. “See,
I’m up,” she said, holding both hands out to her sides.

“It only took my saying your name a few dozen
times,” he replied dryly.

“I was having a pleasant Firym free dream,”
she shot back irritably and stretched. Glancing toward the window,
she sighed. By the light, she guessed she had only been asleep a
few hours. She didn’t even remember falling asleep.

“Sounds more like a nightmare to me. Imagine,
no Firym,” Havoc said with a mock shudder and smiled at her.

“How are you so chipper without sleep?” she
asked, her eyes scanning her cell for something to drink. “Do you
have any water out there?” she asked, looking up from her failed
search.

“I don’t need much sleep, I’m never chipper,
and I don’t drink water,” Havoc replied. He shifted his cloak
slightly and produced a flask from an inner pocket. “I have
Firewater though,” he offered.

“I’d rather die of dehydration,” she replied
quietly.

“Technically, alcohol dehydrates you more
anyway,” Havoc responded with a smirk.

“I have water,” Victory said, speaking up at
last and handed a flask through the bars to her. “You have about
twenty minutes before they call for you. The first of the high
lords started arriving about an hour ago,” he informed her as she
took a long pull from the flask.

Nodding slightly, she handed it back to him
and yawned. “I’m in fine form for it,” she muttered and examined
the bars of the cell. Sleep had returned most of her magic to her
but she didn’t want to go into the council missing a drop of her
power. The bars should hold more than enough to refill her, though,
after Hemlock’s time magic earlier this morning.

Pulling on her magic she used a quick
cleaning spell on herself and then altered her clothing to a dress
finer than any she had ever worn. Glancing down at herself she
nodded with approval at the dark purple silks. The low cut bodice
was lined with gems and the skirts were cut high on the sides in
the Firym fashion. With another yawn, she altered her shoes and
created a long silver jacket similar to the one Fortune had gifted
her, only sleeveless. Pausing, she looked around the room for
anything she could use as a mirror. Finding nothing even remotely
reflective she let out a disgusted grumble and used her magic to
create one on the far wall.

“You’ve gotten rather good at the mage craft
since the last time we saw you,” Havoc said quietly as he watched
her creating jewelry.

“I practice a lot,” she replied with a shrug.
“Hair up or down?” she asked.

“Up,” Victory responded at the same time
Havoc said “Down,”

“Loads of help,” she muttered.

“Up with jewels like you wore on your
wedding. The ones that sparkled with light,” Jail said from across
the room.

“Up it is with sparkly jewels,” Jala said
with a nod and began the process of fixing her hair as Jail
suggested. “Who is here so far?” she asked quietly.

“Arjuna, of course. Zachary, Kadandelvayan,
and Jaradon Faydwer on our side so far,” Havoc replied.

“We don’t know Kadan is on our side. We were
banking on Neph sitting on the council today,” Victory corrected
him.

“What about Micah and Chastity?’ Jala asked
glancing over her shoulder.

“They aren’t here yet,” Victory replied
quietly.

“Who is here against me?” Jala asked.

Silence filled the room. “Avanti, Morcaillo,
Rivasa, Nerathane, and Seravae are here as well, though we don’t
know what side he stands on,” Jail answered at last.

“So it’s an even vote if the Lord Reaver
doesn’t vote and I lose if he votes against me,” Jala concluded
with a sinking feeling.

“He arrived here in the company of Myth
Morcaillo,” Victory said, his tone somber.

“What about Han’shy?” Jala asked. Yesterday
they had all assured her that Jin Han’shy would support her.

“My father hasn’t arrived yet. I’m not sure
why he isn’t here,” Jail replied.

“I suspect our missing lords may have had
unforeseen difficulties,” Victory said with a sigh. “It would be a
typical Avanti ploy to sabotage a vote.”

“The only thing that might alter things now
would be rock solid evidence as to who you are,” Jail added
quietly.

“I see no way we can arrange that,” Havoc
muttered.

“Give me a minute to think,” Jala said,
gazing at her reflection in the mirror as she began to brainstorm.
Naturally, it was too much to ask that not all of the high lords
show up for her trial. For, being as powerless as she was, she
certainly seemed to attract a lot of attention. Slowly she turned
from the mirror and began to pace the cell, her gaze on the floor
as her mind worked.

The sound of the door opening drew her
attention back and she watched the High Commander of the Justicars
enter the room in his full regalia. While Kellis himself was not a
handsome man, his shining armor and plush white fur cloak lent him
a regal quality. “They are ready for the prisoner,” Kellis
declared, putting extra emphasis on the word prisoner.

Nodding, Jala moved to the cell door and
rested a hand on one of the bars while she waited for him to unlock
it. With a faint smile she pulled on the magic stored in the
Barllen and refilled her reserves. Kellis glanced at her hand
several times as he searched for the proper key and seemed rather
irritated at her touching the metal without suffering. Finding the
key at last, he pulled the door open and motioned her out with a
snap of his hand. Smiling as if he had just held the door for her
at a fine restaurant, Jala stepped out and nodded respectfully to
him, which seemed to increase his irritation.

“Are you ready?” Havoc asked quietly as he
and Victory fell into step behind her.

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Jala replied and
prayed to Fortune her plan worked. It was hastily made to be sure,
but if she played her cards right, the gamble might pay off.

 


* * *

 


The council room was brightly lit with a
large marble table carefully placed in the center of the room.
There were twenty chairs total but only nine were occupied.
Scanning the faces Jala picked out the ones she knew by their
colors and placed names to the ones she didn’t. Nodding
respectfully to them, she moved to the closest chair and sat.

“The prisoner should remain standing,” Lord
Morcaillo said in the slow drawl common to his country.

“The High Lady of Merrodin prefers to sit,”
Jala countered, eyeing him coldly. “I have just spent a very
uncomfortable night in a jail cell due to this nonsense and I have
no desire to stand while you try to sort out the obvious,” she
added, curtly drawing silent stares from all assembled.

“This matter is far from obvious. Do you have
proof of who you claim to be?” Lord Avanti asked and by his
expression he expected her to say no.

“Actually I do. Several witnesses in fact,”
Jala responded without hesitation earning another stunned silence.
With a smile, she regarded all of the lords in attendance and then
turned her attention to Lord Dark. “Lord Zachary, is it true that
you retained all of the souls from my lands when they were
destroyed?” she asked.

Smirking, Zachary nodded slowly. “It is true,
we gave nothing to Death.” He spoke quietly, the Oblivion he held
made his voice pure monotone.

“Invalid witness. The spirits will be
corrupted and controlled by Oblivion,” Lord Avanti protested,
shaking his head at her. “I’m not sure what you are playing at,
girl, but you will not win this vote with cheap parlor tricks.”

“I don’t expect any of this to come cheaply,”
Jala replied, barely sparing a glance to him. She turned her
attention instead to the Lord Reaver of Seravae. “Lord Reaver, is
it true that the shamans of your land can compel spirits to do as
they wish?” she asked.

“It is,” Jexon replied, his eyes
narrowing.

“Well then I suppose one of your shamans
could compel a spirit to tell the truth and could identify if it
were in fact the correct spirit?” She spoke with confidence, her
gaze never wavering from his face.

“Easily, are you expecting me to perform this
service for you?” he asked and by his expression she knew what his
answer would be, had she intended to do that.

“No, as you are a voting council member I
would not ask that of you,” she said and turned her gaze to Lord
Rivasa. “I believe you had a Soulreaver in your employ the last
time I was unfortunate enough to visit your lands. Is that man
still in your employ?” she asked sweetly.

“No, I’m afraid he isn’t,” Rivasa answered
coolly.

“Excellent. I was hoping not. I would like
his services for the questioning of the spirit. He can serve as a
neutral party. As I do not even know his name and the only time I
have ever met him, he was on the side that was attacking me, I
scarcely think anyone can accuse him of showing favoritism in this
matter,” Jala said, her eyes moving to each Lord for any sign of
objection. “That is, if Lord Dark would be willing to summon the
individual spirits here for the time it takes to question them,”
she added, letting her gaze pause on Zachary.

“I would,” Zachary agreed with what she
thought was a note of approval in his voice.

“Then if Lord Rivasa would be so kind as to
supply the name we can arrange to have the Soulreaver summoned,”
Jala said, looking back to Lord Rivasa expectantly.

Well played, Arjuna’s voice broke into
her thoughts and she had to fight back the urge to look at him.

Thank you. Let’s hope this Soulreaver is
the man I believe him to be, she replied without so much as
flicking a finger to give indication of her use of magic.

“His name is Ash,” Rivasa replied with
obvious reluctance and Jala noticed the Lord Reaver stiffen
slightly in his seat. That had to be a good sign she decided.

“I will have my guards see to summoning the
Soulreaver then,” Arjuna said with a curt nod in the direction of
Havoc and Victory who stood quietly by the door.

“Perhaps while we wait you could explain why
it is just now that you claim to be of Merrodin blood,” Lord
Morcaillo spoke with so much venom in his voice she half expected
him to throw something at her.

Raising an eyebrow at him she smiled coldly.
“Tell me, Lord Morcaillo did you summon the people of the city and
announce your arrival this morning?” she asked.

“Of course not,” he snapped his eyes
narrowing.

“Then by what right should you expect me to
announce my presence to everyone?” she asked. “I inform those I
deem need to know. I’m terribly afraid your name was not on that
list,” she finished, raising her chin slightly and looking
away.

“It perhaps would have been wise to inform
some of the council of who you were,” Lady Nerathane snapped in a
high pitched voice that seemed comical for a dragon to possess.

“I know who she is. I above all else should
know if a Merrodin lives. My father did kill most of them off,”
Zachary said, his attention fully on the Lady of Nerathane.

Silence fell once again as the door of the
council room slammed open and a tall man strode through the door.
He was dressed in dark grey plate mail with pauldrons in the shape
of upturned taloned hands adorning each shoulder. Small flashes of
lightning danced from talon to talon as he moved, leaving no
question to who he was. The General of Arovan, better known as the
Lord of Storms, was a difficult man to mistake. Kicking the door
shut behind him, he regarded the council coldly. Anger flashed in
his dark blue eyes as his gaze trailed across Lord Avanti. “I truly
hope I’m not too late. There were minor difficulties for me to
attend to this morning. It would seem my granddaughter Devony has
gone missing in the night,” he said, his voice nearly a snarl. “I
have no doubt she will be found soon though,” he added, his gaze
still locked on Avanti.

“You are here in perfect time, General
Troyelle. Please have a seat and I will inform you of what you have
missed,” Lord Faydwer offered, motioning to a seat beside him. “I
truly hope your granddaughter is found soon. I assure you if she is
still missing when this council ends, the Faydwer will do all they
can to assist you in finding her.”

“I appreciate the offer,” General Troyelle
replied, finally prying his eyes from Avanti who was doing an
excellent job of appearing innocent. Jala watched him cross the
room and marveled at how much Valor resembled his father. They had
the same powerful build and coloring to hair and eyes and the only
true difference she could find was in demeanor. While Valor tended
to be smiles and charm, Troyelle reminded her of his namesake, a
storm, or a force of nature perhaps. He didn’t seem the sort of man
that could easily be ignored.

“How long do we have to wait for this
Soulreaver?” Lady Nerathane asked her voice filled with
annoyance.

“Until he arrives,” Arjuna replied
curtly.

“This is ridiculous, to pander to such
nonsense,” Lady Nerathane snapped casting a glare at Arjuna.

“Are you suggesting my Shaman’s spirit magic
is ridiculous?” asked Lord Reaver, anger clearly written on his
features.

“Yes, actually,” she responded, her pitch
black eyes locking firmly with the Lord Reaver’s grey ones.

“Calm down please.” Lord Morcaillo spoke in
soothing tones but seemed to be generally ignored by both Lord and
Lady, though they both remained silent.

Jala leaned back in her chair enjoying the
soft cushions as she watched Lord Faydwer replay an illusion of
what Troyelle had missed so far. As the image drew to an end
Troyelle looked up and regarded her with interest. She raised an
eyebrow at him in question and smiled faintly.

“You intend to summon the spirits of your
dead parents?” he asked her quietly.

“I do,” she replied. “Or rather, I intend for
Lord Zachary to summon them,” she clarified.

“Will that not be painful for you?” Troyelle
pressed.

“Not half so painful as the execution they
have planned,” Jala said with a smile, waving a ringed hand in the
direction of Avanti and Morcaillo. “If I’m going to be executed,
I’d rather be guilty of the crime. I am Jaladene Merrodin and I
will prove it through whatever means I must.”

Nodding slowly, Troyelle searched the faces
of each lord present and turned back to her. “Kadandelvayan is an
honest man. You have the support of Arjuna without a doubt. As well
as Zachary, Jaradon, and myself. That’s five votes for you in a
council of ten. They can’t execute you without majority. A tie will
not suffice.”

“I don’t think they intended for you to
arrive in time Lord Troyelle,” she said with a smile.

“I fail to see how any of us can be accused
in tampering with Lord Troyelle’s arrival,” Lord Morcaillo spoke
up, his tone annoyed.

“Not to break into what I’m sure will be a
brilliant tirade, Lord Morcaillo, but I must speak,” Kadandelvayan
said, leaning forward in his chair slightly. His gaze shifted from
Lord Morcaillo to General Troyelle. “You mention that I’m an honest
man, but assume you have my vote, General. While I have no ill
wishes toward the girl, I cannot honestly vote for her yet. I do
not know she is Merrodin blood. To me she does not look Merrodin at
all. The only proof I have that she is Merrodin is from talk that
I’ve heard, and I will not vote according to gossip,” he finished
and turned his face toward Jala before raising one shoulder in an
apologetic shrug.

“That is completely understandable, Lord
Kadandelvayan. I take no offense and respect you for your
decision,” Jala replied with a bow of her head in the direction of
the young lord.

“Damn Delvay, I cannot believe you would
consider allying with the likes of them,” Arjuna snapped waving a
hand in the direction of her opposition.

“It’s not that I’m siding with them, Lord
Arjuna. I am Delvay. We take no side other than our own. You ask me
to vote on the girl’s identity without knowing who she is. To me
that is unreasonable,” Kadandelvayan protested.

“We could have a monkey sitting in her chair
and I’d vote it was Merrodin blood if it pissed Avanti off,” Arjuna
grumbled, shaking his head at Kadan in disgust.

“A viper would be more fitting than a monkey
for Merrodin blood,” Lord Faydwer added quietly, drawing a few
chuckles from the room.

“Perhaps the former Merrodin. I like to think
I share nothing of their qualities. I’ll leave the vipers for House
Morcaillo. It suits them, I think. I personally prefer the
Bendazzi,” Jala said mildly.

I really hope the Soul Reaver gets here
soon. It’s taking a lot of willpower to not smack some of these
Lords, Emily said in a disgusted voice.

One would think they would have better
things to do. I suppose they are worried about another vote being
on the council. I guess politically it does change the balance. I
prefer Lord Kadan’s way of thinking, though I’m not sure Lord
Arjuna has realized that yet, Jala responded, mentally taking
care to keep her expression neutral.

The sound of the doors opening once more
brought silence to the table and all eyes turned to watch as Ash
stepped through the doorway. He wore all white as he had when she
had last seen him in Rivana. He eyed the council with curiosity in
his pale eyes. Silently, he approached the table with his hands
folded behind his back and his expression serene. A faint smile
touched his face as his eyes traveled over Jala, but quickly faded
as he reached Lord Rivasa.

“You have sent for me?” Ash asked the council
at large, seeming unsure as to whom he should direct his words.

“I have,” Jala said, smiling up at him. He
turned his gaze back to her and raised a slender white eyebrow in
question. “I understand that you have training in spirit magic. Is
that correct?” she asked.

“Ahh, you do not know much of the Reavers, do
you?” Ash asked. Somewhat confused by the question, Jala simply
shook her head in response. He smiled faintly once more and nodded.
“The more contact with spirits, the paler a Spiritcaller becomes,
as the touch of death drains away all colors of life. I am tenth
circle Spiritcaller and thus my coloring,” he explained, motioning
toward himself with pale ivory hands to emphasize his words.

“I didn’t know. Please forgive my ignorance,”
Jala replied with a slight bow of her head.

“Ignorance should never require forgiveness.
There is no offense taken. My people are secretive, so such details
are often unknown,” he responded, the smile still showing.
“Perhaps, though, you could tell me what need you have of a
Spiritcaller?”

“I need a neutral party to question spirits
and verify that the answer given is the truth. Would you be willing
to perform this service?” Jala kept her tone respectful and tried
to choose her words with as much care as possible. From her point
of view, Ash deserved more respect than most sitting at the council
table, simply from the way he conducted himself.

“Possibly, if you would explain to me why I
would be disturbing the dead, I could answer yes or no,” Ash
replied without hesitation.

“To verify that I am who I claim to be. I
need the truth from the spirits so this council does not find me
guilty of a crime I’m not committing,” she explained.

Ash looked from her to the council and then
back to her. “Any life mage could tell who you are by testing your
blood. A mage with training in time magic could look back through
the timeline to determine your origins. Why have you chosen the
path of spirits?” he spoke softly and it seemed simple curiosity
that fueled his questions.

“Oh, for the love of all of the Aspects, just
summon the dead and get this over with,” Lady Nerathane protested,
rolling her eyes and flopping heavily back into her chair.

Ash ignored the outburst completely and
continued to watch Jala, waiting patiently for his answer. Jala
grinned and nodded slightly and cleared her throat once. “I don’t
know any life mages that I would trust with my blood. The same
could be said for the mages I know that can access the timeline,
with the exception of Anthe who cannot come speak for me due to the
curse on her land. While I may have just learned your name, I do
trust you to seek the truth from the dead for me. Even when you
stood on opposite sides in Rivana, you carried yourself with honor
and so I’m putting my faith in you,” she answered, keeping her gaze
fixed on the Soulreaver and ignoring everyone else in the room.

“Yes, I will question the dead for you,” Ash
said after a moment’s consideration.

“Who would you have me summon?” Zachary asked
her, his voice a deep monotone that seemed such a harsh contrast to
Ash’s lighter, more serene tones.

“Traven Merrodin and Magdelyn …,” she trailed
off and frowned at Zachary. “I actually don’t know my mother’s
surname,” she admitted quietly.

“Shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll use a link
through you to locate the correct spirit,” Zachary said with a
faint shrug. His gaze grew distant as his voice trailed off and he
began to whisper in a language she wasn’t familiar with. The room
began to darken slowly, taking most of the heat with it. Zachary
continued the eerie whispering, his words growing in volume as his
breath misted in the chill.

“Rather dramatic isn’t he?” Lady Nerathane’s
voice cut through the room like a razor through silk.

“Be wary, Lady, you wouldn’t want to draw the
attention of the dead to you,” Ash said, flicking his colorless
gaze in her direction and then back to Zachary.

Shadows began to stir on the floor near the
lord of Oblivion, subtle flickers at first and then growing more
substantial as he continued the summoning. “Magdelyn,” Zachary
pronounced as the first of the spirits ripped from the shadows and
launched itself for the sky.

Stepping forward quickly Ash raised a hand
toward the flitting spirit and beckoned it back down. With
movements similar to a hummingbird, it moved through the rafters
refusing his call. “Magdelyn Glendry, do not make me use force,”
Ash warned quietly, his words intended for the spirit alone. “I see
thee, Magdelyn, I know you and I can bind you if needed.”

“I am of Oblivion now Reaver, none may bind
me,” The spirit called back to him, her hollow voice echoing in the
small chamber.

Jala bit her lower lip as she watched the
spirit continue to flit. In shape it looked nothing as her mother
had, but there was no mistaking that voice. The last time she had
heard that voice her mother had been beckoning her to safety.
“Mother, please answer him. I need your help here,” Jala called
softly.

“So touching,” Lord Avanti said dryly, his
expression looking bored.

“How do we even know if that is truly her
mother? It looks like no more than a blurry shadow to me,” Lady
Nerathane objected, her upper lip curled as she regarded the
spirit.

“If my Soulreaver says it is her, it is,”
Lord Jexon replied flatly.

“I say it is, but I am hardly your
Soulreaver, Jexon,” Ash said flatly, his eyes still following the
spirit.

“Mother, please its Jala,” Jala called up to
the spirit, once more ignoring the banter in the room.

“Jala?” the spirit echoed with obvious
question in her voice. A rush of cold air enveloped her as it swept
closer and hovered just out of reach of her hand. “My Jala, why?”
The spirit trailed off, its voice becoming almost a wail. Rising
once more in the air it swept across the council table leaving
strands of shadows curling in its wake. “Why are you here Jala?” it
called as it rose back to the rafters and then plummeted down
directly in front of her.

“They doubt who I am, mother. They doubt I’m
Merrodin blood,” Jala explained.

“You must tell them who she is and speak
truthfully, Magdelyn,” Ash said softly, his hand rising once more
to the spirit.

Her mother’s shade seemed to flicker in and
out of the room for a moment and a ragged sob broke from it. “They
were never supposed to know, Jala. You were safe. I kept you so
safe. I kept you from these Jackals. Jala, why are you here? Why
are you among them?” The spirit’s voice was filled with agony and
the words nearly a wail.

Biting her lower lip harder, Jala stared down
at the floor until she once again had mastery of her expression.
“I’m going to fix things, mother, but I need you to tell them who I
am,” Jala replied, her voice quiet but even, despite the desire to
sob that was growing steadily.

“You are nothing,” her mother hissed.
“Nothing for them. Nothing to them. They will break you Jala! Run
from here! Run now!”

“She lies,” Ash spoke the words with a slight
shake of his head and frowned to Jala. “Apparently, I must bind her
to get the truth. This will not be pleasant. You may wish to look
away,” he warned her and drew a slender dagger from his sleeve.
With a practiced flip of his hand he drew a small gash across his
hand and flicked the blood to the floor below the spirit. “I bind
thee by my blood, Magdelyn Glendry. I bind thee to speak only the
truth and to stand thy ground until my will does release thee.” His
voice was low and rang with power. The spirit twisted and writhed
in response to his words. A low moan filled the air as her mother
settled to the floor where the blood drops were drying. With
another twist of Ash’s hand the spirit writhed once more as if on
fire. “To thy true form, Magdelyn. Show me thy true face.” The
shadowy form twisted and shrank at his words and let out a feral
scream as the shadows were ripped from it.

“Wait, stop!” Jala called, unable to take the
sound of agony any longer. “Just make her speak the truth please
that is all I ask,” she pleaded, feeling her eyes begin to go
glassy despite how desperately she was fighting back the tears.

The spirit dropped, bent to the floor, and
knelt, head bowed over the drops of the Soulreaver’s blood. The
departure of the shadows had granted faint color to the dead woman.
Jala stared at the long dark curls concealing her mother’s face and
wondered idly how she had never known her mother’s hair had the
same curl as hers. She had never seen it down before she supposed.
It had always been braided and tidy. “Jala my child is the last
remaining Merrodin. Born of rape and raised with love, I kept her
hidden and safe,” The voice was her mother’s. There was no
question, but it seemed weak and broken as she spoke the words.
“Never would I have told you this, Jala,” she said as she slowly
raised her head to Jala. “I would know who has told you this
secret,” she demanded quietly her eyes locked on Jala’s pale violet
eyes, Jala realized with a start. Her mother’s eyes had been hazel
in every memory she had of the woman.

“Your eyes,” Jala stammered dumbly.

“Were always hidden as yours should have
been,” her mother replied, her expression filled with grief. “Who
has fed your soul to these monsters?” her mother asked, once more
in a choked whisper.

“Anthe of Goswin told me who I was, in truth.
She has fed my soul to no one though. I sought her out to ask her.
Mother, I would have found out, and better sooner than later, I
think,” Jala replied, unsure what she could say to bring the spirit
peace.

“Better that you had died with me than become
what they are,” the spirit hissed.

“I think that is quite enough,” Ash said and
clenched his cut hand. The spirit jerked as if on strings and fell
silent. “Her words name you Merrodin. Do you still wish to question
your father’s spirit? I sense a great deal more rage in that
one.”

“If the council is still not convinced, then
we must,” Jala replied and slowly pushed herself straighter in her
chair. She stared at her mother’s spirit for a long moment and then
turned her gaze to the council. “Are you unconvinced?” she asked,
her voice level despite the unshed tears in her eyes.

“It truly doesn’t matter if they are
convinced. I’m here and you have your votes,” A familiar voice
called from the doorway. Stepping forward through the gloom, Lord
Han’shy paused beside her chair and looked down at her.
“Interesting method of proof, however.” His clothes were torn
around the edges and faint rust colored smudges dotted the pale
yellow linen. “My apologies for my tardiness. I had some issues to
deal with in my quarter,” he said with a smirk, his gaze lingering
on the council table.

“Is that blood on you?” Lady Nerathane
sniffed in disgust.

“I thought I washed most of it off,” Lord
Han’shy grumbled, looking down at his tunic. With a shrug of his
massive shoulders, he looked back toward the council table. “Shall
we call a vote then?” he asked.

“I’m done with this farce. Justice is blind
in this hall,” Lord Avanti stood quickly and gathered his cloak
from the back of the chair, drawing looks from most in the room. “I
will be in touch with you Morcaillo.” He gave his fellow lord a
curt nod and spun on his heels toward the door.

“Hmph, never thought my company was quite
that offensive,” Han’shy said quietly looking down to her with a
grin.

“If the dead are no longer needed, could you
please send them back to rest Lord Zachary?” Ash said, his gaze
locked on the silently sobbing form of Jala’s mother.

“Please,” Jala echoed, quietly knowing she
wouldn’t be able to get the image of her dead mother out of her
mind for months.

“As you like,” Lord Zachary agreed, and
flicked his hand toward the spirits. With a rush of cold air the
forms dissipated back into shadow and the room brightened once
more.

“Interesting council,” General Troyelle
muttered as he watched the remaining opposition leave the room
looking rather indignant. “So what kept you, Han’shy?” he
demanded.

“A libraries worth of complaints and
paperwork when I arrived in my quarter,” Jin Han’shy replied.

“Paperwork bleeds in your district?” Troyelle
asked, flicking his hand in the direction of his ruined tunic.

Jin shook his head slowly and dropped into a
chair beside Jala. “No, paperwork doesn’t, the corrupt official
that brought it to me does, however. I took care to send him back
to Morcaillo’s district for burial. As far as I see it, if he was
his in life, the man should be his in death,” he smiled as he spoke
and glanced sideways at Jala. “Congratulations on your freedom Lady
Merrodin. Will you be taking over your own district now?”

“I will. I’ve already begun rebuilding,” she
replied and searched the faces of everyone at the table. She
couldn’t decide if she should warn them of the Blights in the city.
In all fairness, they had come to her rescue and most of them had
children in the city. With a sigh she folded her hands on the
table. “I have had some delays, however, as there seems to be a
minor infestation of creatures in the city,” she paused and turned
her gaze to General Troyelle. “The same creatures that are
infecting Gaelyn as it happens. My Bendazzi has already slain one
of them as has Finn. I’m unsure how many more there are,”

“Then it would seem the problem we thought we
had is much more dangerous than any of us knew,” Lord Arjuna said
quietly and glanced around the table to his fellows. “Let us debate
this issue a bit before we leave and try to find a solution to this
problem,” he suggested.

“How did your Bendazzi, or Finn for that
matter, manage to find them to kill?” General Troyelle asked,
leaning forward in his seat. It was obvious the man was desperate
for any knowledge that could help his own land with the
Blights.

“I believe both of them used nothing more
than predator instincts,” Jala replied softly, wishing she had more
to give the man.

“I see,” Troyelle replied, the flicker of
hope completely drained from his voice. “Let us debate then and see
what we can find,” he said with a nod of agreement to Arjuna.

Jala watched them for a moment then turned
sharply as she noticed Ash heading for the door. “Ash, wait a
moment please,” she called softly, not wanting to interfere with
her fellow lords. Rising quickly she nodded to them and crossed the
room to the Soulreaver. “I don’t even know what I owe you for
helping me today,” she whispered.

“I have already received my payment,” Ash
said, smiling down at her. He chuckled lightly at her look of
confusion and motioned toward where Jexon had been sitting. “Did
you see the look of bitter irritation on his face when I agreed to
help you?” he asked. She shook her head slowly and he shrugged.
“Well I did, and that is all that matters. That expression on the
Lord Reaver’s face was worth more than gold to me. I consider it
adequate payment for the little I did for you,” he explained.

“Are you sure?” she asked in disbelief.

“Positive. I must go for now, but when you
are ready to break the curse, I will find you once more,” he said,
bowing his head to her with respect.

“How did you know?” she asked, watching him
as he began moving once more for the door.

“The dead speak loudly of it, Lady Merrodin,
loudly and joyously,” he replied.

“Then how did my mother not know of it?” she
asked puzzled.

Ash shifted his gaze to Zachary for the
barest of moments and she saw a glimpse of anger. “The dead in
Oblivion are cut off from the natural cycle. The shadows that cling
to your mother’s soul are traces of the corruption from Oblivion.
They do not see or hear as a pure soul would. They see only what
Oblivion allows,” he explained and bowed his head to her once more.
“I will see you again soon, Lady Merrodin. We will speak more
then,” he promised before stepping through the doorway without
another glance back.

She stared at the door for a moment and then
moved back to her seat, her mind whirling. If the dead spoke to him
of it, how many others must know? She wasn’t entirely sure how many
Spiritcallers there were, or whose side they were on, for that
matter.
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Symphony stared down at the map in front of
her in dismay. It was among the latest reports of movements the
Fionaveir had gathered. Not only had Arovan and Glis mobilized
their forces, it showed movement from Rivana troops as well as
Delvay. The northern armies were, of course, mobilizing to deal
with the Blight infestation, but the Southern movements could only
mean war between nations. As far as their intelligence showed, the
Blights were primarily in Gaelyn at this time. Looking up, she eyed
Caspian with concern. “Is there anything we can do to stop this
before it starts?” she asked quietly.

“Delvay is not a land that listens to my
council. As far as I know they don’t listen to any council other
than their own. Rivana, on the other hand, see us as outlaws and
should I attempt negotiations with them they would have me hanged,”
he explained with a frown. “It’s going to come to blood, Symphony,
there is nothing we can do to stop it.”

“What of Nerathane?” she asked, her eyes
automatically flicking to the lower section of that continent where
the dragons’ land rested.

“So far we have no news of movement. The
dragons don’t have to mobilize though. If they do decide to send
forces it will be done by the time we get word,” Caspian
replied.

“Another question you should be asking is why
Delvay chose to send Kadan to Sanctuary for the trial. Politically,
that could be important in the future. Nephondelvayon was in
Sanctuary and could have sat as proxy for his lord father, but
instead they chose to send Kadan. To send Kadan to Sanctuary while
they are mobilizing troops is risky. Why do you suppose they did
it?” Faramir asked, moving closer to the table.

“Perhaps Kadan was intrigued from his first
meeting with her and wanted to see what the trial would bring?”
Symphony offered with hesitation.

“Perhaps Lord Delvayon does not trust his
younger son’s judgment and wanted Kadan there for a matter as
important as the rise of a fallen house,” Faramir countered. “If
that is so, you should take note of it. It means the youngest
Delvayon lord is politically worthless in his country.”

Frowning, Caspian shook his head slightly and
sighed, “I never cared much for politics,” he admitted and leaned
back heavily in his chair.

Nodding slightly, Symphony contemplated
Faramir’s words and couldn’t help but notice the absence of the
other councilors. She was sure Lutheron would have had input on the
topic. While Caspian did seem to despise politics, Lutheron seemed
to know the why and how of every political move. It was as if the
man thrived on intrigue. “Where did Lutheron ride to this morning.
I heard them leaving in the early hours. I’m assuming it was
Lutheron, anyway, since he isn’t here,” Symphony said, her gaze
flicking between Caspian and Faramir.

“We received word late last night that a
spell hawk had touched down near Eldagar. Apparently Lutheron had
scouts there to keep watch. That same spell hawk was traced to
Northern Faydwer early this morning. Lutheron and Vaze rode out
with a few others to investigate,” Caspian explained.

“You think someone is purposely moving
Blights into our area,” Symphony concluded, her expression filled
with disbelief. “But that would mean someone was intentionally
working with Kali …” Her voice trailed off and she met Caspian’s
gaze. “Then you believe what Kiernan said, that Myth is working
with Kali on this?” she asked.

“I’m not sure if I do. It’s not that I don’t
think Myth would work with Kali. It’s that I don’t think Kali would
work with Myth. My thoughts on the matter aside, though, Lutheron
seems to believe they are working together and this spell hawk may
be what proves him right,” Caspian said wearily.

“Well then, we should pray Shade’s plan
succeeds if they are simply using Eldagar as a breeding pit against
the rest of the world. I don’t understand why Kali works so hard
against us,” Symphony sighed and fell back in her chair. The sight
of the maps and the Blight infestation was depressing beyond
anything she had ever dealt with.

“I wouldn’t put too much faith in an untried
boy,” Caspian warned.

“What do you think Faramir?” Symphony asked,
looking over to her mentor who seemed oddly quiet on the
subject.

Faramir looked up from the map and sighed
heavily. “At this point I don’t even know where the boy is. If word
reached him about Oma, he might not even be working on his
plan.”

“The last report placed him in Morcath along
the southern coast. All Charm said was that they were stopped for
modifications on the ship. I’m not sure if word has reached him
about Oma leaving yet,” Symphony explained and rubbed her face.
“I’m not really sure how to tell him she is gone if he doesn’t
know. I wish our scouts had managed to pick up some trace of
her.”

“She used magic to leave, that is a
certainty. There is not much that our scouts could have done to
track magical travel,” Caspian said. “About the most foolish thing
the child could have done, given the current times. She was safer
here than she would have been anywhere else.”

“People make poor choices all the time. Take
Delvay and Rivana, for example. Blights threaten all of us and they
are about to fight each other,” Symphony said with disgust and
stared down at the map once more. “I wish there was some way I
could talk sense into them. I don’t think either would listen to
me, though, not yet anyway.”

“There is a possibility Rivana would listen
to Morcaillo or Avanti, but we can’t negotiate with them and they
would most likely urge the war on. Delvay is one of the thorns in
their side, much as Veirasha was.” Caspian tapped his fingers on
the table as he spoke and stared hard at the country of Delvay. “I
can’t think of anyone they would listen to,” he admitted sadly.

“Bloodless. I wanted this to be bloodless,”
Symphony said quietly as she propped her elbows on the table and
rested her chin on her hands.

“What you want and what you are going to get
appear to be two very different things, Symphony. I think it’s best
if we prepare for what is coming,” Faramir said gravely.

“How far do you think it will spread?”
Symphony asked.

“That depends on if Nerathane joins the
fight,” Caspian replied. “If Rivana has to fight alone it will be
the typical border skirmishes that we see every few years. If
Nerathane joins, Delvay will fall unless others rise to help them,
and at this point I don’t think there is anyone that will rise.
They are all too worried about the Blights to make a move toward
war.”

“So Delvay will fall if the dragons fly. What
I need to figure out is how to keep Nerathane out of the fight,”
Symphony said, her eyes glued to the map once more. “How do you
reason with dragons?” she murmured to herself and began to pore
over all knowledge of Nerathane that she had learned so far. It
seemed a hopeless endeavor, though. If anyone had ever known how to
reason with dragons they likely kept it as a trade secret.

“There is a slim chance …,” Caspian began,
his eyes still on the map.

“What? A slim chance is better than none,”
Symphony said, her hope rising a bit.

“Well, Lord Rivasa has a brother in the
northern territories who controls a third of the Rivana military.
They do not get along at all. If we could get an agent to the
brother we might be able to sabotage the war before it begins,”
Caspian said cautiously.

“Hexian?” Faramir asked in disbelief. “The
man is an arrogant ass and virtually impossible to deal with, from
what I’ve heard.”

“Then you’ve heard more than I have about
him,” Caspian said calmly and looked up to Symphony. “If you care
to gamble I’ll send someone to speak with him.”

“Given that Fortune himself is on his side
I’d say I’m willing to gamble,” Symphony replied with a smile. “Who
do you intend to send to negotiate?” she asked, though in her gut
she already knew the answer. This would take finesse and charm and
she could think of only one man who had ample supplies of that.

“Remedy. I hate risking a council member, but
with his mental skills as well as his charm he has the best chance
of success,” Caspian replied.

“I’ll let him know then,” Symphony said
quietly. “I had plans to go riding with him this afternoon. Better
that he heads to Rivana as soon as possible, I think, though, if we
are going to have any chance at all of stopping this.

Caspian nodded and watched her rise from her
chair. “If we get any new reports I’ll have you summoned. I expect
Lutheron will send me word by evening about the spell hawk.”

“Thank you Caspian,” she said with a smile
and turned to Faramir. “Sword practice later then, since my ride is
apparently getting cancelled?” she asked hoping Faramir would say
yes. With Vaze out of the compound Faramir was the only one with
close enough skill to spar with aside from Caspian himself. And
Caspian was always far too busy.

“I should be able to, unless something comes
up,” Faramir said, a bit distracted.

“Is everything OK, Faramir?” Symphony asked
with concern, pausing on her way to the door.

“Yes, of course. Well, as right as it can be,
given the situation. I was just concentrating on this mess and
trying to figure out how to set things right,” Faramir assured her,
and waved her toward the door. “Better get Remedy on his way. We
are short of time on stopping this war and with how dangerous
travel is right now, he will need all the extra time you can give
him to arrive safely.”

“It’s Remedy. I have no doubt he will arrive
there safely. I’m sure he will be able to talk them out of war as
well. I’ve never seen Remedy fail at persuasion,” Symphony replied
with a smile and gave them a final nod before leaving the room.

 


 


 



Chapter 14

 


Sanctuary

 


 


Night had fully fallen by the time she walked
from the council room. Pausing on the steps, Jala glanced back at
the Hall of Justice and sighed. Her mind was churning with a
hundred thoughts as she made her way down the stairs and up to the
fountain of Caspian.

“I was beginning to think they had changed
their minds and decided to keep you.” Finn’s voice broke through
her thoughts and she spun around, her eyes finding him instantly as
he approached.

“I don’t know if I want to slap you or kiss
you,” she said quietly, her attention fixed on his chest where a
sword had been lodged the last time she had glimpsed him.

“Slap, then kiss,” he suggested. “If you kiss
and then slap, passersby will get the wrong impression about me,”
he added with a charming smile.

“How did you live?” she whispered, moving
forward to wrap her arms around him. “Was it the dragon blood?” she
asked looking up at him.

“Dragon blood?” he repeated in confusion and
met her eyes.

“You turned into a dragon in Rivana,
remember?” she prompted, unsure why he seemed so confused.

“Shit, Shade didn’t tell you anything did
he?” he asked, and shook his head in disgust. “Come on, I’ll
explain, but not here. Let’s get you home before Marrow paces a
hole in the carpet.” Wrapping his arm around her waist he began to
guide their steps back toward the Academy. “I suppose we can speak
of other things while we walk, though. I’m sure you are curious
about Isador.”

“She is awake then, and talking?” Jala asked
hopefully. It was by far the best news she had in the past twenty
four hours, aside from the knowledge that Finn had won his
duel.

Finn nodded slightly. “It turns out she was
waiting there to talk to Sovann. We aren’t really sure if the
creature followed her or it was waiting for Sovann ,as well,” Finn
explained.

“What did she want to see Sovann about?” Jala
asked curiously.

“To leave a message for you, actually, but it
isn’t a good one,” he warned and let out a long sigh. “The temple
you grew up at in Bliss is gone. We aren’t entirely sure who did it
but everyone there is gone …” His voice trailed off and he glanced
at her again.

“Gone, as in dead?” she asked, though she
wasn’t sure why she bothered. In her heart she already knew the
answer.

“Yes, they are dead. Isador came to warn you
because she believed they had been killed in an attempt to gain
your true identity. Not that it matters now.” His hand squeezed a
bit tighter around her waist and he kissed her on the top of the
head. “I’m sorry, Vezradesh. I do have brighter news for
you, though. The boy you kept me from killing is safe and staying
with Sovann now. He has agreed to help as much as he is able and is
rather impatient to see you.”

“Joseph. His name is Joseph Walker. He
couldn’t have been much older than I when Merro fell. Did he happen
to explain how he survived?” Mentally she could see him as he once
was - a tousle-headed boy with hair the color of straw and bright
brown eyes. He had been one of the only Walker children she had
enjoyed playing with. He had never teased her or called her
names.

“He apparently went with an older brother and
sister to Brannaford. By the sounds of it his family had more
children than the Merro district has gutter rats,” Finn replied and
pushed open the gates to the Academy for her.

Smiling she stepped through and nodded her
agreement. “I’m not sure if there were quite that many but it was
close. Ten boys, I think it was, and seven girls. Mrs. Walker
always acted like Mother was an invalid because she only had two
children. As if it were a crime to keep a small family.”

Wrapping one hand around a gate post he
partially swung his way through the gate and kicked it shut behind
them. “And what about you, Lady Merrodin? Large family or small?”
he asked with a raised eyebrow as he fell into step beside her once
more.

Pursing her lips, she looked upwards as she
walked, eyes flicking from star to star and then shrugged, looking
over at him. “I really don’t think I would want seventeen children
like Mrs. Walker had. I can remember several occasions when Mr.
Walker couldn’t remember his children’s names. I think a small
family is better. My Father never once forgot my name.”

“I really don’t think I would want to provide
for seventeen children,” Finn said with an amused snort. “Let alone
try to think up seventeen names,” he added with a shake of his
head.

“In all honesty I doubt the high lords intend
to allow me any family,” Jala said quietly and looped her arm
through his.

“I hadn’t intended on asking their
permission,” Finn said with a smirk. “And considering how much
Marrow and I ran our asses off to help certain high lords today I
believe we will have support from at least a few of them.”

“What do you mean?” Jala asked puzzled.

“Well, Val received word early this morning
that Devony was missing, so we headed to that district. After
Troyelle explained what was going on, I made a bargain with him
that if he would go to the council, your charming Bendazzi and I
would find Devony,” he explained.

“And did you?” she asked, hoping the answer
was yes.

He nodded in reply and plucked a strand of
grass from the side of the path. “Fortunately, those that had taken
her knew better than to harm her so other than being rather
terrified she was fine.” He rolled the grass stem between his
fingers as he spoke and began slowly tearing it into smaller
strands. “So after we found Devony, I began to wonder what exactly
was keeping the other lords away so we went to the Han’shy district
in time to see him execute several of his officials, a few that I
recognized. I, of course told him where I had seen them before and
he gave thanks before rushing off to give you a much needed vote. I
didn’t see any sign of Micah. I think he has already left for
Arovan.” He frowned at the thought and tossed one of the grass
strands aside. “The worst part of the day was dealing with Neph. He
was livid when his brother arrived this morning and has been in a
foul mood since. Just out of curiosity, did Kadan cast his vote for
you?”

“It wasn’t needed. When Lord Han’shy arrived
there were too many in favor of me and they didn’t even bother
calling a formal vote,” she replied and rested her head on his arm.
“No one is around Finn,” she pointed out.

“Well I suppose we could stop for a tumble in
the trees but our room isn’t far and I’d rather not risk a rash
from poisonous plants,” Finn replied with a smile.

Pinching his arm she glared up at him. “Not
what I was getting at, and you know it,” she grumbled and let out a
heavy sigh. “Tell me how you survived. I was … I was so sure I had
lost you. I just wanted to collapse at the sight of that. It was
horrible Finn. I never want to see you do anything like that
again,” she said in a hoarse whisper, the image of Finn staggering
and blood streaming from his mouth flooded her mind. Closing her
eyes tightly she shook her head and felt her eyes go glassy once
more. “Never, Finn,” she repeated, adding more emphasis on the
words.

“Do you remember at the Pits when I was
breathing so heavy and you thought I was wounded?” he asked
quietly.

“I do, and I still don’t understand it,” Jala
replied.

“It was part of my plan, the part I had to
test. I can’t believe Shade didn’t tell you any of this,” he
sighed.

“What does Shade have to do with your stamina
being off?” she asked completely confused.

“Well the talent comes from his side of the
family and he is much better at it than I am. It’s not dragon’s
blood Jala. It’s Changeling blood,” he explained.

“You mean like the creature from The
Wicked Child?” she asked, her eyebrows rising. The story had
been one of her favorites by the fire. No matter how many times
Father had recited the story she had always curled up under her
blankets afterwards, convinced a changeling was going to come and
steal her place.

Finn regarded her dryly for a moment and
nodded slowly. “Yes, I suppose, but I feel inclined to point out
that I didn’t steal this life to get into mischief. I am truly Finn
Sovaesh.”

“So you don’t scare cows to spoil their
milk?” she asked in a teasing voice.

“Well, of course, but that has nothing at all
to do with being a changeling,” Finn replied with a bit of a
twinkle in his green eyes. “Seriously though, the Changeling blood
comes from the Morcaillo line. I’m weak in that Bloodline so I’m
weak in the power. Taking a dragon form is incredibly difficult for
me.”

“But you switched so fast in Rivana that I
didn’t even realize you were the dragon until Wisp explained,” Jala
broke in.

“Incredibly difficult, not incredibly slow.
There is a difference. It’s very draining for me to do and
sometimes when I attempt it, it doesn’t work,” he clarified.
“Changing my body however is easier. Increasing my hearing for
example, or honing my reflexes, or in the case of the duel,
rearranging how everything fits inside,” he winked at her and
shrugged a shoulder. “I studied all of the duels fought in the
Arena. Every last one of them including all of Kithkanon’s. He had
fought a total of thirty-two duels before he faced me. In
thirty-one of them he killed his opponent the same way he tried to
kill me, with a sword driven up through the chest and into the
heart. So I moved things around a bit internally, which is what
messed up my stamina. My lungs couldn’t draw as much air and my
heart was having difficulty as well.”

Remaining silent, Jala considered his words
and nodded slowly. “What did you put in your mouth before you went
to fight?” she asked.

“You caught that?” he asked with a grin and
chuckled lightly. “It was a prop I had Sovann make for me,
basically a liquid filled ball that would resemble blood when I
broke it between my teeth,” he explained. “It was cherry flavored
and tasted good enough that I really didn’t want to spit it at him.
Showmanship though,” he shrugged and grinned again. “If you ever
find the need to fake your own death I highly recommend using one.
They are like candy.”

She rolled her eyes at him and sighed. “I was
devastated and lost in despair and you were enjoying candy,” she
grumbled.

“Well, to be truthful, the sword through the
chest rather ruined most of the enjoyment. See, I thought through
moving the innards around. I, however, did not consider dulling the
nerves. I really should have. It was rather excruciating. I thought
Val was going to vomit on me when he had to draw it back out.
Honestly, for a knight to be so squeamish is just wrong,” he said
and glanced around them as they made their way up the stairs to
their hall. “Is Emily with you?” he asked in a voice barely above a
whisper.

“I should claw your wound back open for
making her cry like you did,” Emily hissed from the shadows.

“Well there is my answer,” Finn said dryly
and flicked his gaze in the direction of the voice.

“Why do you want to know?” Emily asked from
another location, suspicion thick in her voice.

“Because it’s nice to know when I’m alone
with my wife,” Finn replied and then looked to Jala with confusion.
“Why, exactly, does she hate me so much?” he asked.

“Because she scanned Shade’s mind and he
hates you I suppose,” Jala replied with a shrug. “Honestly, I don’t
know but I think she will realize you are a friend soon.”

Shaking his head Finn led the way up into
their hall and paused by the doorway watching her. She glanced at
him raising an eyebrow at the grin on his face and then looked
around the entry way in confusion. “What?” she asked at last.

Shaking his head, he motioned ahead toward
their rooms with that same smile on his face.

“Infuriating at times, you know,” she
muttered and began walking again. Her steps slowed a bit as they
neared Valor’s door and she noticed it was wide open. She had lived
with the knight long enough to know that could be a recipe for
embarrassment. One never knew when a half-naked woman would stagger
out, or Valor himself for that matter. Silence loomed from the
doorway as she drew closer and she glanced inside. The room was
bare, with not even a curtain still remaining. Confused, she looked
back to Finn who was smiling wider and still silent. With a dark
look to express how much she appreciated his silence she continued
on and noticed as she progressed down the hall that each of her
companions’ rooms were empty and all of the doors were open.

“Did they reconsider their allegiance?” she
asked at last when she reached Neph’s door. Seeing his room empty
was like a punch to the gut. While she considered all of her
companions trusted friends, Neph had grown closer than that during
their daily training.

Finn shrugged wordlessly and she had to
repress the urge to slap him again. Taking her arm gently he tugged
her toward their room and pushed the door open. It was empty, aside
from her trunks that sat near the doorway. “The last to be moved,”
he explained quietly.

“Moved where?” she asked, her eyes flicking
between him and the trunks.

“To your hall, Lady Merrodin,” Finn replied
calmly.

“What?” Jala asked staring at him.

“While I was hunting for Devony, Valor and
Neph repaired the Merrodin Hall. It hasn’t been used for some time
but mostly it was just dusting and minor repairs. While they were
busy at that, Wisp and Sovann were finishing your orphanage in the
Merro district. Your vassals are dutiful Milady.” He winked at the
last and picked up one of her trunks. Carefully, he balanced it on
his shoulder as he had the day he had moved her into this hall.

“The orphanage is done?” she asked faintly
and felt joy at the thought. That put them one step closer to
repairing the damage to her people.

“The building is secure and safe and the
clinic is provisioned. Sovann has started to pass the word among
the streets but we won’t officially consider it open until you have
a chance to look it over tomorrow after school.” He carefully
balanced the other chest and nodded toward the door.

“Why don’t you let me carry those with
magic?” she asked motioning toward the chest.

“I’ll let you carry this one with magic.
Honestly, Vezradesh, how could silk weigh so much? Are you
hiding bodies in it?” he replied, lowering the larger of the two
back to the floor carefully.

“Shoes mostly. Oh, and jewelry,” she said
with a smirk and quickly cast a levitation on the chest. With a
faint tremble the chest rose into the air and rocked unsteady for a
moment before settling into a steady hover about a foot from the
ground.

“I think you may have too many shoes,” Finn
commented dryly and headed out the door.

“I don’t,” she replied, falling into step
behind him once more.

“Of course you don’t. All women are
apparently obsessed with shoes,” Finn replied with amusement.

“It’s not obsession, Finn,” she said
pointedly as they headed back down the stairs. “Consider this, my
dear. I have about two hundred dresses of all different styles and
color. According to Sanctuary’s ridiculous fashion code, I’m
expected to wear a different set of shoes depending on occasion,
style of dress, weather, and so on. If it were as simple as
changing a tunic I could get away with owning two sets of boots
such as you do, the fancy ones and the OK-to-get-blood-on-them
ones,” she explained as Finn motioned toward one of the curving
garden paths.

“Defensive about shoes, aren’t we,” Finn
replied with a barely suppressed chuckle.

“I don’t make the fashion rules here. I try
to live by them, but I certainly didn’t make them. I’m perfectly
happy with no jewelry or annoying strappy sandals,” she said,
rolling her eyes.

He glanced down at her legs and back up to
her face with a smile. “They are rather appealing though, you have
to admit.”

“That’s because you don’t have to lace them
on each morning and make sure none of the straps are crooked,” she
countered.

“Barefoot is better,” Emily added quietly
from somewhere behind them.

“I don’t know if I would go that far Emily.
It’s been some time since I wandered barefoot,” Jala said with a
slight chuckle. Turning back to Finn she smiled and let out a long
sigh. “I missed you last night. Sleeping alone is impossible now,”
she said quietly.

“I couldn’t sleep last night. I spent half of
the night driving Valor insane and the rest of it driving Sovann
insane,” Finn admitted.

“I think I got a few hours of rest early this
morning,” she said with a shrug and instantly regretted the line of
conversation. It brought images of Hemlock and a vial of blood to
mind, the first and hopefully last secret she would ever keep from
Finn. “Where is the Merrodin Hall? I don’t think I’ve ever seen
it.”

Finn motioned ahead of them with his free
hand and flicked a finger in the direction of another path. “We
take a left up there at the crossroad and it’s not too far past
that,” he explained. “It’s not too far from the Morcaillo hall
actually, so you shouldn’t have any trouble adjusting to it.”

“What made them decide to move there?” she
asked, grateful that he hadn’t noticed the abrupt topic change.

He shrugged the free shoulder and grinned at
her. “You are out of the closet now, Vezradesh. It’s time
that we all started treating you like High Lady Merrodin. That
means proper housing and a few other changes, but you will see what
I mean when we get there,” he said cryptically, drawing a look of
suspicion from her.

“I don’t want my friends to treat me
differently,” she objected.

“The only one that is truly irritated is
Neph, but I’m sure he will voice his complaints when we get there,”
Finn replied with a snicker.

“Why is Neph upset with me?” she asked
carefully watching his expression.

“You will see,” Finn replied.

 


* * *

 


Jala stared up at the door, her gaze locked
on the sigil carved into it. It was obvious the door was new. The
former symbol of Merrodin had been two eagles in flight. This
however was a beautifully rendered Bendazzi crouched low as if to
pounce. Moving closer she ran a finger across the image admiring
the attention to detail the artist had used. There was certainly no
mistaking what it was and by the way the wood had been bleached it
reminded her of Marrow.

“I take it you approve?” Finn asked from just
behind her.

She glanced over her shoulder and smiled
warmly at him. “It’s beautiful. It looks so much like Marrow …,”
she trailed off and slowly lowered her hand. “It’s perfect in every
detail,” she finished and pushed the door open. The interior of the
hall smelled strongly of fresh flowers and she inhaled deeply. “So
much better than the musty smell of the Hall of Justice,” she said
faintly.

“You can thank Wisp for that. I assure you,
Val and Neph had nothing to do with the flowers,” Finn said with a
smile.

Movement at the corner of her eye stopped her
before she could reply. Looking up she saw Marrow running down the
hall toward her. Her face broke into a smile once more as she knelt
to greet the Bendazzi.

“Slow down Marrow,” Finn commanded, as the
Bendazzi grew closer. “Marrow, slow down!” he repeated with more
force when it was obvious he was being ignored.

“Marrow!” Jala exclaimed as the Bendazzi
plowed into her, knocking her back on her butt. Laughing, she
scratched behind his ears and tugged lightly at the ruff of fur
around his face. “I missed you too.”

If you ever consider doing something that
stupid again I’ll take your legs off at the knees. His voice
was a deep rumble in her thoughts. His concern and relief washed
over her like a tide.

“I’m sorry I worried you so much,” she
whispered back to him and pressed her forehead against his own. “I
didn’t like being away from you either,” she assured him.

“Marrow you are an oaf. You could have
injured her,” Finn scolded, the anger in his voice causing her to
look up in bewilderment.

“Finn, I’m fine. He just knocked me back on
the carpet,” she said in a calm voice. “Into the new carpet at
that. It’s actually very soft,” she added as she pushed herself up
and looked back down at the dark purple flooring.

“He should be more careful,” Finn grumbled,
shaking his head at the Bendazzi in disapproval. “Don’t threaten
me, cat,” he warned narrowing his eyes slightly.

Jala raised an eyebrow and looked between the
two of them. You threatened him? she asked Marrow, mentally
guessing she was more likely to get an answer from her
familiar.

I told him to quit his whining and that
you are fine, and if he wants to scold me like an animal, I can
start acting like an animal. My first priority would be to use his
closet as my litter box, Marrow explained, sounding far too
pleased with himself.

Biting her lip to keep from smiling Jala
looked down the hall and back to Finn. “Are the others already in
bed?” she asked.

He exhaled a deep breath and shook his head.
“No, they are waiting to see you,” he answered and nodded his head
toward the back of the hall. “In your sitting room, actually.”

“I have a sitting room?” she asked.

“And private kitchens. No more sharing our
kitchen space with the rest of the hall. You have a private laundry
too, though I think most of us use either magic or a laundress for
our clothing,” he replied.

“So we have a laundry we will never do
anything with,” she concluded with a faint smile.

“Actually, Val and I were kicking around the
idea of using it as an indoor practice area for the less
destructive skills. It would be helpful when the weather turns
bad,” Finn explained.

“That’s a wonderful idea,” she agreed, her
smile growing. “I was wondering if we would move the practice to
Sovann’s house. I can promise you I wasn’t enjoying the prospect of
long snowy walks there.”

Finn shook his head at her adamantly. “Lady
Merrodin will not be walking in snowy sludge anywhere. She has a
horse and if the weather is too bad for that we will call a coach,”
he informed her gently.

“A coach?” she stammered pausing to stare up
at him. “Finn I’ve never rode in a coach in my life,” she said
suppressing a laugh.

“I don’t think you have ever lived as a High
Lady before, either. Things will change, Jala. There can be no help
for it.” He motioned her ahead to the last door on the left as he
spoke and she nodded once before walking past him.

The door opened before she could even reach
for the knob and Wisp poked her head out. “Marrow was right, you
are here, finally. We were beginning to worry,” she said as she
pushed the door the rest of the way open. “Well, some of us were,
anyway,” Wisp added quietly as Jala walked into the room.

The walls had been freshly painted a crisp
white and the furniture was obviously new as well. Valor leaned
against the wall closest to the door, a wine glass in his hand. His
usual black and silver clothing had been replaced with a rich deep
purple and white with silver trim. Raising his wineglass to her he
nodded and smiled. “Welcome home, Lady Merrodin.”

“Thank you Valor,” she said quietly, her eyes
roving across her friends. Jail and Neph sat at a table near the
opposite wall and both were dressed similar to Valor in purple,
white, and silver. Glancing over at Wisp, she realized the Fae was
dressed in that fashion as well.

“Even Sovann is wearing your colors now. Did
you like the sigil on the door?” Wisp said with a smile.

“It was beautiful,” Jala replied, her tone
filled with amazement.

“Purple?” Neph demanded, his expression
stormy. “I suppose I should be grateful I wasn’t forced to wear
pink but bloody purple, Jala! Why would you do this to me?” he
demanded.

Wisp snickered and shook her head at Jala.
“Ignore him. He will get used to it.” Prodding Valor lightly Wisp
motioned for him to push off the wall. “Show her your cloak, Val.”
Jala raised an eyebrow at Valor and glanced back at Wisp. “You will
love it. If he will ever tell me who his tailor is I’ll have one
made as well,” Wisp assured her.

With a faint smile the knight pushed off the
wall and turned for Jala to see the Bendazzi embroidered on the
back, set perfectly center of the dark purple wool. Silver words
surrounded the sigil and Jala frowned trying to read them.

“I don’t know that language,” she admitted,
after a long minute and sighed. “It’s beautiful though,” she added
tracing a finger down the silver silk border on the cloak. There
were words embroidered there, too, but she was unable to read what
they said, either.

Valor turned to regard her with a raised
eyebrow and chuckled lightly. “Truly you don’t know the language?”
he asked, sounding a bit bewildered.

Jala frowned and shook her head slightly.
“No, should I?” she asked.

“It’s Merro, or at least the formal Merro.
Court speak, if you will,” Valor replied with a shrug. “All houses
have a motto, though most outside of the actual house typically
don’t know it. House Hai’dia for example is

By the wind at my call and the clouds that
darken thy sky,

you will know me and give way to the Storm
that is my will.”

Overly dramatic if you ask me, but then
Father never asked me,” he explained with a smile.

“So what does that say?” Jala asked, her
curiosity peaked.

“Neph is the one that wrote it,” Wisp
offered, grinning at Neph who shifted in his chair with a frown. “I
think it’s very poetic. Valor, if you would.”

Valor grinned and cleared his throat.

“Through darkness I have walked,

through pain I have lived,

through courage I will thrive.”

With a slight bow to Wisp, Valor grinned at
Neph. “Who would have ever guessed our sour Delvayon could be so
eloquent.”

“I know where you sleep at night, Valor, and
most nights you aren’t sober enough to evade me,” Neph warned.

Swallowing, Valor nodded slightly and looked
back to Jala. “Should you ever happen to find a frog in my room, or
a toad, perhaps, please check to ensure it isn’t actually me before
casting it out of the hall,” he implored quietly.

“Neph wouldn’t turn you into a toad. Ashes
perhaps, but not a toad,” Jala replied with a grin. Turning to
regard Neph, she looked him over from his dark purple tunic to the
matching pants with silver trim. “It really doesn’t look bad on
you, Neph. I’m sorry you have such an aversion to purple. Truly I
don’t think you can blame this on me though. While I favor the
colors, I was in jail when this was decided,” she pointed out, her
grin widening.

“Notice your adoring husband is not adorned
in your colors?” Neph asked.

“Between being impaled on a sword and being
worried sick about my imprisoned wife, I’m afraid I just didn’t
find the time to drop by the tailors,” Finn replied dryly.

“Well, what do you think of everything? Your
own hall, house colors, the orphanage is done. We are well on the
way to putting House Merrodin back on track,” Wisp said, tugging
Jala over to the couch.

Grinning, Jala dropped back onto the couch
and shook her head slightly. “I’m amazed, shocked, and eternally
grateful. Thank you all so much,” she answered and gave the Fae a
light hug. “This time yesterday, I was worried about being executed
and then when I’m released I see everything you have done in my
absence. It’s as if you never doubted I would be released.”

“We didn’t doubt you would be released,” Jail
replied with a chuckle.

“The only true doubt was who would be
releasing you,” Neph added with a smirk. “I could have throttled
Kadan when he showed up this morning. Had I been sitting on the
council the day would have been much less stressful. Did he at
least cast a vote for you?”

“It didn’t actually come to a formal vote,
but I respect your brother for the way he conducted himself,” Jala
replied carefully, guessing this was a touchy subject for Neph.

“Well he usually is very proper,” Neph
muttered, his tone suggesting it was not a trait he admired in his
brother.

“I expect things will get worse from here,”
Jail warned her and glanced at the others in the room.

“Maybe not entirely,” Finn said with a smirk.
“I heard an interesting bit of gossip while I was waiting outside
the Halls for Jala. It seems Cassia has been called home by her
brother. I’m not sure how long she will actually stay there, but
for now, at least, we will have one less howling for blood.”

“Cassia is out of the city? Truly?” Jala
asked looking over to Finn who was pouring drinks.

“Truly, so now all we have to worry about are
her lackeys. That shouldn’t be too bad though, lackeys are
generally easy to bully,” Finn replied with a shrug and moved to
join her on the couch.

Once seated, he handed her a glass and she
stared down in shock at its contents. “Tea?” she asked bewildered.
It was the first time since she had met Finn that he had ever given
her anything non-alcoholic.

“It was that or Firewater, unless, of course,
you would prefer some of Valor’s wine. The brandy is in our room
and still packed as of yet, I’m afraid,” he explained with a
shrug.

Valor held his wineglass out in offering and
she hastily shook her head. “No, thank you, Valor. I know how
fortified your wine is. I would likely get drunk from the fumes
from it. I was just surprised. Actually I prefer tea to wine most
times,” she said with a faint smile.

“So what is next on the agenda?” Wisp asked,
shifting her position on the couch to more of a perch in the
corner.

“Proper housing in our district, I think. If
we start near the gate ward we can work inward and should make
fairly quick progress. Most of the buildings near the gate ward are
fairly solid and only need repairs to be livable. It’s the ones
closer to the docks that will have to be rebuilt entirely,” Jala
said after a moment’s consideration.

“We are going to have a bit of a shift in
training as well,” Neph began. Jala turned to look at him with a
raised eyebrow and he shrugged. “It’s nothing you will object to
I’m sure. From now on, three mornings a week you will be training
with Rose on healing in the morning rather than with Sovann. And
you and I will switch our training to the arena rather than in the
garden. I think you are ready to actually hurl some spells rather
than talking about hurling spells.”

“Really?” Jala asked, her excitement bleeding
over into her voice.

“Are you that happy about learning more
healing or the possibility of hurling spells at me?” Neph asked
with a raised eyebrow.

“Do you really have to ask her that, Neph?
Everyone gets happy at the prospect of hurting you,” Valor replied
with a grin.

“I know I do,” Finn agreed with a shrug.

“The thought has never put me in a bad mood,”
Jail added smiling at Neph.

“It’s the possibility of how much you can
teach me and the healing classes, Neph. I have absolutely no desire
to hurt you,” Jala assured him.

“Hmph! She doesn’t know him well enough yet,”
Jail surmised with a grin.

“So the first free day we start on the
housing. Valor, have you received the supplies from you brother
yet?” Wisp asked, steering the topic away from teasing the already
grumpy mage.

“They will be in storage by the free day, as
I understand they are in the process of being shipped now,” Valor
replied and dropped lazily into a chair. “You do realize, of
course, while I am extremely skilled in a multitude of areas,
carpentry is not one of them, right?” he asked Jala.

“I know how to repair leaks on a ship. That’s
about the extent of my woodworking skills,” Finn said with a
smirk.

“I don’t think any of us truly knows how to
repair these buildings, but we can surely find skilled laborers to
do it,” Wisp pointed out, her gaze flicking to Jala.

“That’s what I was counting on. I’m hoping I
can hire a few supervisors from other districts and use Merro’s
people for general labor,” Jala said.

“It’s worth a shot. If not we will come up
with another plan,” Jail concluded.

“One last thing before we retire,” Finn said
quietly and looked around the room. “Is Emily here?” he asked after
a minute.

“She is. My skin has been crawling since Jala
arrived in the room. It’s only that way when the Blight child is
with her,” Neph answered.

“Marrow has suggested an idea to me but it
needs Emily’s consent and Jala’s approval. I for one believe it is
a very good idea,” Finn explained.

Frowning, Jala looked down to Marrow and then
back to Finn. From the expressions she saw on the others in the
room, they had no more idea what Finn was talking about than she
did. “What idea?”

“He suggested that while we are sleeping,
Emily and he could hunt the Blights infesting the city. He thinks
they can at least thin down the numbers and possibly locate the
hive,” Finn explained.

“But won’t they be horribly outnumbered?”
Wisp objected, a frown creasing her delicate face.

“We won’t attack if we are outnumbered. It’s
a good plan. I like it,” Emily said speaking up at last.

“I will never adjust to that,” Valor mumbled,
taking a long pull off his wine. “When I was a child the saying was
A good child should be seen and not heard. This whole
heard and not seen is unnerving.”

Finn grinned at him and shrugged. “Try
adjusting to a three-hundred-pound man-eating cat sleeping by the
wall and the creepy invisible man-eating child in the same room
while you are sleeping.”

“No, couldn’t do it. I’d be volunteering for
couch time,” Valor said shaking his head.

“She isn’t creepy and Marrow isn’t
threatening,” Jala objected with a shake of her head. “I suppose
the plan is a good one but I’ll worry myself sick about them each
night,” she added after a long moment.

“Then we will start tonight,” Emily announced
with clear enthusiasm.

“Tonight?” Jala asked, her tone making it
clear that she objected.

“Tonight, you will be safe enough with him, I
suppose. You have the others here as well if he fails to protect
you, and we will be back by morning, so don’t worry,” Emily
replied, the excitement in her tone growing.

“I won’t fail to protect her,” Finn said, his
tone defensive. Shaking his head he took another sip of his
Firewater. “Brat,” he added in a quieter voice.

“That’s not going to help her realize you are
a friend Finn,” Jala said with a sigh. “Fine. Tonight then, but
stick close to Marrow and watch over each other, I don’t like this
starting so soon but I’m too tired to fight you over it.”

We will be fine, with her guiding my
senses we work quite well together, Marrow assured her and
rubbed his massive head against her knee.

“If you say so,” she said wearily. Rising
slowly, she stretched and looked down at Finn. “It has been a very
long very horrible day, I need sleep,” she told him, barely
suppressing a yawn.

“I echo your sentiments,” he agreed, rising
as well. Tilting his glass back he polished off the last of his
drink and took both their glasses back to the cabinet. “Good night,
all,” he said and waved to the room.

“Am I meeting Sovann in the morning, or
Rose?” Jala asked Neph as she headed for the door.

“Sovann. He will explain the new schedule to
you tomorrow. Sleep well,” Neph replied.

“Thank you,” she replied with a yawn and
waved to the room. Be careful please, I don’t want to lose
either one of you, she added mentally to Emily and Marrow.

I promise to be just as careful as you
are, Marrow replied back with sarcasm thick in his voice.


Chapter 15

 


Morcath

 


 


It seemed the more Shade tried to avoid the
subject, the more the tavern gossip revolved around it. The news
had arrived three days after the trial and since then the town had
been buzzing about the High Lady Merrodin. No matter what bar he
tried to drink in, it was all they were talking about.

Waving a hand at a passing waitress he shook
his empty glass. “Can I get another here, please,” he asked, hoping
his voice didn’t sound as wretched as he felt. She gave him a curt
nod and headed toward the bar and Shade instantly regretted only
asking for a glass rather than the entire bottle.

“The entire lord’s council agreed she is,
never heard of the likes. Thought the Veirasha killed them all
off,” a man’s voice came loudly from a nearby table and Shade
rubbed his face in response. Two days after the first of the news
had arrived, and still they had nothing better to talk about. He
had no doubts it was the truth. He had known there was something
special about her when he first met her.

He hadn’t spoken with Charm about it yet. He
had a strong suspicion the rogue had known the entire time. So he
was avoiding him completely until he sorted out if he was angry or
simply depressed. Had he known when she was in his hall, things
could have been so much different now. There may have never been
that disaster with Cassia. He might have actually been betrothed to
someone he cared about. He fought back a snort of amusement at the
thought, as if his father would have ever consented to letting him
choose his own match. His father or mother … By the aspects, he
wished that waitress would hurry up with his drink.

“I brought you the bottle, hun, you look like
you need it.” Shade looked up as the tired looking woman thumped
the bottle down next to his empty glass.

“I was hoping you would be back quick. Is it
that obvious that I was in dire need?” he asked, his voice only
slurring a bit.

“Just a tad, hun. No worries though. You
wouldn’t be in a bar if you didn’t need a drink.” She smiled
faintly at her quip and sauntered off in the direction of another
table.

“True enough,” Shade muttered and poured
himself another glass.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m so sick of
hearing about Merrodin.” A smooth drawl came from behind him. He
tried to turn to see who was speaking but swayed dangerously in his
chair at the attempt. Feminine laughter filled the space behind him
as the speaker moved to the empty chair beside him. “A full bottle.
Surely you have enough to share.” She raised an eyebrow at him and
smiled. A beautiful smile, in fact, on a beautiful face. Shade
focused himself, a task that was getting more difficult by the
glass, and tried to remember if he had seen her in the town before.
Long, dark hair cascaded over her shoulders and framed the creamy
pale face. Her dark eyes were fixed on him with what seemed almost
a predatory light. “Did you lose your tongue?” she asked, with
another smile playing across her beautiful full lips.

“I, uhh … Well, no,” Shade muttered and had
to fight the impulse to smack himself in the forehead at his
stammering. The first beautiful woman he had seen in days, and he
was tongue-tied. “If you would like a drink, you are welcome to
it,” he offered, sliding the bottle closer to her. “I can get
another glass from the waitress,” he added, realizing belatedly the
only glass available was the one he was grasping.

“No need,” she replied and took a long pull
directly from the bottle. Shade watched quietly and tried to force
himself to think of something intelligent to say rather than simply
stare at her long slender neck and extremely low cut bodice.

“So you are new in town then,” he began,
forcing his eyes back up to her face. To his embarrassment she was
smiling at him with a knowing look in her eyes.

Setting the bottle back down gently, she
rested her elbows on the table and leaned closer. “I am. Just came
in on a ship this morning,” she replied, her voice nearly a purr to
his ears.

“Well welcome to Morcath, then,” he offered
with only a bit of bitterness in the words.

“You look like you are having a miserable
night. Whoever she is, she isn’t worth it,” the woman replied with
what could have been sympathy. “I am, though,” she added with a
smile that was definitely predatory. Even he couldn’t mistake that
expression.

“How did you know it was a woman?” he asked
with a disgusted sigh.

“That isn’t the right question at all, but
I’ll answer it anyway. As sweet as you are on the eye it has to be
a woman and only a woman can make a man drink like you are
drinking,” she explained.

“I could have just found out I’ve contracted
a lethal disease,” he offered with a smirk.

She rolled her eyes and shook her head
faintly with an amused smile. “You are obviously Elder Blood and
the Elder Blood don’t get sick or catch diseases,” she
countered.

“Well, there is that, so what was the correct
question to ask?” he asked, swirling his drink in his hand. The
conversation had him distracted enough that he wasn’t sure he
actually wanted to complete his mission of getting blisteringly
drunk.

Can you prove you are worth it? would
have been a good one. Would you like another drink? would
have worked. But the one I was looking for was Do you have a
room here? Want to try again?” she replied in a teasing
voice.

Shade eyed her for a long moment and took
another sip of his drink. In Sanctuary, a woman would have never
spoken to him like this. Of course, in Sanctuary, all the women
knew who he was. There was a certain appeal in this anonymity that
he couldn’t deny, and it wasn’t as if he had a reputation to
protect anymore. “Would you like to prove it while enjoying another
drink in your room?” he asked with what he hoped was a charming
smile.

A wide smile spread across her mouth again
and she slowly nodded. “Very much so,” she purred and stood slowly
with catlike grace.

“Well, I’ve never been one to deny a lady,”
Shade said and stood, grabbing the bottle as he did. “Lead off,” he
said motioning toward the stairs with his free hand.

“That is good to hear. I do hate to be
denied,” she said as she walked toward the stairs.

Shade fell in behind her and tried to keep
his gaze from lingering on the skin tight leather pants she was
wearing. He felt a moment’s panic as he began to climb the stairs
and quickly silenced the inner voice that was screaming at him to
go back to his ship alone. He was sick to death of listening to
that inner voice. So far, it had gotten him nowhere. “So are you
going to tell me your name?” he asked as they reached the hall
above.

“Are you going to tell me yours?” she asked,
glancing back at him.

“Do you want the real one?” he countered,
taking another pull from the bottle.

“Do you?” she returned and pushed a door
open.

“OK, we seem to be at a standoff then. Names
are not important,” he relented, and followed her into the dimly
lit room.

“For right now, they aren’t,” she agreed and
took the bottle from his hand. Tilting it back, she took a long
pull and crossed the room to the small table. “Close the door,
would you?”

Nodding, Shade pushed the door shut and
glanced around the room, not really sure what exactly he should do
first. “I feel I should warn you I’ve uh, never … Well I haven’t …”
His voice trailed off as she sat the bottle down solidly on the
table and turned back to him, her fingers rising to the laces of
her bodice. “So, no small talk. Got it,” he muttered, his gaze
locked on her every move.

She smiled at him and raised an eyebrow as
she let the garment drop to the floor. Raising one hand, she
crooked a finger at Shade, motioning him forward and he found
himself in motion before the thought fully registered. “Don’t worry
about it being your first time. I’ll show you exactly what to do,”
she promised in a low throaty voice.

“And I have a feeling I’ll happily do
whatever you say,” Shade murmured as she began to unlace his pants.
He watched her in fascination, still not quite believing he was
doing this. Gripping him by his unbuckled belt she spun him back
against the table with more force than he would have thought her
capable of, and dropped to her knees in front of him. Puzzled for a
moment, Shade watched her with confusion and then shook his head
slightly. “Your mouth. Are you sure you want to use your …” His
voice trailed off as she ignored his objections. “Never mind what I
said, you obviously know what you are doing. Please continue,” he
said weakly and hastily braced himself against the table. The inner
voice was, for once, deathly silent.

 


* * *

 


Mind fogged and sweat soaked, Shade looked up
at her in eternal gratitude. “I have no idea why I waited so long
to do that,” he muttered, his words thick. His entire body hummed
with pleasure and his eyes were heavy. “Give me a minute to rest
and I’m more than willing to make up for lost time, though,” he
said with a weak grin. With a contented sigh, he let his eyes
close.

He drifted in complete bliss for a long
moment before quick movement from her sent his inner voice
screaming. His eyes flashed open in time to see her arm plunging
downward, the faint glint of metal in her hand. “Damn, lady I
warned you it was my first time!” he gasped as he caught the hand
just before the dagger grazed his ribs. “What the hell?” he
demanded, locking his gaze with hers.

“It’s nothing personal,” she assured him and
brought her knee up hard between his legs. On reflex his body tried
to curl against the pain and she used his moment of shock to wrench
her hand free. With an icy expression locked on her beautiful face,
she brought her hand sweeping down again this time aimed at his
throat. Frantically he raised a hand to intercept as best he could
and felt sharp pain as the dagger stabbed through his palm.

“Oh, I don’t like you right now,” he hissed
and brought his free hand around to knock her off of him.

Snarling, she sank her teeth into his arm as
she tried to wrench the dagger out of his other hand. Her leg
twisted again, trying to strike once more and he twisted away from
it at the last moment. With a muffled curse, he cast the first
spell that came to mind and stared down in shock at the small stone
resting on his stomach. Breathing raggedly, he looked away from the
storage stone to his mangled hand and then back to the stone. He
wasn’t entirely sure if it was safe to use that spell on living
creatures but he hadn’t exactly been focused on her well-being when
he cast it.

“That’s it. I’m done with Immortal women,” he
gasped and watched his wounded hand slowly healing. Shaking his
head, he tried to get his breathing back under control as he stood.
While it hadn’t registered in his mind at the time of the fight,
the coloring of the dagger was firmly in his mind now. It had been
black with sigils down the blade and a shining stone in the hilt,
exactly the same as the Nightblades carried. He couldn’t think of
anyone that would be dumb enough to impersonate a Nightblade, which
meant he needed to get out of town as soon as possible.

With a muffled curse, he pulled his clothes
on as quick as possible and dropped the stone into his jacket
pocket. He needed to get to the smith’s shop in a hurry and get
what parts the man had finished. It was doubtful that he had
finished it all, but some was better than none. Fortunately, Charm
had been staying on the spell hawk since they had arrived, so there
would be no trouble locating his partner. With a final glance
around the room, he grabbed what remained of his bottle and headed
down the stairs, taking them two at a time.

 


* * *

 


“Shade, what the hell are you doing?” Charm
demanded in a sleepy voice as he stepped down from the ship.

“Getting us ready to go tonight,” Shade
replied and continued pounding the lead supports into place along
the nose of the ship.

“Why?” Charm asked, sounding somewhat
bewildered.

“Couldn’t sleep. Figured, what the hell, I
might as well work on the ship in a near blind panic for a while,”
Shade replied with sarcasm dripping from his words. Standing, he
fished the stone out of his pocket and tossed it to Charm. “Happy
Name day. Enjoy, but don’t open it anywhere near me.”

“What is it?” Charm asked, staring down at
the storage stone with suspicion.

“A very angry naked woman armed with a sharp
knife,” Shade replied as he lifted the first of the Barllen strips
and began to attach it to the lead supports.

“This is going to require more explanation,”
Charm said dryly and examined the stone closer. “You do realize
this spell isn’t intended to be used on living creatures, right?”
he asked, looking back to Shade with disapproval.

Shade paused, stood straight again, and wiped
a bit of sweat from his forehead with the back of his arm. “Well,
Charm, her knee was lodged in my balls and her dagger was through
my hand so I wasn’t exactly thinking clearly or sparing much
consideration for her well-being,” he explained.

“What did you do to her to piss her off that
much?” Charm demanded.

Shade stared at him blankly for a moment and
then returned to setting the Barllen. “I don’t think I even want to
dignify that with a response, but I probably should. I think all I
simply had to do was exist. She was a Nightblade. Apparently the
wrong people know I’m here so we need to go as soon as possible.
You can either stand there and insult me and this can take half the
night, or you can help and we can get out of here before her
friends show up. Your choice.”

“Someone in the town sold you out,” Charm
concluded and moved to help.

Shade paused and looked across at Charm,
locking gazes with the older rogue. “Charm, if someone in this town
sold me out why did it take seven days for a Nightblade to show
up?” he asked quietly.

“How else would they have found you?” Charm
asked quietly. “Could they trace the ship? I thought you removed
all location devices from it.”

“I did remove all location devices,” Shade
muttered and shook his head at Charm. “You’ve been making reports
to the Fionaveir rather steadily. Did you happen to tell them which
town exactly we were in?” he asked.

“The Fionaveir have nothing to do with the
Nightblades,” Charm objected, his tone indignant.

“Would you bet your life on that? Because, I
don’t think I’ll bet mine on it again,” Shade replied and turned
his attention back to the ship’s modifications. “Especially if
anyone of them figures out what I’ve done here,” he added,
motioning toward the ship.

“I don’t think there is anyone else foolish
enough to attach Barllen to a magic based ship, Shade, I wouldn’t
worry,” Charm assured him dryly.

Shade paused again and smiled at Charm. “Are
you sure, Charm? What if they realized the same as I have that you
could fly straight through the Barrier with this ship. Think about
it. I could be the first prisoner to escape,” he whispered. He
could feel Charm’s gaze locked on him and didn’t need to see the
rogue’s expression to know it was concerned. There were certain
prisoners on Sanctuary that would kill for a way out of the Barrier
and in the past thousand years no way had been found, until
now.

“Fine line between genius and insanity and
I’m dancing on the line. That’s what you are so fond of saying
right?” Shade asked with a wide grin and chuckled. “How’s my
dancing now Charm?” he asked with a smirk.


Chapter 16

 


Sanctuary

 


 


Jala watched in sympathy as the young man
writhed on the table. He looked to be near her age and would have
been handsome had his features not been twisted with agony.

“This is a bad one, and as you can see the
patient is in a good deal of pain. So our first step is to make him
more comfortable,” Rose explained as she moved to stand at the
front of the table by the young man’s head. With practiced hands
she placed fingers on both of his temples and closed her eyes. A
warm golden glow enveloped her hands and the man’s face eased, his
eyes fluttering and at last closing in an expression of peace.

“What happened to him?” Jala asked, her
attention riveted on his mangled leg.

“His horse fell on him at jousting practice
this morning. He arrived here moments before you did,” Rose
explained and moved back down the table to stand at the man’s hip.
Withdrawing a slender knife from her belt she carefully sliced the
side of his pants down the injured leg and pulled the fabric back
to reveal the extent of the damage. Nodding slowly she looked at
Jala and raised an eyebrow. “Feel up to it? This is a big one. You
have bruising, abrasions, torn muscles, and shattered bones.”
Leaning over, Rose poked at the swollen knee and made a clicking
sound with her tongue. “That will be the most difficult part, the
knee cap is shattered and joints can be tricky.”

Moving closer, Jala examined the wounds and
nodded slowly at Rose. “I can do it,” she replied with only a
slight hesitation. “I’m not sure about the joint, but I will
examine his other leg first to make sure I know exactly what goes
where,” she added with a smile.

“Well, we are fortunate he has two,” Rose
said with a chuckle and waved for her to begin.

Carefully Jala laid her hands on the young
man’s wounded leg and closed her eyes. Slowly she drew on her power
and sent it into his body, mapping the tears and breaks as she
found them. Her healing on Finn had been blind fumbling, but over
the past few weeks, Rose had taken that fumbling and transformed it
into an efficient tool. She had assisted with burns and fractures
as well as infections and sickness in the commons. This, however,
was the most challenging case she had seen, let alone been asked to
heal. Her forehead creased with her concentration as she tallied
the total damage. This would be pushing her skills and she knew
it.

“You look concerned, Jala. If this is too
much, tell me now. Do not let this young man suffer for your pride.
If you heal him poorly, he will bear the marks of it for the rest
of his life,” Rose warned in a low voice.

She is testing my wisdom as well as my
knowledge then, Jala surmised. Opening her eyes slowly she
moved her hands from the leg and looked over to see Rose watching
her with a knowing smile. Jala suppressed her own smile. The
expression on Rose’s face fairly screamed You are out of your
league just admit it. Jala looked back down at the young man
sleeping so peacefully and took a deep breath. Closing her eyes
again, she searched inside herself for the honest truth. Was this
out of her league? No, she decided, it hovered near it, but it
wasn’t out of her grasp. She could do this, but it would leave her
drained. She had come to realize during her training with Rose that
it was much easier to damage a body than it was to heal one, at
least for her anyway. Rose seemed to find healing as easy as
breathing.

Opening her eyes once more, she met Rose’s
gaze levelly and placed her hands once more on the wounded man.
Inhaling deeply, she called on the magic and sent it into the bone
first, calling all of the fragments back together. Piece by piece
she fused them as if working an incredibly complex puzzle. She knew
all too well from her talks with Rose that if she missed a piece it
could breed infection or if she healed it crooked the young man
would bear a limp for the rest of his life. Rose stirred beside
her, and for a moment her concentration lapsed. With another deep
breath, she pushed herself further into the healing trance and let
the rest of the world fade. Time lost all meaning for her as she
knitted bone and then the rest of the leg piece by tattered
piece.

“It’s just bruising now, Jala. You can stop.”
Rose’s voice came distantly to her as she was finishing the last of
the torn veins. “Jala, can you hear me?” Again the distant call,
and a pressure against her arm. Pulling herself back from the
trance, Jala became more aware of the discomfort in Rose’s grip and
looked down to find the woman squeezing her arm so tight the flesh
had gone white. “You have definitely mastered the trance,” Rose
said with a shake of her head.

Jala smiled faintly as dizziness washed over
her and she closed her eyes again. Her magic was utterly drained
and she still had a full day at the Academy ahead. Bracing herself
better against the table, she opened her eyes again and watched
Rose examine her work with a detached caring. She had no doubts the
man was fully healed. Even the bruising would fade soon.

Rose nodded slowly and moved her hand back
from the man’s leg and gave Jala a look of respect. “Very well
done. I am truly impressed. Are you all right Jala? You didn’t push
yourself too far did you?” she asked, concern creeping into her
voice.

Shaking her head, Jala smiled and tried to
find the will to summon words. With an effort of will, she blinked
her eyes and cleared her throat. “I’m fine, just low on energy. I
wish I could heal as effortlessly as you do, Rose, but for me it’s
like swimming with lead weights. I can heal complex things but it
comes with a heavy price.” Her voice sounded odd to her as she
spoke, almost echoing in her ears.

Rose nodded again, her expression growing
parental. “I think you should sit down now, Jala. It was wrong of
me to offer this healing to you and foolish of you to accept, I
think.”

“Are you not satisfied with my work, then?”
Jala asked as she moved to a chair and carefully lowered herself.
The feeling of vertigo would fade soon she knew. It was the same
thing each night as she filled the mage stones. This was nothing
serious, as Rose seemed to believe.

“I’m quite satisfied with your work, young
lady, and you know it. What I’m not satisfied with is the condition
you’ve left yourself in,” Rose said, her tone definitely parental
now.

“I’m fine, Rose. This is a condition I’m used
to. I fill stones every night and I have this dizziness every
night,” she assured her with another faint smile. “I don’t
understand why healing is so difficult for me. I thought if I
practiced more it would get easier,” she said, trying to keep her
words from sounding like whining.

“It should be, honestly, I don’t understand
it either, Jala. I’ve tried to teach you the most efficient ways of
doing things. It seems to me that healing costs you double the
strength it does others. It’s strange, considering your gift for
it, skill-wise,” Rose said with her own heartfelt sigh. Frowning in
thought, she shook her head slightly and then regarded Jala with a
raised eyebrow. “Perhaps it’s no fault of yours, Jala, but a quirk
of your Bloodline,” she suggested.

“My Bloodline?” Jala pressed, unsure as to
whether she should be happy that she had something to blame for her
troubles or depressed at the thought that this might be something
she couldn’t overcome.

Rose nodded eagerly, her mind racing down the
path she had formed. “Yes, you know such as the Firym difficulty
with elemental magics outside that of flames, or the Shifter’s
tendency to druidic arts. You know most of the Shifter’s cannot
even grasp the basics of arcane magic. I’m not exactly sure what
the Merrodin gift was.” She looked to Jala as her voice trailed
off, as if expecting her to supply the answer.

“I don’t know what my family gift is,” Jala
admitted quietly and shrugged at the Healer. “No one has ever told
me and I have never thought to ask. There has been so much to learn
already that, well, I just never thought to ask.” She shook her
head slightly as she spoke, amazed that the thought had never
crossed her mind.

“It’s likely that Sovann would know,” Rose
offered and studied Jala carefully. “I have heard rumors about the
Merrodin magics, but they are all rather dark. I’m afraid I never
actually knew much about them while they were ruling.”

Jala suppressed a snort of laughter and
grinned at Rose. “Everything about the Merrodin is rather dark.
Every story, every rumor, every piece of history I’ve dug up has
been dark. Why should their magic be any different,” she said, her
tone touched with traces of bitterness and disgust. Inhaling deeply
she closed her eyes and opened them again, reassuring herself that
the moments of dizziness were past. “I should likely go. I’m not
sure how long I spent healing that poor man but it’s no doubt
getting close to time for my other classes.” She stood slowly and
smiled at Rose’s look of concern. “I’ll be fine,” she assured
her.

“I’m afraid I agree with Wisp on your life,
Jala. You push yourself too hard and too fast. Be careful about how
much you ask from yourself, child.” Rose pushed off from the table
she had been leaning against and gave Jala a light hug. “I’ll walk
you to the door,” she said and motioned for Jala to lead off.

“You don’t have to, Rose. I know the way well
enough now and I know you have things to attend to,” Jala protested
but began moving toward the door none the less.

“I know quite well that I don’t have to,”
Rose said and followed along on Jala’s heels. “You know, I’m not
from any of the houses. I’m not noble by any means. The fortune
that I exist on was made by my father. He was a horseman of rare
talent,” Rose began as they walked, her voice perfectly
neutral.

“Truly, well then, I’m surprised you don’t
practice your arts on animals,” Jala replied with a smile to the
taller woman. She wasn’t sure where this conversation was headed,
but it was undoubtedly one of Rose’s pearls of wisdom.

“I did for a time, actually, that’s where I
developed my love of healing. I would mend that which others had
broken. My father raised and trained race horses, you see, and they
are started very young by most. My father was often mocked for
leaving his to age before running, but he swore by it. You see, a
young horse is full of energy and vigor and will run it’s heart
out. So many see youth as a merit when running. My father, however,
knew better. He knew that if you trained slowly and allowed the
horse time to develop you would have an animal that would run just
as hard with a chance of winning as well as thriving after it’s
career. A young horse’s bones are weak and they do not see their
limits. I’ve seen a young horse win a race only to die at the
finish line from a burst heart.” She spoke soothingly and regarded
Jala with the last of her words.

Jala nodded once and smiled. “I promise not
to run till my heart bursts Rose. Thank you for the warning. I push
myself, I admit that freely, but I don’t ask more of myself than I
see others demand of themselves. Every morning, Finn trains with
his swords as Valor does with his lances. Neph and Sovann practice
daily with their magics and Wisp is always working to improve her
archery. With the exception of Sovann, all of them attend the
Academy as well. The only difference between them and me is that my
training is more diverse.”

“And that they are older horses,” Rose added
with an ironic smile. “They have run this race for years, Jala. Do
not believe for a minute that the rest of them left the gate with
the speed you are running. They gradually built themselves up to
the routine they now follow.”

Jala sighed and nodded her reluctant
agreement. “Well said. Rose. I’ll try to pace myself better. It’s
just …” She trailed off and shrugged, looking to Rose and wondering
if the woman would understand.

“It’s just that you have so much weight on
your shoulders now and no idea of knowing how much time you have
been given, Lady Merrodin,” Rose finished for her with a slight
frown. “I do understand, Jala, but I still worry.”

Jala smiled and gave the woman another light
hug. “I will never be able to thank Sovann enough for arranging
these lessons with you, Rose. Between the wisdom you offer and the
healing you’ve taught me this time has been invaluable to me.” She
spoke quietly with sincerity thick in her voice.

“May we have many more lessons, but for now,
you had best go. If I’m not mistaken, that’s your husband I see
waiting below on the street,” Rose said, motioning toward the
window.

Jala’s eyes immediately flew to the window
and Rose chuckled in response to her speed. It took her only a
moment to pick Finn out in the crowded street below. He was seated
at a bench across the street, arms folded across his stomach and
legs stretched out comfortably before him. Her first thought had
been that something was wrong and that Finn had come to fetch her,
but he didn’t look upset or agitated. Still watching him closely,
she focused on the link between them and received only patience and
contentment back from him.

“Nothing says true love like a smile such as
yours,” Rose said, her tone a bit wistful.

Jala flicked her gaze back to the healer and
shook her head, her grin widening. “I hadn’t even realized I was
smiling,” she admitted.

“That’s what makes it magical, Jala,” Rose
said and motioned her once again toward the door. “I’ll see you two
days from now. Try to find out more about the Merrodin gifts before
then if you can. Perhaps if we both work at research we can
determine why healing is so draining on you.”

“I’ll speak with Sovann tomorrow,” Jala
promised and quickly pushed out the door. As usual, Marrow waited
on the roof above and dropped down lightly beside her on the stairs
as she exited. “How long has Finn been here?” she asked as she
began to make her way down the stairs a bit quicker than
normal.

“Twenty minutes or so,” Emily answered, her
voice barely above a whisper. The Blight child’s voice was
different to her ears and Jala flicked a glance in the direction of
it.

“Are you well, Emily?” she asked, unsure what
it was about the voice that had sounded off. Perhaps the child was
simply tired. Her nightly hunting might be catching up with
her.

“I’m well. Worry about why he is here, not
me,” Emily replied quietly.

Jala nodded to herself, deciding to let the
issue rest for now. In truth, she was rather curious of Finn’s
appearance. She reached the bottom of the stairs as he was crossing
the street and leaned back against the rail, watching him approach.
Even when he wasn’t fighting, Finn moved with a fluid grace. She
felt the smile returning to her face and let out a sigh. It still
amazed her how just the sight of him could lift her spirits so
much.

“Must have been a good session, you look
pleased,” he said, stopping beside her. He returned her smile and
she felt a surge of affection through their link. Leaning over he
gave her a light kiss and nodded toward the Academy. “If we don’t
start walking now you are going to be late to first hour,” he
warned.

Nodding slightly, she took his arm and began
walking toward the Academy. She glanced up at him with open
curiosity and raised an eyebrow. “Is there a special occasion?” she
asked.

He shrugged, pursed his lips, and slowly
shook his head. “No, that is if you mean am I here for a special
reason.” He shrugged and returned her look with another charming
smile. “I hardly get to see you, so I changed things a bit to see
you more. That, and I have a duel tonight so I won’t see you until
late, most likely. If I’m lucky it will be done before you are
finished training with Neph, but I’m not going to count on it.”

She frowned at his words and sighed. “What
are you dueling for?” she asked, hoping it wasn’t another insult to
her. It was nerve wracking to have Finn constantly risking his life
to protect her reputation. He didn’t seem to realize that he meant
far more to her than her reputation did.

“There was a get together last night in the
Rivasa district. At some point in the night a couple people got
together closer than they should have and now I’m fighting on the
behalf of one of their betrothed,” he looked at her and smirked.
“Now ask me the best part,” he urged.

“What’s the best part?” she asked
cautiously.

“I’m dueling for the honor of an Avanti lady
against our friend Devron Rivasa. I get to kill the little bastard
again,” he grinned at her like a gleeful child.

“Not Cassia?” she gasped, trying desperately
to think of another Avanti lady.

“Oh gods, no,” he laughed, shaking his head
at her. “No, Cassia, as far as I know is still in Avanti. This one
is a lesser lady of one of the smaller houses. Her name is Mevana.
I knew her when I was a child. She isn’t my sort but she isn’t a
Cassia,” he explained, still seeming highly amused.

“I didn’t think you would defend Cassia’s
…”She paused and cleared her throat. “Uhh, honor, if she actually
does have honor.”

“She doesn’t, and no, I wouldn’t. Not that
she would ask me to, though. While she may not have honor, she
certainly has pride and she would rather fight the duel herself
than ask me to fight for her,” Finn replied.

Nodding, Jala walked on silent for a few
moments, trying to rationally accept that this was what Finn did
for a living, while the irrational side of her screamed in
frustration that he was risking his life over Avanti and Rivasan
squabbles. “Is it the black coin then? I suppose it is since you
said you get to kill him again.”

Finn regarded her for a moment with a neutral
expression and nodded slowly. His pace slowed a bit and she slowed
her steps to match his. “Jala, people don’t hire me for first
blood. They hire me so someone dies. I am not known for mercy in
the arena,” he explained slowly, watching her as if he expected her
to recoil.

“I won’t mourn Devron. Perhaps you should use
the swords you used against Kithkanon this time, though,” she
replied, drawing a startled expression from him.

“I uhh …,” he began and then chuckled
slightly, shaking his head. “I charge more for using those blades
and she isn’t paying that much. I have to admit you just shocked
the hell out of me,” he finished, his tone matching his words
perfectly.

“I can tell,” she said with a smile. Wrapping
her arm tighter around his she glanced up at him and smiled. “Do
you remember when Arjuna was explaining the marriage tradition to
me?” she asked.

Frowning in confusion, Finn nodded and raised
an eyebrow at her. “Yes, but it’s an odd time to bring it up.”

“When he told me of the Immortal divorce, he
said that Immortals didn’t leave enemies alive. Killing him once
created hard feelings. Killing him twice will make a mortal enemy,
I think. I’m simply following your Uncle’s advice, don’t leave an
enemy alive,” she explained, her voice oddly cool, considering the
topic.

“Using a soul stealing sword when it hasn’t
been paid for would make his entire family my enemy,” he countered.
“If he dies in a duel his father will call him a fool for fighting
me again when he is revived. If he can’t be revived, his father
will do everything in his power to see me dead.”

“I hadn’t considered that aspect,” Jala
admitted with a sigh.

Finn shrugged and smiled at her. “That’s the
Rivasan way of it. If I killed a Delvay in that fashion it wouldn’t
make enemies of the Delvay house. The Delvay outlook is survival of
the fittest. If Neph dies in a duel, his family will write him off
as being weak and won’t avenge him. Each house has their own
beliefs about it. Some will revive others won’t.”

“That’s horrible. You mean they wouldn’t
revive him?” Jala gasped with a tinge of anger in her voice.

“No, they wouldn’t, but that’s where we come
in as his adopted family. I would avenge him while you revived
him,” he told her with a wink. “He may be an ass, but he is
family.”

She grinned at the words and nodded her
agreement. “Although I don’t really think he is an ass anymore. I
suppose I understand him better now. Actually, I consider him one
of my better friends I think,” she said with a chuckle.

“Neph is a damn good friend to have. I think
he is closer to you than he is to me but that suits me fine.
Knowing Neph is at your back, actually reassures me a great deal.
Despite what his father thinks, Neph is pure Delvay, and a Delvay
won’t back down from a fight they believe in, for anything. If you
need help, Neph will stand by you no matter the odds,” Finn
informed her with a grin and stopped to open the Academy gate for
the both of them.

“You know all of the houses fairly well don’t
you,” she said, stepping through the gate quickly.

“Decently, I’d say. They all have their
quirks and it pays to know them,” he answered.

“Did you know the Merrodin well?” she asked,
watching his shoulders stiffen slightly as he closed the gate.

He turned back to face her slowly and nodded
slightly. “Better than I ever wanted to. I had no love for them at
all, Jala, and you are nothing like they were.” His voice was
level, all humor drained from it.

Shaking her head slightly she sighed. “I
think you misunderstand why I’m asking about them. I don’t want to
know the history of my house. What I’ve read so far disgusts me.
I’m no slaver and I don’t find joy in the suffering of others,” she
explained, taking his arm once more. “It’s just that I’m having
difficulty at healing. It’s not that I can’t do it well, it’s just
very draining on me and Rose thought it might be from my Bloodline.
She suggested I ask Sovann more about their magic but I thought you
might know,” she finished, looking to him.

He nodded slowly and cleared his throat,
looking down at the ground and then back down the road. “Sovann
hasn’t told you anything yet, eh?” he asked quietly.

“Not so far, and until now I hadn’t thought
to ask,” she replied.

“It seems everyone likes leaving the sticky
subjects to me,” he sighed and gave her a slight smile. “OK. Well
yes, I do know about the Merrodin magic but it’s a dangerous
topic,” he began. She raised an eyebrow at him but he held up a
hand before she could speak. “That, of course, doesn’t mean I won’t
tell you. You know I will. The Merrodin had Djinn blood and were
gifted with Wish magic. Or, what Sovann explains to me is simply a
higher form of Entropy or Luck magic. The ability to manipulate
fate in their favor. This is a potent gift and you are no doubt
wondering how a culture that could manipulate fate was
extinguished.” He glanced sideways at her and she nodded, her
confusion obvious. “Well, while it is potent, it is risky as well.
If the magic is not used with utmost caution, it can have
unfortunate results,” he said and sighed.

“Such as?” she asked, still confused.

“I’m by no means an expert on magic but I’ll
give you the explanation Sovann gave me as a warning to you. He
used a common enough wish that is echoed daily in the streets of
Sanctuary for it, only he used me as the example. See, this
discussion came shortly after I left home and was not doing so well
for myself.” He frowned as he spoke and his steps slowed again. “I
was about to go against Merrodin, or that’s what I believed at the
time. I was questioning him about their talents and I was quite
concerned about their strength at the time. He shook his head at me
and told me it was a double edged sword and the Merrodin wouldn’t
use it on impulse. For example, say you wish to be rich. The next
day your parents die and you inherit a fortune from them. You are
rich, but you are also an orphan. Was the wish the best path to the
fortune? I suppose if you hated your parents it would be, but
despite our differences I love my parents dearly. So Sovann’s
example worked well for me,” he finished and gave her a smile.

“So there is a trick to using it carefully
then?” she asked.

“They used it to create the Veir plague,
Jala. Have no doubt they phrased that spell very carefully. To a
point, it worked flawlessly, Veir was destroyed. The double-edge
caught them in the end though. Merrodin was destroyed as well. A
couple of the Veirasha survived, of course.” He glanced at her and
winked. “But then so did a Merrodin,” he added with a smile.

“Well, I don’t think we have to worry about
it in any event. I wished over and over throughout my childhood to
have my parents back and I’m still an orphan. If it’s a birthright,
I didn’t inherit apparently,” she said with a shrug.

He stopped walking and she stopped beside
him, puzzled. “Are you sure it didn’t work?” he asked. “As far as I
know, magic doesn’t have a time limit and you do have the chance to
get your parents back now.”

“But that’s through bargaining with Death,”
Jala objected, pausing in her own steps and turning to face
him.

“It’s Luck magic Jala. It alters fate. As far
as I understand from Sovann, it creates opportunity for something,
not instantly delivering what you wish for. You know, most orphans
don’t get a chance at all of bringing their families back.” He
paused and reached a hand inside her coat, drawing a thick gold
coin from the inner pocket. “And it could explain this. If your
magic did work, this is the double-edge,” he added, holding up the
coin Anthe had given her.

She felt all color drain from her face as she
stared at the coin. “I didn’t know you knew about that. I didn’t
really believe what she said about it,” she said, her voice
thick.

Finn raised an eyebrow at her and cocked his
head, a trace of a smile playing across his mouth. “Truly? Well, no
secrets between us right? You told me the night you were drinking
after Shade visited. Jala, if you didn’t believe Anthe, why are you
so pale now?” His voice was gentle as was his expression.

“You believe I have gambled you,” she
explained, watching his expression closely. “Finn, I wouldn’t
gamble with your life. It’s a glimpse of the future that’s all it
is. Sovann says Time magic is unreliable because the future is
always changing. I would never risk losing you. I will change the
glimpse Anthe told me about.”

Finn let out a snort of laughter and grinned
widely at her. “Jala, I’m not upset. If my life is the price of
your dreams, I accept it. I will by no means be laying my head on a
chopping block willingly, and I will fight to my last breath, but
if that’s the price, so be it. It’s kind of poetic justice,
actually. Considering how many lives I’ve taken, it seems like a
balance to know my death might return so many to life.”

Jala stared at him in bewilderment and shook
her head slowly, her jaw dropping open slightly. “No, no, no,” she
said, her voice choked. She shook her head again more violently.
“There is no so be it here, Finn Sovaesh, and that is not
justice that I want any part of. There is nothing at all in this
entire wretched world worth that price. Nothing!” she said, her
eyes locked on his and a trace of hysteria in her voice.

“Not even the restoration of two countries,
Jala? Are you saying one life is worth more than all of those
people?” he asked, his voice still calm and rational.

“I would burn two countries to keep you,
Finn!” she snapped, her voice rising again.

“Rivana and Avanti?” he asked in
amusement.

Stepping forward, she smacked him lightly on
the chest, her violet eyes flashing. “Not funny, Finn. This is not
funny at all to me. Rivana and Avanti or Morcath or any of the
rest. You are worth more to me than any of it,” she pressed and let
out a long unsteady breath.

He smiled at her and shook his head slowly,
his expression filled with affection. “Jala, a single life isn’t
worth that, no matter whose it is,” he said and wrapped his arms
around her drawing her close. She buried her face in his shoulder
as he rested his chin gently on the top of her head. “It’s OK,
Jala. I knew about the coin and I know about your other guilty
secret, and while I’m not happy about it, I appreciate the
thought.”

She stiffened in his arms. shocked into total
silence for a long moment. “You know about what, exactly?” she
asked carefully.

He chuckled. “How many secrets do you have,
exactly? For someone who isn’t supposed to be keeping any, you seem
nervous. How about you confess your sins and we will see if you
have one I don’t know about?” he offered, a trace of teasing in his
voice.

“You know about the bargain with Hemlock?
That is the only other secret I have, other than the coin and the
coin I didn’t think important because I never intended to allow
that to happen.” She pushed back from him as she spoke, no longer
caring if she was late to class or even made it to her classes at
all.

He nodded in answer and shrugged. “I knew
about it before Hemlock left the Hall that morning. It’s part of
the reason I couldn’t’ sleep. I don’t have to warn you of what he
could use the blood for. I’m sure Sovann already has.”

“How did you know? Time was stopped, or he
said it was anyway. I don’t understand …” Her voice trailed off and
she stared at Finn.

“We are going to be late for class,” he
replied with a smile and looped an arm around her waist guiding her
once again toward the Academy.

“Finn, how did you know?” she demanded again,
her steps slowing once more.

“Don’t you think you have been truant enough
this year Jala?” Finn asked, his tone mockingly parental.

“Finn!” she exclaimed in frustration and
elbowed him lightly in the side.

Chuckling he grinned down at her, amusement
written clearly on his tanned face. Running his fingers through his
tawny hair he tilted his chin a bit and sighed. “I’m just that damn
talented,” he said, exhaling as he spoke and then chuckled again.
She elbowed him harder in response. “All right calm down,” he said
through laughter and grinned at her boyishly. “I have contacts that
keep tabs on certain individuals. Hemlock happens to be one of
them,” he said with a shrug.

“I thought he was the sneakiest man in
Sanctuary. How does a contact of yours keep tabs on him?” she
asked.

“Because my contact is a Nightblade,” Finn
answered smoothly with a shrug.

An odd flutter passed through her from the
link and it took her a moment to recognize what it was. Pausing in
her steps again, she looked up at Finn in astonishment. “You just
lied to me,” she said quietly.

“Hmm. You have gotten better with your link.”
He considered her briefly and nodded. “OK, the truth then,” he
sighed and pulled her back into motion once more. “Hemlock bragged
to me over it. I know him a bit better than I let anyone know. I
worked for him for a time but it’s not something I’m proud of. My
father is an Assassin as I’ve already told you, so naturally I
picked up a few tricks. When I first came to the city and realized
how much tuition at the Academy was, I knew I wouldn’t earn it in
the Pits or dueling at low levels,” he explained and shrugged.

“I thought no one ever left the Nightblades.
I thought it was a lifelong commitment,” she said quietly,
wondering if he had another secret to reveal. He was gone in the
early morning hours though she had always thought he was training
during that time.

“Typically, it is. There were special
circumstances and they are part of the reason Hemlock hates me so
much. I have no doubt whatsoever that had you not traded the blood
he would have already moved on me. Cassia offered him money, of
course, but Kithvaryn has made offers as well and I doubt it was in
coin. The temptation had to have been strong for Hemmy,” Finn said
giving her a smile.

“Hemmy? How well do you know him, Finn?” she
asked, her voice low. They were nearing the stairs to the Academy
now and she found herself tempted to stop once again. This was an
answer she badly wanted from him.

“Too well. He considered me his protégé for a
time. I think he came as close to trusting me as he ever has
anyone.” Finn slowed his pace beside her and glanced over at her.
“I’ll explain before you ask,” he sighed, and kept his gaze on the
looming doors of the hall as they climbed the stairs slowly. “A
contract came in on Valor. I accepted it before anyone else could.
Hemmy never questioned whether I would kill a friend. He naturally
assumed I would. He was right. I did hit a friend, just not Valor.
I backstabbed Hemmy with a concoction I had made and forced him
into a deal. So Valor lived, I got out of the Nightblades, and
Hemmy hates me. That’s the short version of it, of course, but I’m
afraid it’s all I have time for at the moment.” A frown crossed
over his face as his hand touched the door to the hall. “No one
else knows about that, Jala, not even Sovann. Honestly, I don’t
think Valor would talk to me if he knew I had worked for the
Nightblades. I’ve heard myself described in quite a few ways by
many people. Never once has the word virtuous been used. Valor is
virtuous in his own fashion though, and he couldn’t abide learning
about this.” Regret and sadness brushed her through the link and he
turned back to the door pushing it open silently.

She nodded slowly as she digested the story
and glanced around the hall as they entered. Marrow and Emily had
been strangely silent the entire walk and she honestly wasn’t sure
the Blight child was even still with them. This area however would
be safe enough with just Marrow. “You are already late for your own
class, Finn. You should probably let me go on alone from here,” she
said quietly.

He sighed dramatically and placed a hand over
his heart. “I divulge my secrets and she casts me off,” he said in
a mournful voice, then winked at her, flashing his charming smile,
though she could tell the teasing was forced. The emotions running
through the bond between them were still in too much turmoil. “I
told you I switched things up a bit so we could spend more time
together. As it turns out we are both wretchedly late for basic
geography, though with that particular instructor if we are quiet
when we go in I don’t think he will notice.”

“You switched your schedule?” she asked in
shock. “But what about your own classes?”

He shrugged and smiled at her. “I live by the
blade, Jala. I likely have more of an education than any other
duelist in the city. Given the choice, I’d rather spend time with
you and refresh the basic classes than advance further with
knowledge that I will likely never have a use for,” he
explained.

She nodded slowly and pushed the doors to the
lecture hall open silently. The droning voice of the instructor
echoed out into the hall and she glanced at Finn one last time
before entering the room. “You are likely going to be very pissed
off later today, then,” she whispered.

“Why?” he asked in confusion.

“Because I’ve arranged to have lunch with
Madren today to discuss what he has learned about the Goswin
curse,” she informed him in the same hushed voice and quickly
entered the class before he could voice objections.
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“I don’t even know why I’m riding through all
this gods-be-damned snow to stop this war from starting. I would
absolutely love it if the Delvay wiped Rivana off the map,” Havoc
grumbled over his shoulder. His horse struggled beneath him as he
spoke, trying to find purchase on the steep, snow-packed path.
Without seeming to consider it, Havoc adjusted his seat and leaned
forward more in the saddle to ease the burden for his mount.

“Because Symphony asked us to and Caspian
ordered it,” Victory reminded him with a deep sigh. A fresh cloud
of steam rose around Havoc’s blood-red stallion as he pushed
through another deep snow bank. It wasn’t often that Havoc rode his
Flame Steed on missions, but he had chosen it without hesitation
for this particular trip. Not only was the beast doing an excellent
job at clearing the trail, it would stand fearlessly before the
Delvayon snow cats when most horses would bolt.

I’m not sure which is more agitated our
fiery friend or the sentinels watching us approach. Avalanche’s
voice came as a warm breath in Victory’s mind. His Familiar seldom
spoke anymore, and hearing the voice brought a smile to his face.
Speech wasn’t truly needed between them, of course. They had been
bonded for so long that Avalanche didn’t truly need to speak for
Victory to understand him. Yet, at times like these, hearing
Avalanche’s calm rational voice was like a beautiful work of music
compared to Havoc’s ranting.

I can’t say which is more irritated but
I’ll lay money on Havoc, Victory replied.

Gambling with a horse is a new low on
vices, Avalanche replied in amusement, his ears twitching at
the thought and Victory chuckled despite his effort to remain
silent.

“You find something amusing about this?”
Havoc demanded, half turning in his saddle. Waving a hand violently
the Firym cleared the fog surrounding him enough to get a clear
look at Victory. “I’m serious, Victory. The Rivasans are a bloody
abomination. They should be wiped out. They call themselves masters
of flames. They corrupt flames, Victory. They wouldn’t know true
fire if I set them on bloody fire. I would cheer the Delvay on
gladly if they would eliminate Hellfire from this world.”

“Bloodless revolution, Havoc,” Victory
reminded him, gently wishing fervently that he hadn’t chuckled
aloud. He knew how sincere Havoc’s words were and provoking him
further was the last thing he wanted to do.

“That’s never going to happen and you and I
both know it, Vic,” Havoc grumbled, turning back heavily in his
saddle. His horse snorted in protest and shook its head, steam
blowing from its nostrils. Victory watched the animal silently as
the diameter of melted snow widened around it and the fog bank grew
once more. The description of hot-tempered suited the Firym and
their mounts quite well he decided.

Sighing, he glanced ahead at their progress
up the mountain. Halfway, if he estimated it correctly. The three
peaks were certainly closer but the climb was anything but easy for
the horses, so it would go slow. There was a reason the Delvay
chose to use snow cats. This climb was impossible for a typical
horse. Fortunately neither of these horses was typical. Still, he
had little enough time for Havoc to calm down before they arrived.
If he, in fact, should calm him down. Really he wasn’t sure. There
was no doubt they would be challenged at the gate and the Delvay
believed in survival of the fittest. If he let Havoc tear into the
sentries in a full blown rage it might get them in to see Lord
Delvayon sooner. Of course, he wasn’t certain he could stop Havoc
at simply incapacitating the sentries, and Lord Delvayon would
likely frown on dead men at his gate.

“You know Morcaillo will never surrender. It
will be war, and half of our lords are tied up with the Blights
now. Lutheron says the Blights are in Faydwer now and he expects
them to infest the Scarlet Jungle next. Have you noticed how they
only seem to be affecting our side of things?” Havoc grumbled.

“It may not be bloodless, Havoc, but let’s
not have it be said it was because we didn’t try everything we
could to make it so,” Victory replied calmly.

“What if we talk Delvay down and the Rivasans
attack them anyway?” Havoc demanded.

“We have someone speaking with the Rivasans,
as well,” Victory reminded him with a sigh.

“Like the bloody Rivasans will keep their
word. They will wait till Delvay is unprepared and attack,” Havoc
spat back, his tone disgusted. “Fuck the Rivasans. I say we help
Delvay burn them out,” he added with far too much enthusiasm.

“Havoc,” Victory warned patiently, and the
Firym lowered his voice and continued to mutter to himself.

“Are you really letting a pixie talk you out
of a good fight Jani? Did you lose your balls when you got your
tattoos?” A mocking feminine voice called from above them.

Looking up sharply, Victory searched the
area, his eyes finally coming to rest on a slender blond woman
perched comfortably in a tree limb not fifteen feet from where they
rode. She wore hunting leathers that were faded and patched with a
pair of wickedly long daggers strapped to her belt. Her gaze was
locked on Havoc and the Firym’s back had noticeably stiffened.
“Jani?” Victory asked in confusion, turning his gaze toward Havoc
as well.

“Please don’t tell me you are one of their
sentinels? Did they run out of scouts that were actually worth
paying?” Havoc asked, as his gaze slowly turned to regard the
woman, his expression incredulous.

“You didn’t know I was here,” she countered
with a smirk.

“I did. I just didn’t think you were worth
acknowledging,” Havoc replied and pointed a hand back behind them.
“Your cat is back down the trail on the right hidden in the brace
of pines near the cliff wall,” he added smugly.

The woman’s expression faltered slightly,
losing its confidence as she glanced back down the trail and then
back to him. With a sigh, she dropped from the tree and approached
his horse shaking her head. “How did you know where he was? I
approached from the opposite direction. There were no tracks.” Her
tone seemed friendly now as she stopped by the Flame Steed and
rested a hand on Havoc’s saddle.

“Razor smelled him and started snorting when
we passed,” Havoc explained and smiled at her.

“You two know each other?” Victory asked,
knowing the question was obviously a stupid one but unsure how else
to prod them into remembering his presence.

“Jani and I go back. You, I know as well. The
pixie that is talented with a lance,” she said with a smirk and
glanced back at Havoc. “Let me get my cat and I’ll escort you to
the Sisters,” she said and disappeared back into the pines.

“Sisters?” Victory asked, feeling more lost
in the conversation by the moment.

“It’s what they call the peaks. The Three
Sisters,” Havoc explained as he edged his horse into motion
again.

“Aren’t we going to wait on her?” Victory
asked, glancing back behind them for any sign of the woman.

“Kes? No she can catch up,” Havoc chuckled,
shaking his head as if the very thought of waiting was a joke.

“So Jani?” Victory pressed once more.

“Don’t make me kill you Vic, she can call me
that, you can’t,” Havoc snapped, adjusting his seat in the saddle
once more as Razor plowed through another snow bank.

“Why can she call you that?” Victory asked,
wondering how far he could push the Firym.

“Because Jani and I were betrothed once upon
a time,” Kes called from behind him. Victory turned to regard her
in disbelief as she approached. Her Snow cat bounded easily across
the rough terrain and she slowed it beside him. “That expression on
your face is beautiful,” she snickered and looked ahead. “Did you
never tell him you were betrothed Jani?” she called ahead, her
voice filled with amusement.

“Didn’t seem important enough to bring up.
It’s the past. We aren’t betrothed anymore. From what I hear you
are married now, with children,” Havoc called back, never taking
his eyes from the trail ahead of them.

“One child, he is nine this year,” she
corrected and sighed. “Father saw me married not two moons after
you took your damn tattoos. I think he was afraid we might have
been a bit too close of friends.”

“Thought I left you with a bastard in the
belly and became a brigand eh?” Havoc asked sourly. “Well he never
did think too much of me. I suppose I shouldn’t find it
surprising.”

She shrugged and flicked a gaze toward
Victory. “You are a brigand too, then?” she asked nonchalantly.

“No, I am not a brigand. I do not rob,
murder, rape or pillage as brigands do. I am a Fionaveir. I protect
those who cannot defend themselves, despite the guidelines of the
law,” Victory replied a bit indignantly.

“Prickly isn’t he?” she called ahead to
Havoc, raising a slender blond eyebrow at Victory.

“No, he is the diplomatic one. You simply
found a nerve and danced a jig on it. Fionaveir do not consider
themselves brigands, Kes,” Havoc replied.

She chuckled in response and offered Victory
a shrug in what might have been an apology. “You should have let me
know you were coming. I would have brought cats for you both so you
didn’t have to struggle up the mountain on your mules,” she called,
as Razor let out another snort and broke through a drift. Her eyes
danced between the two of them as they glared at her and she let
loose a peel of merry laughter. With a huge smile she stroked her
cat’s neck and glanced over at Avalanche. “That’s the same one I
saw you ride in Sanctuary isn’t it? He has to be ancient by now.
I’m surprised he is able to climb the mountains at all.”

“He is not the typical horse,” Victory
responded as politely as he could. Though between the mule comment
and then insulting Avalanche, directly he was finding it a
strain.

“There was the other nerve,” Havoc muttered
over his shoulder.

“You didn’t mind the mule comment?” she asked
looking toward Havoc in surprise.

“I know you are baiting my temper,” he
replied, his tone as calm as Victory had ever heard him.

“And it doesn’t seem to be working at all,”
Kes replied a bit indignantly.

“I’ll fight if I want to, not for your
entertainment. If you want a show, go to Sanctuary and watch Finn,”
Havoc returned.

“Little Finn? Our fine fighting monkey?” Kes
asked and broke into laughter once more.

“What?” Victory asked in confusion as Havoc
began laughing as well.

Kes shook her head and composed herself and
looked to Victory smiling. “He didn’t tell you that story, either?
Oh, that’s one of my favorites,” she said with a sigh.

“No, he hasn’t,” Victory replied, glancing
toward Havoc and then back to her again.

“My brother hated Jani and was rather open
about it before we were officially betrothed. Jani ignored him for
the most part until my brother eventually cornered him and demanded
a duel. Kadan didn’t understand that Firym don’t duel like we do.
When the Delvay duel it is a show of skill and there is a lot of
bluster but very little death. When the Firym duel there is very
little bluster and a whole lot of death. So Jani mocked him and
refused to duel and made a remark that a monkey with a salad fork
could best Kadan and he wasn’t worth drawing steel for.” She
paused, fighting back another wave of laughter. “So Jani said he
would prove it and the next time he visited he brought a cute
little monkey with him. Everyone in the village knew about it at
this point so the crowd was immense. My brother blustered and
warned Jani that if he didn’t end the charade he will soon have a
dead monkey. Jani just simply nodded and handed the little monkey a
fork.” Her words were getting harder to understand as the laughter
grew once more.

“So my monkey proceeded to bounce from wall
to wall dodging between legs, running up his back, and stabbing
Kadan at every possible opportunity. By the time the fiasco was
over my monkey was out of breath and Kadan was bleeding from dozens
of fork wounds,” Havoc finished with a smile. “Kes is the only one
that I let in on the joke, though. Everyone else believes it was
truly just a trained monkey,” he added with a chuckle.

“My mother laughed so hard from the monkey
that beer came out her nose,” Kes said, her voice still filled with
laughter. “It was barely three days after that incident that she
approved Jani’s suit for my hand, and then the bastard joined the
Fionaveir.” The laughter died and she gave a heavy sigh, shaking
her head at Havoc who in turn ignored her.

“How in the hell did you convince Finn to
allow himself to be transformed into a monkey?” Victory asked in
disbelief. He was curious about the betrothal as well, but knew
Havoc well enough to leave the topic alone.

“I blackmailed him,” Havoc replied with a
shrug. “Needless to say Kadan will not be pleased to see me, but
I’ll refrain from reminding him publicly that a monkey defeated him
in a duel.”

“Wait, Kadandelvayan?” Victory asked as the
name at last sank in.

“That would be the one,” Havoc agreed with a
smirk.

“You are the High Lord’s daughter?” Victory
asked, looking toward Kes with a raised eyebrow.

“Adopted, but yes. My father was a favored
warrior of Lord Delvayon. When he died fighting the Rivasans, the
Lord adopted me and took my mother in,” Kes explained. “That’s
probably something I should warn you about, Jani. You won’t talk my
father down, Kadan either. Not that Kadan would be likely to listen
to you anyway. The Rivasans have been pushing us for a while.
Personally I think that after you speak with my house you won’t
want to talk them down anymore, either one of you.”

“Why would we abandon our mission of peace?”
Victory asked. He wasn’t sure what she meant about the Rivasans’
pushing them, but that answer could wait until he spoke with the
High Lord. As far as he understood from his history lessons, war
between these two nations was as common as snow in the winter. The
reason could be as simple as an insult between the houses and they
would war over it. He couldn’t fathom a reason he would be drawn
into the nonsense, though, not with the current troubles the world
already faced. The matter with the Blights outweighed personal
insult as far as he was concerned.

“Because the Rivasans have your envoy. Our
spies reported his capture last night. He didn’t make it thirty
miles into the land before they had him, and from the reports they
are not playing nicely with him,” Kes replied, her words pulling
him back from his contemplation like the crack of a whip.

Victory frowned heavily and Avalanche slowed
to a stop. “Havoc, do you realize who they sent into Rivasa?” he
asked.

Slowing his own horse Havoc turned in his
saddle and studied Victory’s expression carefully. “By the look on
your face, it’s bad,” he said with a sigh.

“They sent Remedy in. Symphony will have to
be warned of this,” Victory replied.

“Bloody, buggering hell. Of all the damned
agents they could send they pick the single one our future Empress
is in love with.” Havoc sighed heavily and nodded thanks to Kes.
“Thank you for letting us know. This does indeed change things.
Looks like I will get to kill some Rivasans after all.” He kept the
excitement out of his tone but Victory didn’t miss the large smile
growing on his face as he turned back in the saddle once more.

With an inward sigh of his own, he prepared a
mental link with Symphony and tried to think of the gentlest way to
break the news to her. The Fionaveir were despised in Rivana.
Remedy had taken a huge risk by accepting the mission and had
likely already paid for it with his life. The Rivana justice system
worked with swift efficiency.

He could see the twin gates of Valemuir
looming ahead of them in the distance. He had perhaps two miles
remaining to determine exactly what his approach was going to be
with High Lord Rendelvayan. He would have to have his plan set by
the time they arrived. Rendelvayan wasn’t known for his patience.
Symphony had sent him to make peace, but with Remedy held prisoner
or possibly dead, those plans would most certainly change.
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Shade balanced himself carefully on top of
the cage, the thick bundle of meat tucked precariously under one
arm. Taking care to watch his footing, he moved to the center of
the thick black bars and examined his prizes below. The trap was a
rough one to be sure, but by his count he had captured close to
twenty goblins despite that fact.

The creatures milled below him snarling and
growling up at him. They were quite possibly the ugliest creatures
on Sanctuary he decided. The tallest in the cage stood perhaps
three and a half feet tall and was an impressive specimen for the
race. It’s muscular body was thick and the ink black skin was slick
with oil. The creature paced below him, it’s small black eyes
locked on him and glittering with malice. A low growl began to
emanate from the goblin as Shade studied it and it gnashed it’s
oversized fangs in frustration as it crouched to jump.

“I don’t think so, buddy,” Shade warned, and
adjusted himself to a better balance. The creatures were small in
size but fierce in nature. If he lost his balance now they would
tear him apart before he could even consider using a spell.
Lowering the package carefully he balanced it across his knees and
unfolded the cloth. It had taken him nearly an hour to prepare the
meat with the alchemical surprise inside.

The largest creature caught the scent of
blood and began to snarl louder, stretching it’s hands toward the
ceiling in a vain attempt to reach him or the package. Shade
regarded the talons inches from his foot and frowned at the goblin.
“So, patience isn’t a strong virtue. Got it,” he muttered and
dropped a large chunk of meat to the creature.

It dove for the morsel as did several others.
Within moments, they were locked in combat with one another, little
black bodies flailing with talons and fangs flashing. Shaking his
head with a sigh he quickly began dropping more meat into the cage
hoping they would give up the fight over the first morsel at the
sight of more food.

“We have a problem,” Charm’s voice came from
beside the ship. Shade glanced up from the fight and regarded the
rogue with a raised eyebrow. He hadn’t heard him approach, but then
that was nothing new. He never heard Charm approach. “The Rivasans
have captured our envoy,” Charm explained, his gaze going briefly
to the goblin’s squabble.

“My money is on the little one with the scar
down his back. Nasty little bugger,” Shade said and rose slowly.
With careful steps he made his way to the edge of the cage and
dropped down lightly to the ground. “I’m not sure who they sent to
Rivana, but it was a foolish thing to do. There was no way they
would listen to a Fionaveir.”

“He was traveling in secret to speak with
Lord Hexian,” Charm explained with a sigh.

“Gee, I wonder if the villagers turned him
in?” Shade said dryly as he began to wipe the blood from the meat
off his hands. “Look, I’m sorry, Charm, but your friend is likely
dead. The Rivana law is rather brutal.”

Charm ignored the jibe and continued. “I
believe you met the envoy before we left the Fionahold, his name is
Remedy,” he said. Shade slowed in his task and dropped the cloth
onto the wing of his ship.

“The incredibly nice one with minty breath,”
Shade said with a slow nod.

“The incredibly nice councilor with minty
breath,” Charm corrected.

“Do you have any indication that he might
still be alive?” Shade asked with a hint of hope in his voice. In
truth, he had liked the man a great deal. Remedy had been kind and
easy to speak to. The more important aspect however was that it had
been obvious how much Symphony had liked the man.

“Symphony believes he is,” Charm replied, his
eyes once again going to the goblins who were still snarling and
tearing at each other.

“No insult meant, Charm, but do you have any
reason other than Symphony’s hopes?” Shade asked, his tone filled
with sympathy.

Charm nodded slowly and returned his gaze to
Shade. “Remedy has value to House Avanti. I don’t think Lord Rivasa
would kill him without contacting Avanti first. He was captured
recently and I think Avanti will want him alive.”

“Well then, help me get this cage loaded and
we’ll see what we can do,” Shade said with a slight nod and opened
the cargo hatch to the spell hawk.

“You mean to take them with us?” Charm asked,
his tone filled with shock.

“Well I’m not going to go through the trouble
of catching them all over again,” Shade replied, shaking his head.
“I still need about forty more of them. To release these would be
stupid,” he added and glanced toward Charm. Realizing quickly that
the rogue had no intention of helping, Shade sighed and with a
quick spell levitated the cage.

“I really don’t think we should take them,”
Charm objected.

“You don’t have to catch them again if we
release them, I do. So we are taking them,” Shade snapped as he
maneuvered the cage into the ship. With practiced hands he chained
the cage in place and stepped back off the ship, closing the hatch
behind him.

Pausing by Charm he considered his ship and
then looked to the rogue. “You know Rivana has spell hawks as well.
I won’t be able to just fly into the city,” he warned.

“I know, first things first. We need to
acquire more information. We don’t even know that he is truly alive
beyond my suspicions,” Charm replied.

“OK, so first stop is Kedravon. If we are
going to find gossip anywhere it will be in their capital,” Shade
agreed and headed for the front of the ship. Charm gave a slight
nod and followed. “I know Kedravon decently well. My father was
rather close friends with Lord Rivasa when it was convenient to
him. I can get us close but we will have to approach the city on
foot. It shouldn’t be too hard, though. The last time I was there
the guard was light.”

“They are preparing for war with Delvay.
Kedravon will be brimming with soldiers,” Charm corrected mildly as
they stepped into the ship.

Shade shook his head in disagreement. “No,
they will have them at Bladeview,” he said and dropped into his
pilot seat.

“Bladeview?” Charm asked.

“Border fortress,” Shade answered, a bit
distractedly, his attention focused on the controls before him.

Nodding, Charm dropped into the passenger
seat and tapped his fingers on the arm rests. “If he is alive, how
difficult will it be to get him out? You seem to know the Rivasans’
lands better than I do.”

“Virtually impossible. If he is alive, they
will have him in the cells below the fortress in Kedravon. The
wards there are thick, the guard is heavy, and the floor is lined
with Barllen. The only prayer we really have is if they plan to
publicly execute him and we can pull him from the gallows,” Shade
explained.

“They hang people in Rivana?” Charm asked in
disbelief. “Hanging won’t kill the average immortal. It seems like
they would have a more effective method.”

“They hang them with chains and slow roast
them in Hellfire. I’ve seen one execution in Rivana and I vomited
on my father’s shoes at the sight. They eviscerated the poor
bastard and then cooked him. I was seven or eight at the time and
had nightmares for weeks afterward. I can still hear the screams
when I think about it, and the smell,” he shuddered slightly at the
memory. The smell had easily been the worst. The oily black smoke
had tainted everything with its stench and hours later he had still
been able to smell the dead man on his clothes.

“What crime did he commit to earn a death
like that?” Charm asked quietly.

“He struck a guard,” Shade replied and kept
his gaze fixed on the view screen. There had been more to the
crime, of course. The guard in question had found too much interest
in the man’s daughter. The man had defended his family and died for
it. He remembered objecting to his father about the crime and he
clearly remembered the look on Myth’s face. That was the first time
his father had ever looked at him with disgust. He shook himself
back from the memory and glanced at Charm. “I’m sure the punishment
for being Fionaveir is much worse than striking a guard. I have no
idea how they will kill your friend but it will be horrible.”

Charm nodded his understanding but remained
silent. Shade couldn’t really blame him, though. He hadn’t felt
much like talking when he thought the Rivasans had Jala, either.
Better a friend be dead than in the black cells under the Kedravon
Fortress.

 


* * *

 


Shade circled the city by several miles and
landed the ship carefully in a small ravine. He had counted nearly
twelve spell hawks on patrol near the borders, but had managed to
evade the notice of all of them. It paid to have a dull grey ship
at times, it was much easier to blend in with cloud cover. He
leaned back in his seat as the ship powered off and looked over at
Charm. The rogue had been silent for most of the flight, no doubt
worried about his friend.

“I’m not familiar with Kedravon’s layout. I
don’t suppose you have a map?” Charm said quietly.

“I don’t, sorry. Look Charm, I can do the
scouting here. There is no need for both of us to go,” Shade
offered. He wasn’t sure if the rogue would take him up on the offer
but he had to try. There was a good chance they would learn that
Remedy was already dead and there was no sense in both of them
risking their lives for news of a corpse.

“I will not over-react if the news is bad,”
Charm assured him and stood slowly.

“That’s not what I was saying,” Shade
objected and followed Charm from the ship. The dry heat hit the
moment his foot touched the ground and he shook his head. It was
always hot in Rivana and today it seemed positively horrible. It
would be a miserable walk to Kedravon, there was no question about
it. “I was saying I could fly there and be back with news by the
time we walked there together,” Shade explained, his eyes roving
the sky above. It was close to twilight now, the damned heat should
be dying down.

Charm seemed to consider the option and
nodded slowly. “That does make more sense, but I don’t like the
thought of sending you in alone.”

Shade grinned and shrugged at his partner.
“Look at it this way, if they capture me, I have value to Morcaillo
so they will likely toss me into the cell next to Remedy.”

Charm gave him a dry look. “Not reassuring
and not funny,” he said quietly.

“It should be. No one in Rivana knows I’m
Changeling. If they toss me in a cell beside Remedy, I’ll be able
to get us both out before morning,” Shade grinned wider and
examined the sky again. “If you decide soon if we are both going,
or if I’m going, that is.”

“You go, I will wait. If you aren’t back by
morning I’ll come for you,” Charm said, though by his tone he
wasn’t happy about the decision at all.

“I will be back well before morning, Charm,”
Shade assured him and began to shift his form. It felt strange to
actually use his gift in front of another person. For his entire
life, he had been warned not to. Within moments he fluttered wings
and hopped lightly away from his ship. Twisting his head around, he
examined the form and cocked his head at Charm.

“A Raven, how perfectly fitting for this
land. The Aspects know there is certainly enough death here,” Charm
said with a faint nod.

Shade gave a loud caw of agreement and pushed
himself into the air, his wings beating heavily as he gained
altitude. Kedraven was barely three miles away by flight and a
Raven wouldn’t be considered an odd sight at all. He resisted the
urge to look back at his ship and found himself hoping Charm would
think to camouflage it. A spell hawk in a ravine would be
considered a very odd sight.

 


* * *

 


“We should execute him at once. He is
Fionaveir,” a woman’s voice rose from the window. Shade moved
cautiously toward the opening, hoping to get a look at the speaker.
Spying such as he was doing now was tricky. While it wasn’t unusual
for a bird to land on a window ledge, it was unusual for the bird
to take notice of conversations. With well-honed practice, he
mimicked the movements of a Raven and cocked his head just enough
to give him a glimpse of the speakers. At the very least, he knew
Remedy still lived. If he was lucky, they would tell him where he
was.

“Avanti has offered us a great deal for this
one. Apparently there is some kind of scandal surrounding this
particular ruffian,” Lord Rivasa said. He was seated in an
oversized chair near the far wall. As usual, his clothing was
garish and by his expression he was very pleased with the
situation. His attention was focused on the woman standing across
from him and he didn’t even spare a glance toward the window.

“We dare not risk keeping a Fionaveir alive
here. What if more come? We cannot afford the disruption now. Too
many wheels are already in motion,” the woman said, frustration
filling her voice. She paced as she spoke, her head bent as if in
thought. Shade watched patiently, waiting for her to turn to face
the window or at least give him a decent view of her profile. From
this vantage all he could make out was the dark color of her dress
and long pale hair. The voice was not a familiar one, but then he
didn’t know most of the noble courts by voice alone. If he could
get a decent look at her he could determine how legitimate this
conversation was. There was a possibility she was no one of
significance and so the High Lord wouldn’t bother sharing further
information with her. If that was the case, then he needed to find
others speaking of Remedy. That in itself wouldn’t be difficult.
The city was likely awash in conversation about the captured
Fionaveir. The trick was finding someone talking that was important
enough to know facts instead of gossip.

“We won’t be keeping him long,” Lord Rivasa
assured the woman.

“Then we will be executing him soon?” she
asked, turning fully to face the High Lord. She was tall and blond
with features that screamed Elder Blood. She was also a complete
stranger to Shade’s eyes. He stored the image away carefully in his
mind. By the way she was speaking to Lord Rivasa and by the way she
held herself, she had to be someone. Perhaps Charm would know
who.

Lord Rivasa shook his head slowly and seemed
to be growing bored with the conversation. His eyes were locked on
the woman’s tight laced gown. “No, the Avanti will be arriving
tomorrow to retrieve him,” he said casually, his voice distracted.
“Surely there are other things that would entertain you better than
talk of a prisoner,” he offered in what Shade was sure was meant to
be an enticing voice.

Carefully Shade maneuvered back from the
window in the slow hopping gate of a bird. He couldn’t take flight
directly in front of them. Even Lord Rivasa would notice a Raven
flying at night.

 


* * *

 


Charm paced back and forth by the ship, his
eyes flicking from Shade to the distant glow of Kedravon. “Are you
sure it was legitimate?” he asked for the third time.

“I don’t know who she was but yes I believe
it was legitimate,” Shade replied patiently for the third time.

“How in the bloody hell are we going to get
him out of there with Rivana and Avanti guards? Do you think it
would be easier to get him from the Avanti lands?” he paused in his
pacing and turned to stare at Shade.

Shade shook his head slowly. “No, we want him
before he gets to Avanti,” he began and chewed on his lip as he
thought it through. “They won’t use magic to transport him. There
is too much risk that someone might steal him that way. They will
use spell hawks. From the way Rivasa talked, Avanti wants him
badly. Can you explain that for me, please Charm? Why exactly does
Avanti want a particular Fionaveir so badly?”

“Remedy is a bastard of House Avanti. I’m not
sure exactly who his mother was beyond relation to Lord Avanti, but
I know she ran off with a soldier from Han’shy. The Avanti hunted
them down and killed the soldier in the process. Lutheron managed
to save the woman by happenstance and helped her escape,” Charm
explained.

“Lutheron?” Shade asked with a raised eyebrow
and snorted in amusement. “He really didn’t strike me as the damsel
in distress sort.”

“It was more like opportunity to kill Avanti,
but he did save the woman in the process,” Charm said and his gaze
returned to the city. “I’ve known Remedy since he was a babe at his
mother’s breast, Shade. I will not leave him in there.” His voice
was firm, as was the look in his pale blue eyes.

“Do you think you can get on the Avanti
transport without being noticed?” Shade asked as he dropped
cross-legged to the ground. Leaning back on one arm, he lit a
cigarette and stared up at his partner.

Charm considered the question and nodded
slowly. “It’s not the getting on it that would be rough, it’s the
getting back off that will be difficult. Remedy will be wounded and
I doubt I will have opportunity to heal him, so he should be
considered incapacitated and not factored into planning,” Charm
frowned and shook his head. “Loading a prisoner will draw a crowd.
There is no way I can get him off the ship and away from his guards
with a crowd present.”

Shade grinned up at him and took a long drag
from his cigarette. “We aren’t going to remove him on the ground
Charm. All you have to do is get on the transport and find him. We
will remove him enroute.”

“How?” Charm asked, his gaze dropping once
more to Shade.

Shade exhaled the smoke into little rings and
smiled again. “I’m still working that part out. Don’t worry,
though, I’ll have it figured out by morning. I have no doubts the
ship will be warded against teleportation spells so you will need
to be in the city when the ship arrives. Keep a mental link with me
so I know when to move.”

Charm’s eyes narrowed and a frown grew on his
face. “I’m going to call you insane from this plan aren’t I?” he
asked, his voice cautious.

“Most likely, but then you generally do, so
there is no big surprise. Better get to walking Charm,” Shade
replied lazily. He knew his plan was possible. There were just a
few minor details that he would need to know before he could
determine how possible it was, such as how many would be flying
escort for the transport. Charm didn’t need to worry about that now
though. It was clear the rogue was already worried enough.

He waited until the rogue was out of sight
and rose, slowly stretching. Dropping the cigarette butt on the
ground in front of him he crushed it with his boot and examined the
spell hawk with a considering look. There were advantages to having
built The Shade himself. He knew her secrets and he knew
what she was capable of. He walked over to the ship and ran a hand
lovingly along one of the wings.

“Time to get some fangs milady,” he murmured
and pulled a lower panel from the wing revealing brackets that had
never seen use. He hadn’t actually considered ever using this
feature of his ship when he built her. With a final glance to
assure himself Charm was indeed well on his way to Kedravon, Shade
moved into the ship. Sighing heavily, he moved two panels from the
floor and pulled a heavy metal crate from beneath it. The hinges
squeaked in protest as he opened it and admired the contents. The
long barrels gleamed faintly in the ship’s light. Reaching down he
lifted one of the weapons out for inspection. He hadn’t even
glanced at the guns since the day he had loaded them into his ship.
It was strictly forbidden by all lands for a civilian ship to mount
weapons. But it was strictly forbidden to fly without a locator as
well. With a grim smile he replaced the gun and shut the case
again.

It was only fair that he have these weapons
on his ship. He had, after all, helped his father perfect the
method of making them. The premise behind them was so simple he was
amazed that no one else had thought to implement it. Simple runes
lined the inner barrel, trapping air and gradually increasing the
pressure. When activated, the air released, shooting whatever
ammunition one had on hand, flying at terrifying speed toward the
chosen target. Overall it was easily countered with wards of
protection, if one used normal ammunition that is. Shade however
had no intention of using mundane ammunitions.

He stood quickly, his decision made. Within
moments, he had his tool box and the weapons case outside. If he
worked quickly he could have all the weapons mounted and
functioning by morning, and he had a feeling he would need all of
them. A moment’s hesitation gave him pause as he considered the
implications of weapons on his ship. Once he took her into battle,
The Shade would be branded as much as he himself was.
Strange that the thought of dying as an outlaw didn’t faze him
nearly as much as the thought of his ship being destroyed. He let
loose a long sigh and shook his head. He didn’t have time for this
if Remedy was going to be rescued.
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Jala barely dodged as the fire grazed past
her shields. She had failed the counter spell entirely and hadn’t
had time to deflect it. A loud concussive boom resounded off the
wall behind her as the full force of the Flame bolt struck it. She
heard Neph mutter a curse and prepared herself for the ranting that
would follow. With a heavy sigh she moved back into position and
shifted back into a ready stance.

“Could you explain where your mind is
wandering to, today?” Neph snapped as he glowered at her. A glower
on Neph’s handsome face was as intimidating as Finn with drawn
swords. The combination of his tall muscular frame and his black
leathers already granted him enough menace without the dark
expression. He shook his head in disgust and ran a hand through his
tousled blond hair. While in others that action usually signified
frustration, in Neph it signified his temper was extremely
frayed.

“Did you know Finn is dueling?” she asked,
guessing that would satisfy him and he wouldn’t press her further.
In truth it was a combination of many things - Finn dueling, Finn’s
association with Hemlock, and her concern for Emily. She hadn’t
heard from the Blight all afternoon and even Marrow didn’t know
where the child was.

“The entire fucking city knows Finn is
dueling. Since he killed Kithkanon, it has become fashionable to
watch him kill people,” Neph growled and paced back a few more
steps. “We are going to try something a bit rougher on you. Check
your shields and make sure they are good,” he ordered and flexed
his hands limbering the fingers.

Obediently she checked her spell shields and
nodded, once she was satisfied they were still up and holding well.
“What do you have in mind?” she asked, already guessing she
wouldn’t like the answer.

“A legitimate fight. No more of this tossing
things gently at you. If you are determined to be distracted
tonight, I’ll remind you why you need to focus on me. Recite the
three rules for me,” Neph said, his voice still harsh with
annoyance.

“Use the opposite of your opponent’s spell
for the best effect,” she said calmly. That had been Neph’s first
lesson and it was drilled so far into her mind that she would never
forget it. If someone so much as lit a cigarette near her now she
had a water spell ready. “Counter the spell if you can, rather than
deflecting,” she continued. That too was heavily ingrained in her
from the few deflections she hadn’t gotten quite right. If you
didn’t master the angle with perfection the spell could still graze
you and certain spells hurt even if you did have shields up. Force
magic, for example, one of Neph’s favorite weapons, would hit you
like a club with or without a shield.

“And? Are you planning to take half the night
to recite it?” Neph snapped again and she frowned at him.
Apparently his temper was very frayed and surely it wasn’t all from
her being distracted. She was almost always distracted with
something and he never got this upset over it.

“Is something wrong Neph?” she asked in
concern.

“Beyond the fact that you haven’t recited the
final rule?” he growled and motioned with his hand for her to
continue.

“Use the simplest magic possible. No one ever
expects something simple and it will save your energy,” she
finished, still watching his expression which hadn’t lessened from
a scowl in the least.

“Ready?” he asked, as a bolt of lightning
erupted from his hand.

Startled Jala blinked and then hastily
deflected the spell at the last moment. The edge of the bolt grazed
her shield and she felt her muscles contract briefly. Neph had
never attacked without being sure she was ready before. She opened
her mouth to speak and realized he was already throwing another
bolt. Apparently there wasn’t going to be a respite here.

Do not think so much. React to him, don’t
analyze him, Marrow said.

“React to him,” Jala repeated quietly as she
deflected the next bolt as well and felt the lightning energy
course through her again. Her muscles clenched once more and she
fought down the wave of pain. With a deep breath she began her
first spell and tried to focus on instincts instead of rational
thought. Fire coursed down her fingers as she hurled the Flame bolt
at Neph’s head and she felt her irritation grow as the mage
countered it easily.

“Pathetic,” Neph muttered, his next two
spells already rushing toward her. The first was a Force bolt,
impossible to see beyond a shimmer in the air. The second, close on
its heels was an Ice bolt. No opposite magic for the first spell
then.

She fumbled the counter on the first one and
the force bolt hit her directly in the center. Her shield held but
she was still knocked back several feet, her sandaled feet digging
grooves in the loose sand. Pain lanced through her ribs from the
impact but she kept her focus and managed to counter the Ice bolt
just before it hit. Her victory however was short-lived as Neph
already had another spell on the way. It was easy to understand how
he had won the mage duels at the Spring Games so many years in a
row. Despite what he had said, she knew he was taking it easier on
her than he did other opponents.

Stop thinking so much! Marrow scolded
once more.

Jala frowned and hastily countered Neph’s
latest assault and tried once again to quiet her thoughts. With the
rate he was throwing spells, she wasn’t sure how she was going to
get a spell in edgewise. She was barely managing to counter
them.

The ground beneath her dropped suddenly and
she felt her heart lurch. Frantically she cast a levitate and felt
Neph’s Force bolt hit her hard from above forcing her down into the
crater he had made. Spots danced before her eyes from the impact
and she felt her shields falter. Desperately she tried to regain
her focus as another Force bolt hit her in the chest smashing her
back against the dirt. Her shields collapsed entirely and her
temper flared. Neph had never been so brutal before and he wasn’t
even letting her catch her breath between hits. At this rate she
would be laying on one of Rose’s healing tables by morning. With a
snarl she spit dirt from her mouth and tried to ignore the protests
from her injured body.

“Cassia would slaughter you in a duel,” Neph
called as two more Ice bolts hurtled toward her.

He is right, Marrow agreed sadly and
her temper snapped.

With another snarl, she countered the bolts
without a second thought and sent a series of Windblades flying
toward Neph. Of all of the battle spells Neph had taught her so
far, the Windblade was her favorite. They were hard to spot and
lethally effective. The razor thin sheets of compressed air were by
far one the most dangerous spells she had to call upon. Moving
forward she threw spell after spell as he had done to her. Ice bolt
and then Flame bolt followed with a flurry of Windblades. With luck
she would keep him as off balance as he had her for the first part
of the fight. She felt her pulse quicken as she pressed him and a
sense of euphoria washed over her. Her fingers flexed and twisted
with each complicated casting and it was like a dance for her. He
returned fire with far less frequency than he had and she countered
the spells as they neared not bothering to raise her shields again.
She didn’t need shields, this was her calling, to fight. To kill.
The thought froze her in mid cast and Neph’s next spell hit her
hard sending her crashing to the Arena floor. Her mind fogged as
pain lanced through her chest and shoulder. Without shields it was
a wonder the spell hadn’t killed her with that direct of a hit.

“Fuck, Jala, what happened? I thought you had
finally found the trance and then you just froze!” Neph demanded as
he dropped to the ground beside her and began patting her shoulder
roughly.

I’m on fire, she realized dimly and nodded
stupidly at the realization. That would explain why it hurts so
bloody much. She tried to summon words to answer him but her voice
caught in her throat. Spots danced before her eyes and the massive
white walls of the arena seemed to blur, blending momentarily with
the twilight sky. She blinked rapidly, trying to focus and the sky
shifted once more above her.

“Jala, can you hear me?” Neph asked, his
expression growing frantic.

She nodded faintly and gasped for air, her
throat felt raw. I must have had my mouth open before it hit, she
realized slowly. A low moan escaped her lips and the sound sent
lances of pain through her.

“Can you heal yourself or do I need to get
Rose?” he asked, staring down at her, a faint sheen of panic hid in
the deep blue depths of his eyes.

“I …,” she began but broke off as the word
tore at her throat. Her gaze was locked on the sky above and the
clouds that refused to return to normal. She blinked again,
wondering if she could heal her eyes if needed as unfocused as she
was.

Shall I fetch Rose? Marrow asked. He
was beside her she realized and wondered how she had failed to
notice a three hundred pound cat approach.

Slowly she shook her head, “No,” and
instantly regretted the movement. She took a deep breath and called
on the healing magic sending it coursing through her charred flesh.
A wave of dizziness washed over her as the worst of the pain faded.
No matter how hard she tried she could not tear her gaze from the
sky. With effort, her breathing slowly returning to normal.

“Neph,” she said, her voice quavering. She
forced her eyes to meet his.

The mage was staring down at her with a bit
of glassiness to his pale blue eyes. He was biting down hard on his
lower lip as he watched her. At the sound of her voice he leaned
closer, a bit of relief showing in his expression. “Yes? Damn it,
Jala, I’m sorry. I thought you had shields up,” his voice was rough
as he spoke.

She shook her head and waved a hand at him
dismissing his guilt. “Don’t worry about it, it was my fault,” she
said, her voice regaining some of its strength. “But Neph, is the
sky really turning red or do I need to repair damage to my eyes,”
she waved a hand feebly in the direction of the sky and watched as
the crimson colored clouds grew above her.

Neph blinked once and then looked up. She
watched silently as the blood slowly drained from his face. He
licked his lips and then looked back down at her quickly. Without
checking to see if the healing was complete, he looped an arm
behind her shoulders and picked her up. “We have to get to
Sovann’s,” he whispered, his gaze flicking once more to the
cloud.

“What does it mean?” she asked in complete
confusion. Neither Sovann or Neph had ever mentioned such a spell
to her before. Her mind slid back to Merro and a black cloud that
had been summoned with magic and she shuddered.

“It means the Barrier around Sanctuary has
been activated. I thought that thing was a fucking joke. I didn’t
realize it was real,” Neph explained as he carried her quickly
toward a transport arch.

“I can walk Neph,” she protested, but he
ignored her. With a sigh she looked down to Marrow who paced
quickly beside them.

What does that mean? Barrier on
Sanctuary, I don’t understand, Marrow said with worry in his
voice.

“I don’t know,” she replied and looked up to
Neph’s pale face. The Mage normally had a fair complexion but at
the present moment he looked like an albino. “Neph, what does that
mean?”

“It means the Justicars are entirely in
control of the city right now, but I don’t understand how it
happened. As far as I understood from the legends, the Barrier
needs the consent and signet rings of a majority of the council.
Even counting all of their votes and the few that might have sided
with them there aren’t enough to raise the Barrier,” Neph explained
and slid to a stop by the archway.

Carefully he lowered her to the ground but
kept one arm on her shoulder as he activated the transport. Marrow
pushed in quickly against her leg and the familiar sense of vertigo
washed over her as they reappeared in the Merro district.

“What does it do? The Barrier, that is,” she
asked, her gaze once again rising to the cloud that was now mostly
covering the city. It seemed to roil above them like a
thunderstorm, the crimson fog pulsing as if alive.

Neph was staring upwards as well and his
voice was faint when he spoke. “It prevents leaving the city by any
means. We can’t escape by magic or spell hawk, or even a ship if we
wanted to risk the Serpents. We are effectively trapped here with
Lord Commander Kellis in complete control. The Barrier will weaken
our magic Jala. It will weaken our spells and feed the energy to
the Justicars. The Barrier was designed with the idea that the
Justicars would be protecting the city and wouldn’t be
corrupt.”

She nodded slowly, remembering her trial and
the look of contempt Kellis had given her, and the smile he had
offered Lord Morcaillo. She swallowed heavily and looked back
toward the inner city. “What about Finn and Valor and the others?”
she asked. It was possible that Wisp was already in this district.
She had been helping Sovann most nights. She knew Finn and Valor
were still at the Arena in the area reserved for blades. As of Jail
she couldn’t even guess where he might be.

What about Emily? Marrow asked her,
his concern clear in his voice and through their link.

Emily should be safe enough. The Justicars
don’t know about her yet. It’s the ones they can see we have to
worry about, and Kellis hates Finn, Jala replied.

“I contacted them and warned them. I hope
they will take me seriously. At the very least Finn will show up
here if for nothing more than to retrieve you. I told him we would
wait at Sovann’s. I’m not sure the Academy is safe right now,” Neph
replied and nodded in the direction of Sovann’s warehouse.

She gave another quick glance toward the
inner city and moved to follow Neph. “Let luck bring them safely to
us Fortune,” she whispered.

Neph gave a slight nod in agreement. Of all
of her friends he was the only one that showed any signs of
religion. “Let Fortune watch over us as well. There is nothing
saying Kellis won’t send men in here after you. He has once before,
after all,” Neph muttered and quickened his pace, glancing back to
make sure she was keeping up.

“I didn’t fight last time. I would this time
around,” Jala told him and the words brought the earlier thought
back to her mind. This is your calling, to fight, to kill.
It had seemed like her thought at the time, but now she wasn’t so
sure, the idea of killing had never been appealing to her. Though
if it wasn’t her thought, she wasn’t sure where it would have come
from. Now wasn’t the time to worry over such things, though. The
Barrier and the safety of her friends was more than enough to be
concerned over.

 


* * *

 


The sound of low voices from the inner rooms
greeted them as Neph quietly pushed open the door to the warehouse.
It had changed drastically since the last time Jala had been here
and she looked around the entry hall in amazement. The dingy wooden
walls had been freshly painted a crisp white and the air smelled
clean and pleasant. She followed Neph as he made his way into the
main room, her eyes roving curiously over the new additions as they
walked. It was evident Wisp had a hand in the improvements as
curtains now covered the windows and occasional paintings dotted
the once bare walls.

The voices died abruptly as she stepped into
the room and she looked up sharply to find her friends staring at
her in dismay. Wisp’s eyes were nearly the size of saucers as she
crossed the room quickly to Jala’s side.

“What happened?” The little Fae demanded as
she tugged the charred remains of Jala’s dress back into a more
modest covering. Jala glanced down at herself and gave a snort of
amusement wondering how many people had seen the charred remains of
Lady Merrodin stumbling through the streets. That was likely to be
interesting gossip tomorrow.

“Her shields dropped during our duel,” Neph
explained and seemed intent on explaining further but Sovann cut
him off sharply.

“You set my sister-in-law on fire?” Sovann
demanded, rising from the chair he had been lounging in.

“Are you OK, Jala?” Joseph asked from the far
corner of the room.

Jala nodded slightly and smiled warmly at
him. She hadn’t had a chance to see much of him since she had saved
him from Finn at the Pits, but from what Sovann said, he was doing
well here. One of these days she would have a chance to sit and
talk with him, she promised herself. Though by the pile of ledgers
stacked on the table before him it was clear that he was just as
busy as she was. Isador sat at the table as well, with a paper held
loosely in her hand. The Fionaveir’s full attention was focused on
her right now, though, with an expression of concern.

“It was a spell duel, Sovann, but never mind
that right now we have bigger troubles,” Neph replied sounding
irritated at being interrupted.

“I think setting Jala on fire is a rather big
issue,” Sovann pressed. He had crossed the room now and was closely
examining her alongside Wisp.

“Really, I’m fine,” Jala assured them as she
tried to back away from the combined prodding.

“Finn is going to see it as a rather big
issue,” Wisp said to Neph, the look of disapproval written clearly
on her normally smiling face.

“It was not intentional, but we have bigger
issues,” Neph continued still trying to inform them of the
Barrier.

“I can’t believe you were so careless Neph,”
Sovann cut in again and Neph responded with a growl. Grabbing
Sovann roughly Neph drug him to the window and tore the curtain
down. Sovann struggled briefly against the bigger mage’s grip but
subsided as Neph grabbed him under the chin and forced him to look
up at the crimson sky.

Wisp ceased her prodding examination as
Sovann stared blankly out the window, his body limp in Neph’s
grasp. “What is it?” Wisp asked as she released Jala and made her
way to the window.

“Our bigger problem,” Neph said, pointing up
to the clouds.

Jala watched Isador and Joseph cross the room
as well and waited patiently for the realization to settle on her
friends. Joseph simply seemed confused as she had been, but the
other three were as pale as milk.

“How did they get majority?” Isador
whispered. She above all, had reason to be terrified. If the
Justicars found her in the city they would kill her without
question, simply for the tattoos she bore, and now she had no hope
of escape.

“I have no idea,” Neph admitted and moved
back to stand by Jala. With a slight frown he looked her over and
motioned toward the back room. “It might spare me a fight with your
husband if you would consider changing clothes,” he suggested
quietly.

Jala nodded her agreement and smiled at
Sovann. “I’m going to borrow your bath again Sovann,” she informed
him and crossed the room wondering if she would be able to hear the
conversation despite the walls. She didn’t really want to miss this
discussion, but Neph was right, she did need to change before Finn
arrived.

“What are we going to do?” Wisp asked, her
voice faint with shock.

“Stay here for now, I don’t know if the
school is safe,” Neph answered, his voice strong and steady. He had
apparently recovered quickly from his own shock.

“Agreed. I don’t think any of us should be in
the inner city until we know more about what is going on,” Sovann
said.

She closed the door to the bathroom and
looked down at Marrow who was pacing along the wall. The Bendazzi
kept turning his direction toward the inner city as if he could
sense the Blight from this distance.

“I’m sure she will be OK,” Jala offered,
though she had been worried about the child herself all day.

I do not care for the feeling of being
trapped. Adjusting to the city was hard enough when it wasn’t a
cage for all of us, The Bendazzi’s voice was a low growl in her
mind and agitation coursed through their link.

“I can’t say that I care much for the thought
either,” she admitted, pausing in front of a mirror to look at
herself. The skin on her right side was bright pink on her shoulder
and face. Turning her head from side to side she examined the
extent of the damage to her hair and sighed, the mulberry curls
were singed badly and much shorter on the right side. She frowned
at the reflection, she knew she could fix the skin with a simple
healing but she wasn’t sure about the hair. Pulling lightly on the
magic she repaired the discoloring to her skin and turned toward
the bath tub. If it was only her hair damaged perhaps Finn wouldn’t
be too upset. Slipping into the hot water she leaned back and
closed her eyes trying to ignore the agitated Bendazzi as well as
the other concerns gnawing at her mind. She focused on her link
with Finn and found anger and concern. At least she knew he was
alive.

Are you well? Is the duel over? she
asked him hoping the mental link wouldn’t distract him if the fight
wasn’t over.

There was no fight. It was a trap. The
Justicars were waiting at the Arena, though Valor and I both
managed to evade their attention. I’m not sure what grounds they
were planning to arrest me on but I’m sure I’ll find out soon
enough, Finn answered.

Are you safe now? she asked him, her
eyes fluttering open. She sat up in the tub awaiting his answer and
silently calculated how quickly she could get to him if he wasn’t.
With a long sigh she realized she didn’t even know what part of the
city he was in. She rubbed a hand across her face and chewed on her
lower lip.

For now, Valor is getting the horses while
I gather things from the hall. We will be on our way to you
shortly, Finn answered seeming a bit distracted.

Don’t worry about our things, Finn. We can
get new things, she replied her concern growing. If the
Justicars realized he wasn’t going to show at the Arena, the hall
would be the next place they looked. Every minute he wasted there
was another minute they had to catch him.

I’ll be there soon, Vezradesh, he
assured her and she felt the link between them drop.

With a silent curse she let herself sink back
into the water and closed her eyes once more. “If you have ever
loved me at all Fortune, bring him safely to me,” she
whispered.
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Emily watched silently as the red clouds
enveloped the city. She didn’t know what it meant, but the sight of
them was not a reassuring one. They were the color of fresh blood
in places and the deeper red of drying blood in others. Neither was
a sign of good fortune she decided.

Movement ahead of her drew her attention back
to her quarry. She had noticed the Blight on the way to classes
this morning, and had left Jala with Finn and Marrow to pursue it.
She didn’t like the thought of them hunting at the Academy. That
was simply too close to her own dwelling for comfort. There was no
way she could allow this one to claim this territory. It would
bring others and then keeping Jala safe would be impossible. The
only thing to do was kill it before others showed up.

Finding a place to kill it was proving
difficult. She had been following it for most of the day and, so
far, opportunity hadn’t presented itself. There were simply too
many witnesses on the Academy grounds. Every time she had drawn
close enough there had been someone walking down a path, or sitting
in a garden, and now even more people were filing out of the
buildings to stare up at the sky. She fought back the urge to snarl
her frustration and continued tracking the creature. There had to
be some place she could ambush it.

She had been within range several times and
she knew it sensed her as well as she sensed it. Paranoia rose in
her briefly as she considered that thought. It was possible the
Blight was leading her into a trap. Did it know she was defective?
She hesitated in her steps and the creature gained distance on her.
With a silent snarl she quickened her pace and continued the
stalk.

Though she hated to admit it she really
didn’t like hunting without Marrow anymore. The Bendazzi’s silent
presence beside her was reassuring, and she tried not to focus on
how much she missed him right now. It was better that he was with
Jala, though. Perhaps they knew why the clouds were bleeding. She
had more faith in Marrow keeping Jala safe than any of her human
companions. The nightly hunts with Marrow had proved to her time
and again how formidable the Bendazzi truly was.

Commotion near the stables drew her attention
and she turned to see Valor riding hard out of the stable leading
both Finn and Jala’s horses behind him. The young knight’s handsome
face was drawn with worry and his long silver hair was in disarray.
She had never seen Valor looking so out of sorts. The knight was
usually quite impeccable in his appearance. Her steps slowed as she
watched him race the horses down the path toward the Merrodin hall.
She looked up at the swirling red clouds once more and then back in
the direction Valor had disappeared. The urge to follow him was
almost as strong as her desire to track the Blight and she slowed
further as the decision warred in her mind. He had seemed frantic
and the way he rode suggested an emergency. Perhaps Jala needed
her.

Letting out a silent sigh she continued after
the Blight. Valor was competent. Whatever the problem was, he and
the others could handle it. This was something that needed to be
done that only she could do. The Blight’s path had veered away from
the crowded gardens toward the thick woods of the Academy grounds.
She felt her adrenaline beginning to build. There was no doubt in
her mind that she could find an ambush point amidst the towering
oaks.

Winning the fight might be the difficulty.
Always before she had been with Marrow. This would be her first
fight alone. She had an advantage, though,. She knew how to fight
her kin and kill them quickly. It was a talent she had honed over
the past few weeks with careful diligence. She had grown as well,
and was far stronger than she had been when she and Marrow had
first started hunting the creatures. Jala was right in her
assumption that the meat hadn’t gone to waste. Her instincts were
simply too honed to allow her to ignore meat from a kill. She
increased her pace, shortening the distance between her and her
quarry. The Blight had gained substantial ground as she had watched
Valor. Within moments she had the gap reduced to twenty paces and
then fifteen. Crimson light dappled the forest floor as she crossed
silently beneath the trees. The world itself seemed to be holding
its breath. Even the night birds had gone silent and she wondered
how they knew what was coming. Normal animals couldn’t sense a
Blight and neither she nor her prey had made any noise since
entering the woods.

Her quarry paused, seeming unsure and she
closed the gap further. A gentle touch brushed through her mind as
the creature sought her out. By now it was likely confused by her
behavior. She had to act quickly. She dropped her hands down to her
sides and flexed her fingers, limbering them for the coming fight.
The Blight began to move again, this time quicker. It knew she was
no friend now.

With a sprint she barreled into the creature,
her talons raking at it’s flesh. Blood sprayed from the wounds and
she felt the salty tang fill her mouth. Her stomach rumbled in
anticipation as she sank fangs deep into what she thought was its
shoulder. The Blight screamed its fury and turned on her in
desperation. Bright pain lanced through her shoulder as its talons
raked her. Had Marrow been here with her, the fight would have
already been over. The Bendazzi wasn’t here, however. This was her
fight. She summoned memories from Eldagar and placed the faces of
her friends on the bodies she had seen there. The mental image of
Jala laying pale and twisted as her mother had been, lent her the
extra fury she needed. She tore at the creature savagely, her hate
for her kind fueling every slash of her talons. Fresh blossoms of
pain shot up from her side as the creature buried it’s talons in
the soft flesh of her stomach.

“You will not win,” she hissed and redoubled
her efforts, allowing instincts to guide her blows. Her hands were
slippery with blood as she grappled the creature to the forest
floor and sank her fangs deep into its neck. It thrashed and heaved
beneath her as she buried her talons in it once more, tearing at
any piece of flesh that fell beneath her hands.

Several moments passed before she realized
the creature no longer moved. She remained crouched above it
breathing heavily and waited to ensure it was truly dead. With
effort she calmed herself and slowed her breathing. The smell of
the meat beneath her was almost intoxicating. Her stomach rumbled
again and she tore a piece of flesh from the body and dropped it
into her mouth.

She allowed herself to smile then. She had
won and without Marrow’s help. Her smile grew slowly as the
realization settled in. With a sigh she leaned back, resting on her
heels and slowly looked around the forest. The ancient trees rose
above her on all sides and not a single creature was to be seen,
not even the small wildlife that seemed to thrive on the Academy
grounds. She scanned the area with a frown. It was possible the
fight had frightened them all off, but then she remembered the dead
silence before her attack. A dull ache from her side briefly drew
her attention to her healing wounds. She pressed her fingers
against the injury, testing its severity. It was deep, but healing
quickly. Clicking her tongue against her teeth she stretched and
tore another piece of meat from the corpse. She chewed slowly still
watching the unnaturally still forest. It wasn’t right and she knew
it. At the very least there should have been the distant scurrying
of the nocturnal creatures.

Cold dread began to settle over her as she
thought about the silence and she slowly stretched her senses out
once more seeking her kind. She had been so focused on the dead one
before her that she wouldn’t have noticed any others that might be
in the area. Her seeking located faint signatures of her kind and
she felt the small hairs on the back of her neck rise. She lowered
a hand to the ground slowly and her muscles tensed as she traced
the direction of her kin. There were too many of them, if her
senses were reading true. Far too many of them for her to even
contemplate fighting. They were near and yet not close. She frowned
and followed the direction, her gaze slowly turning to stare down
at the ground. Her eyes widened in realization and she stood,
quickly scanning the area for any sign of a tunnel or opening into
the earth.

There was no question in her mind now. She
knew what she had found. Her gaze dropped back down to the dead
Blight and the intoxicating scent of blood filled her nostrils once
more. The scent of blood carried a long way on the wind. She knew
that as well as any predator. She remembered the creature’s scream
and how it had shattered the silence of the forest. Slowly she
backed away from the corpse and kept her senses focused on her kin,
there were twenty or more perhaps. She had wanted to find the hive,
of course. She simply hadn’t wanted to find it alone and
wounded.

Turning quickly she sprinted for the gardens,
not caring if she made noise. The possibility that the Blights were
already hunting her was too great and she had to warn the others. A
crawling sensation ran down her spine and she told herself it was
simply her imagination, nothing was watching her, or stalking her.
Even if they were stalking her she could lose them in the city. At
least she hoped she could. Biting her lower lip, she pressed
herself for more speed as she turned on the path that led to the
Merrodin hall. Memories of Valor riding hard from the stables
filled her mind and she silently prayed that she wasn’t too
late.


Chapter 21

 


Rivana

 


 


Shade watched the morning sunrise with quiet
resentment. He had hoped to catch a few hours of sleep after
equipping the ship with weapons, but that hope had died with the
first rays of light. Lord Rivasa had said the Avanti would be
arriving first thing in the morning and he had no doubt that they
would be. Yawning he looked over The Shade, taking mental
inventory of the guns and the ammunition he had available. As long
as the Avanti didn’t send an armada he should be fine.

Birdsong began to fill the morning and he
glared in the direction of the noise. That had always been his
least favorite thing when he had stayed up too late. It was almost
like a herald for a very bad day. He fought back another yawn and
pulled a cigarette from his pocket. He had barely gotten it lit
when the glint of metal in the sky caught his attention. With luck
the feeble illusion he had cast on his ship would hold. From the
air it should resemble nothing more than a pile of rocks. If the
Avanti didn’t study the land too closely it should work.

He watched as the ships grew closer and
counted them silently. Six escorts and one transport. The escort
ships were painted in the Avanti house colors which meant they were
military, and so they would be armed. He let out a long sigh and
took another drag from his cigarette. It was, of course, likely
they would be armed with standard ammunition. While this was deadly
enough, it wasn’t as bad as it could be. He hadn’t planned on six,
though. At best, he had guessed there might be three.

His gaze flicked back to The Shade and
the newly attached guns. Standard military issue was four guns for
a typical spell hawk. He had eight and they were not standard
issue. Each gun had been designed and built by him. That had to
count as an advantage as far as he figured it. He should have an
advantage over the pilots as well. They were likely half-bloods and
his reservoir of magic would be larger, which meant he would be
faster.

They are coming, Charm’s soft voice
broke through his thoughts and Shade nodded as he watched the ships
preparing to land in Kedravon.

I see them, Shade replied and fought
down the urge to scry on the ships for a closer look. It wasn’t
worth the risk that they would sense him, simply to get a better
look at the weapons. Though in truth it was a glimpse of the pilots
that tempted him the most. He knew most spell hawk pilots and a
good look would tell him clearly what his odds for success
were.

Do you have a plan? Charm asked, his
tone sounding a bit worried.

Of course I do, Shade answered filling
his mental voice with as much confidence as he could muster. He did
have a plan, it just wasn’t a plan Charm would be impressed
with.

Are you going to tell me what it is?
Charm pressed after a long pause.

You get on the ship, find Remedy and
secure him. I will give you a way out. See, simple, easy and very
few steps to this plan, Shade replied.

How will you give me a way out?The
rogue’s tone held even more worry in it now.

Can you see a way onto the ship? Shade
asked wondering if Charm would actually let him sidestep the
question so easily.

I can get on the bloody ship, Shade, but
how are you going to get us off of it? Charm pressed once
again.

Better keep the chatter to a minimum,
Charm, I’m not sure if they have Mind mages with them and we don’t
want to give away our rescue before it even gets under way. Let me
know when you get on the ship and I’ll see you soon. He felt a
surge if irritation from the rogue as he cut off the mental link
and chuckled lightly. He would hear about this later. There was no
question about it.

He made his way onto his ship and dropped
lightly into the pilot seat. The newly added runes glowed faintly
along the controls and he ran through their pattern again. Four on
the right and four on the left. Each rune controlled a single gun
and each gun was loaded with a different ammo of his devising. The
Avanti ships were in for a very bad day. He smiled at the thought
and reached under his seat for the hidden bottle there.

“Thank you Sovann,” he said quietly as he
carefully pried the cork from the bottle of essence wine. He had
sworn off drinking while flying shortly before meeting Jala in
Brannaford, but this time it was different. Taking a long pull from
the bottle he closed his eyes and felt the surge of magic wash
through him. Today he needed every advantage he could get, and a
bit of liquid courage never hurt.

“Well I’ve always said I’m the best pilot,”
he mumbled and took another pull from the bottle. His magic
reserves were already full and the added energy from the wine sent
a tingle through his skin. He tapped his fingers along the bottle
for a moment and then rose from his seat.

Walking back to his private room on the ship
he dropped the bottle carelessly on the table and threw open the
closet doors. Humming quietly he dug through the piled clothes in
the bottom until he found the case he was looking for. He fished it
out of the mess and regarded the rumpled clothes with a smirk. To
think, Jala had been so very impressed with his tidy ship. It was a
good thing she hadn’t seen the closet.

He snorted in amusement and moved to the
table again dropping the case down beside his wine bottle. Lifting
the bottle with one hand he took another long drink and wondered
idly if there were adverse effects to holding too much magic in
your reservoir. Well he would get rid of the extra energy soon
enough, he decided, as he flipped the case open.

He hadn’t even considered this case in months
and couldn’t quite understand what had made him think of it now.
The armor inside had been a gift from his mother. He had never even
bothered to take it out of the case before now. He stared down at
the dark blue leather and tried not to think of her. For most of
his life he had believed her mad and had always sided with his
father. Now, he was beginning to understand why she was the way she
was.

Setting the bottle once more on the table, he
pulled the supple leather jerkin from the case and shook it out.
Despite months of storage the armor was still soft to the touch and
looked well oiled. He hadn’t thought much of the gift at the time
and had been rather offended at the lack of house sigils on it. It
had seemed blasphemous to wear anything without the twin snakes of
Morcaillo on it then. Now, it suited him perfectly.

He studied the wards worked into the armor
and shook his head in amazement, protection from location, fire,
and enchantment. Leaning back in his chair he stared at the runes
in amazement and wondered if his mother had known all along he
would go traitor to the family. The ward against location would
prevent his father, or anyone else for that matter from finding
him. Then there was the fire and enchantment. They were the two
primary weapons of House Rivasa and House Avanti, his father’s
closest allies.

“She knew and she couldn’t warn me,” Shade
whispered to himself and stood from his chair. He stripped his old
leathers off and began buckling on his mother’s gift quickly. The
leathers fit like a glove, much tighter than what he was used to.
He raised his arms over his head and flexed his shoulders testing
the give. Despite the obvious thickness of the leather it felt like
nothing more than heavy wool. Lowering his arms slowly he examined
the leather once again and wondered exactly what manner of creature
he was wearing. This wasn’t cow leather he was sure of it, and it
wasn’t serpent skin as he had seen others wear.

Shaking his head slightly he gave up guessing
and moved to the mirror. The dark blue leather suited him, he
decided as he admired his reflection. He ran a hand through his
hair, tousling the auburn locks and smiled. “Well, if they do catch
me, at least I’ll be the best looking prisoner they have,” he
muttered.

I’m on the ship and it’s taking off,
Charm’s voice broke into his thoughts once again and he grabbed the
bottle of wine as he made his way quickly back to the front of the
ship.

I’ll intercept over the water, Shade
told him and pulled his sunglasses from the jacket draped over his
pilot seat. The world turned a pale blue as he put them on and
dropped into his chair. While sunlight wouldn’t bother him through
the view screen, that wasn’t why he wore the glasses. The runes
carved into the round lenses would show hidden objects and
protection wards, and today that might be the difference between
success and failure.

What do you mean intercept? There are six
Avanti fighters flying escort as well as two Rivasan ships,
Charm said, sounding rather concerned.

Eight escort? Really? They
must really want to keep him, Shade replied and took another
long pull from the bottle. He had guessed three, and then six shown
up, and now there were eight. If he didn’t act soon there would be
a bloody armada. He swallowed the gulp of wine and took another
quickly. No problem, he assured Charm and grinned to
himself. Leaning over to a compartment on the passenger side he
pulled a small crystal from inside. With a hushed word he activated
its magic and smiled as the fast drum beats of Firym music filled
the ship.

“We got the music sweetheart, now let’s teach
these bastards to dance,” he said with a grin and ran a hand
affectionately along his ship’s panel. Placing his hands firmly on
the controls he sent magic coursing through the ship. A soft
vibration echoed through his fingers and into the ship as he
connected fully with The Shade. His eyes rose to the view
screen as it flickered to life showing him a full span of the rocky
ravine he was hiding in.

“You thought I disappointed you before Daddy,
you ain’t seen nothing yet.” He grinned wider as he spoke the words
and pulled back on the controls bringing his ship from hiding.
There was no doubt in his mind that any survivors from today would
know his ship. The Shade was the only one of her kind. The
structure of the ship was sleeker than the typical spell hawk and
it was the only ship in the air without elaborate paint. Word would
most certainly get back to Myth about this. His only regret was
that he wouldn’t be there to flip him off as he heard it.

 


* * *

 


His adrenaline rose as the first of the enemy
ships came into view. He was flying well above them using the cloud
cover to mask his approach. If they had been watching closely, they
likely would have spotted him, but with eight in the escort they
could hardly expect to be ambushed.

“Maybe Charm is right, maybe I am insane,” he
mused as he eyed the fighters below him. He had never actually been
in an aerial combat before and he was getting ready to take on
eight seasoned fighters. Well, at least he assumed they were
seasoned. There was a possibility they were as green as he was, a
slim possibility. “This must be what comes from years of
oppression,” he muttered and flicked his gaze down below the ships
to the sparkling waters of the Midland Sea. It was now or never. If
he delayed the ambush much longer they would be over land and that
would eliminate his chance of escape if he needed one.

He flexed his fingers on the controls and
took a deep breath. “Hold on gobbies,” he called back to the cargo
bay and dropped into a steep dive aimed at the last two fighters in
the escort. He actually felt a bit sorry for the goblins trapped in
the cage, even though he hated the creatures. They were in for a
rather rough ride.

The pilots of the two spell hawks spotted him
too late and his opening fire ripped through their ships sending
both plummeting toward the water. “Six,” he mumbled as the next two
in line broke away from the transport ship and turned back to meet
him. He pulled out of the dive and circled his own ship. Screams
and howls erupted from the cargo bay as the ship tilted with the
turn and Shade nodded in response.

“I know, I know,” he muttered, pulling back
on the controls and forcing the nose of his ship almost vertical.
“And it’s only going to get worse,” he added as he dodged the first
shots from the Rivasan ship behind him and pulled out of the climb
to return fire. He had gained distance on the Avanti ship with the
maneuver but the Rivasan pilot was obviously more skilled.

His fingers traced a path over the gun
controls and he selected two at random as he turned The
Shade directly at the Rivasan ship. More gunfire erupted from
the enemy as he approached. Cranking the controls he barely managed
to dodge the worst of it and heard the screech of metal as one of
the rounds grazed the side of his ship.

“Oh you are going to fucking die for that,”
he growled and poured on more speed. The Rivasan ship faltered as
he continued his headlong rush straight at it and at the last
moment it tried to turn away. “Sucker,” Shade chuckled and
activated the runes on the selected guns. The shots hit the Rivasan
ship broad side punching holes through the thin metal from the view
screen back to the wing. He pulled his ship off the headlong course
and began another climb. The cloud cover would be an asset as long
as he was still outnumbered.

“Five,” he said quietly. He didn’t bother
watching to make sure the ship went down. He didn’t need to. Those
shots had been acid and gas rounds, the pilot would be choking up
his own lungs as the acid spilled out of its casing and began
eating through the ship. The casings for those rounds had been
experimental and he felt himself relax at the sight of them
working. He hadn’t been sure they would be solid enough to actually
break through a spell hawk hull.

A red light began to flash on his view screen
and he flicked the control for the rear view screen. The Avanti
ship had managed to gain ground on him and looked to be preparing
to fire. “Alright then,” he said eyes locked on the view screen.
Pulling back hard on the controls he brought the ship into a
vertical roll. More goblin screams rose in the back as well as the
clangor of items that hadn’t been properly secured. He blocked out
the noise as well as the seat harness that was biting painfully
into his chest. A mild flash of vertigo struck him as he brought
his ship in behind the slower Avanti vessel and opened fire. The
bullets tore through the back panels and one wing broke loose.

“Shit,” Shade gasped as the torn metal flew
straight back toward his ship. He cranked hard to the right and
barely dodged the wing. Ahead of him the Avanti ship was dropping
like a stone toward the unforgiving sea. It was doubtful the pilot
would be able to escape. It was standard protocol to have wards
against teleportation on spell hawks. Supposedly it was to prevent
them from being hijacked. All it really did was guarantee the pilot
died with his ship. “Four,” Shade said and turned his attention
back to the remaining fighters.

They were sticking close with the transport
now and seemed to be gaining speed. Apparently they thought they
could outrun him. He chuckled at the thought and selected his next
target. “Bye bye, Rivasa,” he mumbled.

What the hell are you doing? Charm
demanded sounding a bit frantic.

Glad you contacted me. Which side of the
ship are you on right now and is Remedy with you. This is very
important, Charm, Shade replied.

The right side near the center and yes,
I’m right beside him. Why? Charm replied, sounding even more
frantic.

Just needed to know where to put the door.
You are going to have to jump, by the way. So what I really need to
know now is, can you teleport? Shade answered calmly as he dove
once again toward the enemy ships and opened fire on the Rivasan
vessel. Plumes of smoke rose from the ship as it began to spiral
away from the transport.

Yes I have a ring that will allow me to.
Is this really your plan, Shade? Blow a hole in the side of
the ship and I jump!

Got a better one? Shade asked with a
chuckle.

I think I might hate you, Charm
replied and cut the mental link off between them.

He was about to begin another climb when the
cargo hatch of the falling ship opened. “What the hell,” he mumbled
as he watched a figure brace itself on the door frame. Golden blond
hair whipped around her as she threw herself out of the ship and
into open air. Long dark skirts tore at the wind as the ship fell
away from the woman. “What are you doing lady?” he muttered shaking
his head in confusion.

He pulled his ship into a climb, but kept the
falling woman in the rear view screen. Her form rippled in the air
as she fell and the fabric of the dress shredded as massive red
wings unfurled. Her back arched and her arms drew out from her
sides as her skin tore away revealing red scales. Her wings beat
frantically as her form grew. A loud scream of triumph sounded
sending the metal of his ship shivering as the dragon shed the last
of its human guise. With powerful beats of its wings it began to
climb toward his ship quickly. The speed it was gaining on him was
unreal. He had never realized before how rapidly the creatures
could fly.

“And a dragon, of course,” he grumbled and
poured more magic into his ship to increase her speed. The scream
of the dragon split the air again and he felt his controls quiver
under his hand. His gaze flicked back to the rear view screen once
more and his heart stopped for a breath. There was no sign of the
sky behind him, only enormous ivory teeth and the very large gaping
mouth they were contained in. A flicker of light at the back of the
creature’s throat drew his attention and he watched in horror as
the billowing flames grew. Dragon fire could melt anything. He knew
that well enough from his lessons. The Shade had no chance
of surviving that attack if he allowed it to succeed. Cursing
loudly he hit the panel for the cargo hatch and cast a quick spell.
The loud snap of the chains securing the cage rang through the ship
accompanied by the frenzied screams of the goblins. He watched the
view screen long enough to ensure the cage was indeed falling
toward the dragon and then veered hard to the left. The explosion
behind him rocked the ship hard and he fought to regain
control.

That wasn’t a trump card he had wanted to
play, but at least now he knew the alchemical mixture he had fed
the goblins worked. Fighting hard to slow his heart he brought the
ship back around for another sweep at the transport. He had to make
a door for Charm now. He knew he was running out of time and
luck.

“Fortune I do love you,” he whispered as he
watched the headless corpse of the dragon plummet past the ships.
Its tail tore through one of the fighters as it fell sending the
ship spiraling into another Avanti ship. Both spell hawks careened
toward the water below still hopelessly tangled together at the
wings. “One,” he added and prepared to fire on the transport
itself.

Moving his fingers along the controls
slightly he selected the two guns he had prepared for this purpose.
If everything went as planned the ammunition would do most of the
damage to the ship and not the occupants inside. With a quick
prayer for luck he opened fire and watched the rounds splatter
against the side of the ship. “Hmm not what I had planned,” he
grumbled pulling his ship back to the right for another sweep at
the transport. The flash of flames in the rear view caught his
attention and his eyes widened with alarm as he saw the side of the
transport ignite fully into blazing flames. “Shit,” he gasped and
leaned forward to look at the gun controls he had used. “Oh shit,”
he gasped again, he had selected the wrong guns.

Charm take cover behind something solid
now. Don’t question. Don’t argue. Just do it, now!” He tried to
keep the panic out of his voice as he sent the mental command to
the rogue. “Twenty, nineteen, eighteen …” His voice trailed off as
he dove away from the transport. He had to get clear before the
second part of that ammo hit.

We are protected, what did you do?
Charm’s question came right as the explosion did.

Shade’s ship rocked once again and he looked
up to see debris flying in all directions from the transport ship.
The last unfortunate fighter hadn’t realized what the flames had
meant and had suffered the brunt of the blast. Making a really
big door. Umm. Are you still alive? he answered as he watched
flaming pieces of metal fall from the sky.

If I wasn’t, you couldn’t make a mental
link with me, idiot, Charm snapped, the panic completely gone
from his voice, replaced with what sounded like fury. Get out of
there. I’ve teleported us to last camp site before Rivana. Meet us
here.

I didn’t see you jump, Shade
protested.

We didn’t have to Shade, your damn
explosion destroyed the wards preventing us from leaving, Charm
explained in a tone that suggested it would be a long while before
he forgot this particular adventure.

Shade nodded slowly and watched the Avanti
transport as it too crashed into the sea below. “Eight fighters,
one transport, and a dragon,” he muttered and pulled a cigarette
from his coat pocket. Placing it in his mouth numbly he stared down
at the wreckage strewn water below. With a slightly trembling hand
he lit the cigarette and shook his head slowly. “And to think, I
used to be a pacifist,” he whispered.


Chapter 22

 


Sanctuary

 


 


Morning light filtered through the pale green
curtains. Jala shifted on the couch and brushed a strand of hair
from her face as she stared at the window. Her head rested on
Neph’s leg while her feet were draped across Jail. Marrow and Wisp
were curled on the floor near the couch sleeping soundly. Of all of
them, she was the only one that hadn’t drifted off while they
waited on Finn and Valor. Emily hadn’t returned yet either. No
matter how many times she tried, Jala couldn’t form a mental link
with any of her missing friends.

There had been riots in the city last night.
They had seen the flames from the warehouse. Twice, Jail and Neph
had gone out to calm the crowds and put out fires. She chewed on
her lower lip and continued to stare at the window praying she
would hear the sound of horses soon.

The faint scuffle of movement from the hall
drew her attention and she turned her head just enough to see
Sovann emerge from his room. He padded barefoot to the window and
pulled the curtains back just enough to peak out. She watched his
shoulders slump as he realized his brother still hadn’t
returned.

As he turned, she caught a full glimpse of
how young the mage truly was. He looked so much like Finn normally,
that they could pass as twins aside from Sovann’s slighter build
and longer hair. Today, however, he had the look of a scared child
about him that made him seem years younger. He noticed her watching
him and he did his best to erase the worry from his face and dark
green eyes.

“He will be back soon, I’m sure,” he
whispered and offered her a faint smile. To everyone else in the
world, the brothers maintained an act of hating each other, but
Jala knew the truth. Sovann loved Finn as much as she did and she
doubted he had slept much last night either.

“I wish I could contact him,” she whispered
back glancing up at Neph’s face to make sure she he was not
awake.

“I’m not asleep, Jala, and neither is Jail,”
Neph said quietly, his pale blue eyes cracking open. “It’s
meditation, resting, but not sleeping. You know that thing Sovann
tried to teach you?” he added.

“It seems like I spend all of my time worried
sick, waiting for him to return,” she whispered, ignoring Neph’s
taunt completely.

“Did you think he would be calm and boring
when you married him?” Neph asked with a snort of amusement.

She shook her head slightly and sat up. “No,
but I thought I would be with him, not waiting for him,” she
replied and rose slowly from the couch. She lifted her arms and
stretched and then crossed to the window to stand beside Sovann. He
offered her another faint smile and draped an arm across her
shoulder.

“Welcome to the family. I’ve been waiting and
worrying since I was old enough to walk,” he said quietly. “First
it was his slipping out at night through the window for whatever
mischief he could find, and then it was him slipping off with
Havoc. Then he left home and the worry didn’t end until he started
at the Academy,” he said with a sigh and then chuckled. “Well, I
suppose it didn’t end. There were just a few pauses in between,” he
added ruefully.

“He has Valor with him,” Neph said, as if
that should cease her worry completely.

“And I can’t contact Valor either,” Jala
replied leaning her head against Sovann’s shoulder. She was tired
but she knew she couldn’t sleep without knowing what had happened
to them.

A loud bang sounded from the front of the
warehouse, causing both Sovann and her to jump. Neph stood casually
and his fingers flexed as he readied a spell. Jail’s eyes had
snapped open at the sound and Wisp was sitting up now as well.

“Finn, Val, if that is you, better speak up
now,” Neph called.

“It’s us,” Valor called back and Jala felt
her body go limp with relief. There was a sound of scuffling from
the hall and then a figure came stumbling through the door to fall
on the ground before them. Finn stood just behind and from the way
he was lowering his arms he must have propelled the man into the
room.

She stared mutely at her husband for a
moment, taking in the soot covering his bronzed skin and his torn
and bloody clothes. He nodded to her and offered a grim smile
before looking back down at the man. Her gaze followed his and she
realized with a start that it was Madren crawling away from him
toward the wall.

“I didn’t think you would want me to let him
die,” Finn muttered and stepped out of the way so Valor could enter
the room. If anything, the knight looked to be in worse condition
than Finn. His long silver hair was tangled and matted with blood
and his normally pristine armor was battered and filthy.

“Although we should have, for all of the
trouble he has been,” Valor growled.

Neph raised an eyebrow at the two of them and
looked back to the cringing form by the wall. “Too much for you?”
he asked his tone mocking.

“He hid under the fucking bed and then
started screaming ‘Murderers’ at the top of his lungs when we drug
him out,” Valor said with disgust glaring at Madren.

“Which wouldn’t have been a problem if it
hadn’t drawn the attention of the Academy guards as well as the
Justicars that were looking for me,” Finn added and then cocked his
head looking at Jala. “What happened to you?” he asked with a
frown.

Her eyes widened slightly and she raised an
eyebrow. “What do you mean?” she asked innocently looking down at
herself and then back to him. “You seem to be the one in rather
tattered states.”

“Your hair is burnt short on the right side,”
he began and looked around the room then back to her. “Were there
riots here? Are you OK?” he asked.

“There were a few riots by the gates to the
inner city but Neph and Jail took care of it,” she replied, hoping
to evade the topic of the duel until later.

“Neph set her on fire before the Barrier went
up,” Wisp offered, earning glares from Jala as well as Neph. The
fae shifted slightly and shrugged her delicate shoulders. “He was
going to find out anyway, Neph. Jala doesn’t lie to him,” she added
quietly.

“You what?” Finn demanded rounding on the big
mage.

“Her shields dropped during a duel. She is
fine. What the hell took you so long to get here? She was worried
sick,” Neph replied, his voice calm.

Valor looked between his furious friend and
the mage and cleared his throat quietly. “We had to evade the
guards and the Justicars and ended up getting caught in one of the
riots near the market square. They killed Finn’s horse and drug me
from mine before we managed to break free of it.” He rubbed his
face, wiping some of the grime from his pale skin. Looking down at
the filth on his hand with disgust, he sighed again. “We went
through the closest gate we could to get away from that mess and
ended up in the Avanti quarter,” he added shaking his head.

“Did you know Cassia is back in the city?”
Finn asked, his tone cheerful but filled with bitter irony.

“Hadn’t heard that yet,” Jail said with a
snort of amusement. “Did she offer you Sanctuary from the
Justicars?” he asked, voice dripping with sarcasm.

“Hmm. What was it she said, Val?” Finn asked
raising an eyebrow at the knight.

“I believe it was Kill those fucking
bastards now! in a screeching voice,” Valor replied.

“So, the Avanti guards swarmed us and in the
midst of the fighting Madren took off on Jala’s horse,” Finn said,
glaring at Madren who cringed closer to the wall. “We broke free of
the guards again and had to chase him down.”

“While riding double on Vanguard with two
different sets of guards hunting us as well as the bloody
Justicars,” Valor added wearily.

“So you guys had a great time,” Jail said
clearly amused.

“We hid out with Chastity for a while and
then made our way here,” Valor finished and looked around the room.
His gaze fell on an empty chair and he crossed to it and dropped
down into the cushions with another sigh. “I had to leave Vanguard
with Chastity for fear of being recognized on him,” he added,
sounding miserable.

“I could really use a drink, Sovann,” Finn
said and dropped cross-legged to the floor.

His brother nodded quietly and headed for the
kitchen. “I’ll get one for you too, Valor,” he said, earning a
grateful nod from the knight.

Jala moved from the window and sat down on
the floor beside Finn, looking up into his face with concern. “Are
you sure you are OK?” she asked as she wiped some of the soot from
his cheek.

“Fine,” he assured her, leaning back on his
arms. His gaze fell on her shortened hair again and he glared at
Neph once more. “I can’t believe you set her on fire,” he
grumbled.

“I’m OK, Finn. It was an accident,” she cut
in before Neph could reply. “Thank you for getting Madren,” she
said and gave him a light kiss on his freshly cleaned cheek.

“You are fixing whatever is broken in that
bastard’s head, Jail,” Finn said looking over to the Mind mage.

“Only if he is willing,” Jail countered.

Finn’s head snapped around to Madren and his
eyes narrowed. “You are willing or I will kill you,” he warned.

“It doesn’t work like that, Finn. He has to
be truly willing, not simply terrified,” Jail said with a faint
chuckle.

“He is willing Jail. I’m not dealing with his
mental issues as well as everything else that’s going on,” Finn
pressed his tone firm.

“I’m willing,” Madren choked out, his eyes
locked on Finn. His fear was written clearly on his face.

“You don’t have to be scared, Madren, Finn
won’t hurt you,” Jala said calmly, then elbowed Finn roughly as she
noticed him nodding to Madren. “He won’t,” she assured him, turning
to glare up at Finn.

“I will,” Valor muttered. “Cowardly little
bastard,” he added shaking his head.

“Valor!” Jala snapped.

Valor looked away from Madren and toward her.
“We lost a good horse because of him, Jala,” he said quietly with
fury in his voice.

“I’m sure he didn’t mean to,” she
replied.

“No, he didn’t mean to, Jala, it happened
because he doesn’t have enough spine to stand up to his own shadow.
He is a waste of air and space,” Valor shot back, his anger
building.

“Val,” Finn said quietly, and the knight fell
silent and leaned back in his chair.

“Not everyone is brave,” Jala said quietly
and offered Madren a faint smile.

The kitchen door opened and Sovann returned
with the drinks. He handed Valor a glass and then Finn before
setting a tray of tea down on the table. With steady hands he
poured a steaming cup and offered it to Jala.

“Thank you, Sovann,” she said taking the cup.
The scent of mint and chamomile rose in the steam and she inhaled
deeply. Both were herbs meant to relax and as tired as she was now
it was possible Sovann would have her snoring on the floor before
the cup was empty.

“I suggest we all get some rest and then have
a bit of a meeting to discuss what we are going to do. Isador and
Joseph are both sleeping now so they should be able to keep guard
while the rest of us sleep,” Sovann said as he poured himself a
cup.

“Do you actually have space for everyone to
sleep here?” Neph asked skeptically and looked around the
warehouse.

“The entire basement has been made into guest
rooms. I had a feeling I might need more space before long,” Sovann
said. He blew on his tea lightly and frowned. “Although, I must
admit I never thought it would be for this reason.”

“I don’t think anyone saw this coming,” Wisp
said sadly. “I hope my Father’s quarter of the city is OK.” Her
gaze traveled to the window as she spoke and she sighed.

“Has anyone seen Emily?” Jala asked, looking
around the room.

Jail snorted in amusement and smiled. “Does
anyone ever see Emily?” he asked.

She frowned at him and blew out her breath
loudly. “You know what I mean, Jail,” she grumbled.

“I’m here, I followed the idiots until they
made it safely here,” Emily’s voice came quietly from the
doorway.

Jala let out a sigh of relief and smiled in
the direction of the voice. “I wish I could have contacted you,
I’ve been worried about you all day.”

“I will stay here while you sleep and help
them keep guard. I promise I won’t go anywhere until you wake. We
really need to talk,” Emily said, her tone dead serious.

Jala nodded slowly and glanced to Finn who
shrugged. “We’ve told you everything that happened to us. I’m not
sure what happened to her. I don’t even know when she started
following us,” he said quietly.

“I’m not sure if I like how she always refers
to Finn and me as the idiots,” Valor remarked to no one in
particular.

“Get used to it. I doubt my opinion will
change anytime soon,” Emily said, her voice coming from closer to
the window.

“I doubt it as well. Mine still hasn’t and
I’ve known them for years,” Neph said with a smile.

“And our opinion of you will likely always
stay the same, as well Neph,” Valor replied dryly. Tilting his
glass back he finished off the last of his drink and looked to
Sovann. “The rooms downstairs have baths?” he asked, rising from
his seat.

Sovann nodded in response. “I designed them
along the lines of the Academy. Really it shouldn’t be too
different for any of you.”

“You have my thanks, Sovann, and I bid the
rest of you good day. I am in dire need of a bath and several hours
of sleep,” Valor said as he headed for the stairs.

“Go ahead and go you two, I’ll keep an eye on
things,” Sovann said, waving to Jala and Finn.

Finn stood slowly and stretched, offering a
hand to help Jala up as well. “Not something I’ll argue with,” he
said with fatigue heavy in his voice.

Jala nodded her agreement and followed Finn
down to the basement. Doors lined each side of a narrow hall at the
bottom of the stairs. The air smelled strongly of new pine and
fresh paint. “I can’t believe how much work he has done here,” Jala
said as Finn pushed open the first door he came to.

“It’s not just here. You should see what he
has done with the rest of this district. You forget Sovann is very
well funded. He has the gold to hire the workers,” Finn said. He
examined the small room with a slight nod but didn’t seem too
impressed.

Jala regarded the rough furniture with
acceptance. It wasn’t much to look at but it was still finer than
what she had grown up with. The bed especially looked perfect to
her eyes. “I can’t wait to sleep,” she murmured and moved fully
into the room.

“Go ahead go to bed, Vezradesh.I need
a bath and then I’ll join you,” Finn said as he closed the door and
began stripping out of his ruined clothing. Her eyes lingered on
the silver scar that traced a path just below his ribs. It was the
only scar on his body and a gentle reminder to her of how close she
had come to losing him. “You stare at that every time I take my
shirt off,” Finn observed, his gaze locked on her face.

“It’s one of the few reminders I have that
you aren’t invincible Finn,” she said with a faint smile.

He snorted in tired amusement. “Should be the
opposite there, Jala. I won that fight and lived through a wound
that would have killed anyone else. I’m about as close to
invincible as you can get,” he said with a wink and headed toward
the smaller door marking the bathroom.

She watched him go, and with a faint smile,
looked down at Marrow who was curling up on the rug. “I think I
worry too much,” she said to the Bendazzi. With a yawn, she pulled
her outer dress off over her head and kicked her shoes loose.

I think you have too much to worry about.
I’m not sure about the worrying too much, Marrow replied and
rested his head on his massive white paws. His yellow eyes watched
her as she crawled into the bed.

Turning over on her side she smiled down at
the Bendazzi. “You may have a point,” she conceded and allowed her
eyes to droop closed.

 


* * *

 


“I have no idea how they managed to get the
rings.” Jala stirred silently at the words. It was Finn speaking
and his voice was hushed. She kept her eyes closed and listened,
curious as to who he was talking to.

“Do you have a way out?” A deep voice asked
and it took her a moment to place the speaker. It was Havoc, though
he sounded distant.

“It’s possible that I could get us out if I
talk to Graves,” Finn said, his tone sounding skeptical. “I don’t
know that he wouldn’t sell us out though.”

“I don’t like the idea of asking Graves for
anything. I don’t trust mercenaries,” Havoc replied.

“I know,” Finn said dryly. “I don’t know what
else to do, though. We can’t stay here.”

“Do you think Jala will leave?” Havoc asked,
his tone sounding doubtful.

“I don’t know that either. I think,
considering all things, she might,” Finn replied.

“Considering all of what things?” Jala said
sitting up slowly in bed. While she was curious to hear more from
the two of them, she didn’t like the thought of eavesdropping on
Finn. It felt wrong to her.

Finn sat cross-legged in the center of the
floor with a metal brazier, similar to the one they had used for
the wedding ceremony, balanced in front of him. This one however
was smaller and looked to be made of a dark black metal. A tiny
fire danced inside it and an even smaller image of Havoc stood in
the flames. The Fionaveir had obviously been at rest from his
appearance. His hair was disheveled and he wore nothing but loose
fitting pants. Her eyes lingered briefly on the tattoos covering
the left side of his body. The marks were distorted by the flames
of the illusion, but the sight brought back memories of her
father.

“I didn’t mean to wake you. I’m sorry,” Finn
said, looking a bit chagrined. She wasn’t sure if the expression
came from waking her or getting caught speaking about her.

“Hello, Jala.” Havoc’s image in the fire
waved a small hand with the words.

She stared at the figure for a moment and
then hesitantly waved back. “What manner of spell is this?” she
asked, her curiosity of the magic making her forget her earlier
question.

“Firym magic. The bowls make it much simpler
but you can use the same communication through common flames,” Finn
explained. He turned back to the small brazier and smiled at
Havoc’s image. “I’ll think up something other than Graves, but for
now I need to speak with Jala. I’ll contact you again when I’ve
worked something out,” he said.

“Understandable. Keep in contact with me even
if you don’t work something out. If nothing more than to let me
know you are both well,” Havoc said and the small figure in the
flames bowed slightly to both of them. “Good night to the both of
you and be safe.” Jala watched as the small figure disappeared into
the flames and then the fire itself died out as if Havoc’s presence
alone had kept it burning.

“You didn’t have to end your talk with him.
I’m sorry I interrupted. I just didn’t feel right overhearing the
conversation without your knowing I was awake,” she said
quietly.

“I don’t mind you overhearing what I say
Jala. Anything that I might have wanted to keep secret I’ve already
told you about,” he said with a smirk and moved to join her in the
bed, leaving the fire brazier where it was. “I don’t think I’ve
ever felt this worn down,” he mumbled as he lay down and pulled her
closer to him.

“Considering all what things Finn?” she asked
again before he had a chance to drift off. He had told Havoc he
wanted to speak with her, after all, and she wasn’t about to let
him off so easy.

“Considering our enemies control the city and
it’s not just us you are looking out for now,” he said quietly and
let his hand slip down to rest lightly on her stomach.

She considered his words for a breath and
then felt her eyes widen. She had suspected she might be with child
but hadn’t breathed a word of it to anyone, not even Marrow. “How
long have you known?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

“Long enough to start serving you tea and
grow even more protective about any harm coming to you,” he replied
in a voice as soft as her own had been.

“I didn’t know for sure, I thought I might be
…,” she trailed off and sighed. While the idea of a child was a
pleasant one, now was simply a horrible time to contemplate having
one. “I thought you had protections against it. I mean you’ve slept
with every woman in the city, I think, and I don’t see little
Sovaesh bastards running around,” she said, her voice cracking
slightly. She could feel tears welling in the back of her eyes and
fought them back. It was not the time to break down crying, no
matter how worried she was.

“I had a ring. I stopped wearing it when we
were married. You follow Fortune after all and I thought if it was
meant to be, it would be. I didn’t quite expect things to take the
turn they have though,” he replied and she heard a bit of
hesitation in his voice as he spoke.

“And?” she pressed, unsure what, exactly, he
was avoiding saying.

“And when I found out you were, I was
thrilled. I thought it might be the perfect way to convince you to
let me get you out of this mess we are in,” he said quietly. “I
love you, Jala, and I love the thought of having a child with you,
but we are in a serious mess right now, all of us. We need to get
out of this city and retreat to somewhere safe. It is not the time
to try to stand alone. We simply aren’t strong enough. If we try to
rebuild Merro right now they will tear us apart.” He paused again
and rubbed his face, not looking at her as he spoke. “While it
wasn’t the only reason I was happy about the prospect of being a
father, I thought that maybe you might listen to reason if it meant
protecting our child.”

“You think I’m being unreasonable by wanting
to help these people?” she asked, trying to digest his words and
sort through the roiling emotions they created. From the way he
spoke, it sounded as if he wanted her pregnant to use the child as
leverage. She felt a sick feeling in her stomach and pulled back
away from him.

“Jala, please don’t,” Finn began as she
climbed from the bed. “I don’t think I phrased that well. Please
let me explain better,” he said, sitting up in the bed and watching
her closely.

She shook her head slightly, not wanting to
look at him. “No, I don’t want to fight with you Finn and I need to
think. I think I understood you perfectly and …,” she trailed off
and shook her head. Hastily, she pulled her dress back on over her
head and left the room, ignoring his quiet protest behind her. She
heard Marrow rise and follow but didn’t spare a glance back to the
Bendazzi.

The hall was silent as she closed the door
behind her. Apparently everyone else was resting. She made her way
quietly up the stairs, brushing at the tears that were threatening
to fall. With luck she wouldn’t run into any of her friends. Right
now she simply wanted to be alone to think. The idea of explaining
what was wrong to anyone, brought a lump to her throat. Pausing
part way up the stairs, she summoned a spell to her mind. Magical
transport was a dangerous proposition, but at the moment it sounded
better than talking to anyone. She began the spell hastily before
she changed her mind.

“Jala, wait, don’t!,” she heard Finn call as
the magic washed over her and Marrow. She caught the faintest
glimpse of his form in the hall as he rushed toward her. The
expression on his face was agonized.

 


* * *

 


She looked around in mild shock at her
surroundings. She hadn’t focused well when she cast the transport
spell, and she was lucky it had worked properly at all. All she had
wanted was to be alone where no one would bother her and now she
clearly was alone. She was standing in the center of her old room
in the Morcaillo hall. Dead flowers covered every surface in the
room. Apparently no one had thought to throw out Madren’s gifts
after she had left. Marrow tested the air beside her and then
looked up at her with a questioning look in his yellow eyes. She
ignored him and looked around the room, studying the locked door
and the barred windows. She doubted anyone had been in this hall
since Shade had left the city.

She swallowed heavily and finally met the
Bendazzi’s gaze and shook her head slowly. “I don’t want to admit
how much that hurt, even to you,” she said quietly, feeling her
eyes go glassy again. “I love you, Marrow, but right now I can’t
talk. So just please let me think for a while. I have to sort this
out before I go back,” she finished quietly, her voice breaking a
bit on the words. The Bendazzi bowed his head in acceptance and
moved to the wall to lie down.

She brushed a hand gently across her stomach
and tried to imagine what it would be like to raise a child in the
world as it was now. Shuddering at the thought, she shook her head
and moved to the bed. It was covered with a thin film of dust and
the blankets were still rumpled. It was as if the room hadn’t been
touched at all since her last night here. Waving a hand she cast a
quick cleaning spell and crawled onto the down filled mattress. She
curled on her side staring at the wall and tried to put her
thoughts in order. Perhaps Finn was right. Maybe she should leave
the city for safety. Images of the children in Merro’s district
came to her mind as she considered the thought. When she had first
started rebuilding the city, they had been so filled with despair,
but now she could glimpse hope on a few of them. They knew she
wanted to help them so they could see a brighter future. What would
they see if she ran now and abandoned them to the mercy of the
Justicars.

She lost track of time as she lay there in
contemplation until the sound of the door opening brought her
sharply back to her surroundings. A tall figure in a dark grey
cloak moved into the room. The shadows seemed to envelop him as he
closed the door silently. Her eyes narrowed at the sight of the
familiar garb.

“What do you want? I had thought our business
was concluded,” she snarled. Hemlock was the last person she wanted
to see right now.

The figure turned back toward her and slowly
pulled the hood down. With a start she realized it was Valor
regarding her with a slightly raised eyebrow. His hair was clean
once more and held back in its usual thong and other than a large
bruise forming on his cheekbone, he looked his normal immaculate
self. He smoothed the front of his fine black tunic and flicked a
glance to his grey cloak. It was obvious he wanted to say
something, but hesitated.

“Valor,” she gasped, and felt the color drain
from her face. What must he be thinking right now, knowing that
I’ve had dealings with Hemlock she wondered with panic. “What are
you doing here? What happened to your face?” The questions poured
out of her as the knight calmly surveyed the room and then looked
back to her. His expression was not the lazy smile she was so used
to seeing on his handsome face. He seemed more somber and
thoughtful.

His gloved hand rose to his face and gently
traced the bruise and he shrugged slightly. “I had a discussion
with Finn about which of us would come find you,” he explained
calmly. Looking around the room once more, his eyes settled on a
heavy cushioned chair. He crossed the room silently and dragged the
chair back to the side of the bed with little effort. Removing the
grey cloak he draped it over the dusty cushions and sat down
lightly.

“Finn hit you?” she asked quietly, leaning
forward for a better look at the injury in the faint light. It
didn’t seem to be more than a bruise and a faint scrape, hardly
worth summoning a healing spell for, and yet she was tempted to do
so.

“I hit him harder,” Valor said with another
shrug. “Neph is watching over him now and will stop him from
leaving when he wakes.”

“You knocked him out?” she gasped, looking at
him in amazement. Valor was Finn’s staunchest supporter and the
thought of him striking Finn was unbelievable to her.

“It was better than allowing him to tear
through the city trying to find you while he is hunted,” Valor
reasoned.

“But the Justicars are hunting you too,” she
pointed out, her eyes flicking to the grey cloak.

Valor smiled bitterly. “As much as I loathe
Hemlock, being mistaken for him does have its advantages. If the
rumors are to be believed, he appreciates that particular fashion
statement. It supposedly keeps people guessing as to where the real
Hemlock is,” he explained, the look of distaste plain on his
face.

She nodded faintly and looked away from his
gaze. There were too many questions in those dark blue eyes. “How
did you know where to find me?” she asked quietly in an effort to
turn the subject from the Assassin.

“There weren’t many places you could be. So I
picked the one Finn was least likely to look in, and lo and behold
here you are,” Valor said with a sigh. He reached a hand up gently
and turned her chin forcing her to meet his eyes once more. “What
did he do?” he asked gently. She shook her head silently in
response and he sighed once more. “Well, I know he hasn’t cheated
on you so that’s not it,” he began, and leaned back in the chair
folding his hands on his lap. “A year ago, I would have thought
Finn would be single forever and then he met you. Before we
actually met, I would have sworn you had laid an enchantment on him
to get him to fall so quickly for you. Now that I know you, though,
I know it isn’t true. He loves you too much to show any attention
to another woman, so what did he do?” he pressed. By the set of his
jaw she didn’t think he would let the topic drop.

She shook her head again and felt the first
tear form a path down her cheek. “I don’t want to talk now Valor,”
she whispered. His expression was calm as he watched her and she
realized this was the first time she had actually been alone with
Valor. He seemed a different person away from Finn. She was used to
seeing him as the gallant filled with smiles and usually a bit
drunk. This man however was calm and thoughtful with a knowing look
in his eyes.

He nodded slowly at her answer and steepled
his fingers in front of his mouth. With another faint nod as if he
understood completely, he lowered his hands and smiled gently at
her. “I used to despise him for the way he manipulated people. I
couldn’t stand to be around him at all and tried to kill him on at
least three occasions. It wasn’t until Jail worked on my mind that
I accepted Finn as a friend,” he said quietly. Her jaw dropped
slightly at his words but he smiled bitterly again. “Yes, I knew
Jail created my friendship with Finn. I spend one night in a cell
with a bitter rival and a Mind mage and walk out the next day
friends. I may act like an idiot most of the time, but I’m not one,
Jala,” he said with a light chuckle.

“And that doesn’t bother you?” she asked
quietly.

He shook his head slightly. “No, if Jail
hadn’t done what he did, one of us would have been dead by now.
Honestly I can’t say if it would have been Finn or me,” he answered
quietly. “It wasn’t until I had been friends with him for a while
that I understood him. He may try with every ounce of his soul to
be Firym, Jala, but he was raised Avanti. There are some things
that cannot be unlearned. To the Avanti, everything exists for
manipulation. There is nothing sacred to those people. You have to
look at Finn’s purpose, though.” He paused and watched her for a
moment as if seeking confirmation that she was following his
words.

“What do you mean, his purpose?” she asked
quietly.

“Finn manipulates me all the time. I don’t
always notice when he does, but there are times when I catch it. He
can be quite smooth about it when he wants to be. Never once has he
manipulated me for selfish reasons, though. It is always done in my
best interest. So, consider what I’ve said, Jala, and you don’t
have to tell me what he did or what he used against you, but ask
yourself this. ‘Did he do it for his best interest, or yours?’” He
watched her face and waited silently.

“He wants me to flee the city and abandon my
district,” she said at last. While she would have never thought of
seeking him out for this talk, perhaps Valor was the best one to
understand. He was Finn’s closest friend and knew him better than
anyone else, other than perhaps Sovann.

“I can understand why he wants that. He wants
to protect you. I see your side of it as well, though. You are
responsible for those people now,” Valor said quietly and smiled at
her. “I support you in this. I won’t abandon the city either. My
sister is here, as well as my niece and our honor demands that we
do what we can to protect our people.” He smiled again and chuckled
lightly. “Humor me, Jala. List five words to describe Finn. The
first five that come to your mind.”

Jala considered the question for the briefest
of moments. “Strong, charming, passionate, honest, brutal,” she
said and cringed at the last word. It was the truth. though, and
she knew it.

Valor nodded his head in agreement. “Close to
the words I would have chosen. I noticed a distinct lack of the
words compassionate, thoughtful, and honorable. I’ve asked you to
define his nature. Jala. and you have done it better than most
would have. Knowing his nature, how can you expect him to act
outside of it? It isn’t in his nature to care about strangers. His
strength is yours, as is his charm and his passion. To anyone that
threatens that, he offers honest brutality.”

“I’ve never seen this side of you before,
Valor,” she said, watching him with respect. In just a few short
minutes he had taken her anger at Finn and replaced it with
understanding. She felt her temper cool completely and the sick
feeling fade from her stomach. While she still didn’t know what she
should do, she was in a better mind set to decide.

“Thank Jail for that. I rarely show this side
anymore,” he said with a resigned sigh. He looked at her for a long
moment and she shifted slightly under his gaze. “Compassionate,
honest, sweet, beautiful, and naïve,” he said quietly and rose from
his chair. “Milady, if I don’t get you back soon Finn will tear
Neph apart and then the city,” he said as he pulled his cloak back
on.

She nodded silently and rose from the bed. On
impulse she caught his arm before he turned for the door. He looked
down at her with a questioning look. “Thank you, Valor. I thought I
needed to be alone to sort this out, but I was wrong,” she said
quietly and released his arm.

“Whenever you have issues with him, find me,
Jala. There is a very good chance I’ll support you in it. I love
Finn like a brother, but he has a horrible habit of only being able
to see his own view on things.” He started to turn toward the door
again and then paused. Looking back at her he pulled the cloak hood
down once more and met her gaze. “I don’t know what you have dealt
with Hemlock for in the past, Jala, and I won’t ask for details.
However, in the future come to me for that as well. If Finn won’t
resolve whatever grievance you have that tempts you to seek an
Assassin, I will. There is no need to sully yourself with the likes
of that bastard. I will resolve the problem honorably.” He pulled
the hood back up as he finished speaking and moved to the door
before she could answer.

She started to follow and then paused as she
saw Valor’s back stiffen as he stepped from the door. “Wait, stay
back,” he warned, holding a hand up to stop her. With his other
hand he threw back his cloak to free his sword.

“What is it?” she asked, expecting to see
Justicars filling the hall beyond him.

“I closed the door when I came into the hall,
it is standing open now. I’m afraid we are not alone here and I’m
not sure who has stopped by for a visit,” he said quietly. He drew
his sword and moved his other hand out in front of him. Jala
watched in silence as his hair began to move as if in a gentle
breeze. In moments the wind in the hall was whipping at his face
and pulling his long silver hair free of its throng. As graceful as
a dancer Valor stepped into the hall, his sword sweeping left and
then right, faster than she had ever seen him move against Finn.
Blood sprayed from the shining silver blade and she stared in awe
as the bodies of two Blights fell to the thick carpet of the hall.
Each had been felled by a single blow to the neck and the heads
were nearly severed. The creatures were naked with smears of dried
blood on their talons, one had been male, the other female. They
were rangy in build with an emaciated look to them.

“How did you know where they were?” she asked
as she approached the door. The Blight Finn and Valor had killed at
Sovann’s had nearly been butchered. Both of these were clean
precise kills. Her eyes lingered on the delicate features of the
creatures, if not for the tangled hair and filth they could have
passed as half-bloods easily.

He took her quickly by the hand and pulled
her down the hall after him. She allowed herself to be pulled
along, only glancing back once to make sure Marrow followed. The
Bendazzi nodded for her to hurry and kept his yellow gaze on their
surroundings. She knew how much Marrow hated not being able to
sense the creatures and guessed he was furious right now.

“I’m sorry, Jala, but I don’t know if there
are more than two and that trick won’t work outside.” Sword still
held at the ready, he ushered her quickly toward his horse. It was
a tall elegant mare rather than Vanguard, she noticed, as she
climbed onto the saddle. Valor mounted quickly behind her and
turned the sleek chestnut toward the paths. With a light kick to
her sides he urged the mare into a run. Marrow paced alongside them
easily, his attention shifting from side to side as they left the
garden paths.

“How did you find them with the wind?” she
asked again, unsure if he could hear her words at the speed they
were moving.

“I am the Stormlord’s son,” he replied, his
words barely more than a whisper in her ear.


Chapter 23
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Truce paced the room, pausing at times to
watch the children at play near the windows. His son turned eight
this year and his young sister-in-law was barely ten. Glass blocks
lay scattered between them on the carpet with the beginnings of
what looked to be the walls of Avenesh near his son’s leg. Lucias
was reaching for more blocks, his dark red hair falling down over
his face.

“No you get the red ones,” Dahlla corrected,
setting the red blocks out in front of Truce’s son with the
superior air of an elder. Her light brown hair was pulled up neatly
and she sat cross-legged in a fashion that spread her wide green
skirts around her. It wouldn’t be long before Dahlla no longer had
time for such games, Truce mused, as he watched the girl hastily
smooth her skirts once more.

“But I want the blue one,” Lucias protested
pointing meaningfully at a shining blue block. Truce paused and
regarded his son for a long moment, noting how the boy’s jaw was
set. It seemed it was never a good idea to tell an Avanti, “no,”’
regardless of how old they were. His eyes lingered on the glass
blocks the children had scattered. He had spent countless hours
playing with those toys as a child. They were mage created of
course, and each block had a different purpose. The red ones were
best for building walls and castles while the blue ones were more
pliable and better for shaping. His son’s green eyes had narrowed
as he regarded the blue blocks and Truce cleared his throat.

“Mind your manners, Lucias,” he warned, and
continued his pacing. His words drew the attention of Nallia, who
rose from the small table to approach the children. Truce smiled at
his wife and shook his head slightly. “The blue ones are the most
fun. Who can blame him,” he said quietly, earning a beautiful smile
in response.

“And he can share with his Aunt today. It’s
not often we get such visits,” Nallia replied and winked at her
younger sister who was watching them now.

Nodding silently, Truce looked back to the
table where Nallia had been sitting and gazed at the delicate form
of his mother-in-law. She was staring out the window, her face
drawn with worry. It was true, visits such as this were very rare.
He was curious about why his father had summoned them all to this
room, but was wise enough to know he would get no answers until
Lord Avanti himself arrived.

“Would you like some more wine, Lady
Davahni?” he asked quietly and paused once more in his steps as he
awaited the woman’s reply.

She shook her head slowly in response and
then forced a faint smile onto her face. Normally, the woman had a
healthy glow about her bronze skin. Today she seemed pale. “No, but
I thank you for the offer, Truce,” she said, her voice soft. Her
gaze once again went to the window and he assumed she was seeking
Sovaesh. Truce could understand her worry, he was rather curious
himself as to where his Father-in-law was.

“She is so worried, Truce, can’t you reassure
her?” Nallia whispered quietly as she came up beside him. She
looped an arm through his and stared up at him with pleading clear
in her dark green eyes.

“I wish I could, love, but I’m as clueless as
the rest of you as to why we are here,” he replied softly. “I would
hate to offer her false condolences. From what I’ve seen this
morning, Father is in a temper and I do not know why.”

“I hate the fact that Daddy isn’t here? He
isn’t in trouble is he?” Nallia pressed, desperate for any answers
he could give.

“I have not heard of Sovaesh at all today,
I’m sorry,” Truce said, feeling his heart sink at the look of
disappointment on Nallia’s beautiful face.

The sound of the door opening loudly drew all
attention and Truce watched his father stroll through with a dark
expression. As always Lord Avanti was dressed in the most costly of
fashions. Rings winked from every finger as he crossed the room,
his gaze refusing to meet anyone. Truce watched his younger brother
Nate following closely behind and noted the bruises and cuts that
lined his face. Sovaesh trailed them both silently. Though the
lower half of his face was covered, the look in his eyes was
stormy. His gaze flicked to Nallia in question and then back to his
brother. While Truce couldn’t think of any reason why Sovaesh would
attack Nate that was certainly what it looked like.

“What happened to Nate?” Nallia whispered to
him, and by the worry in her voice he realized she was drawing the
same conclusion.

Lord Avanti paused a moment to look down at
the children. Dahlla rose quickly and curtsied with a smile. “High
Lord Avanti, Lord Nate, Father,” she greeted each in turn in a
voice that promised to be beautiful when she was older.

Lucias, who was well accustomed to seeing his
grandfather, simply nodded respectfully and promptly grabbed a blue
block from Dahlla’s stack. “Grandfather,” he mumbled ignoring his
uncle and Sovaesh completely, his attention already set on molding
the blue glass in his hands.

Lord Avanti nodded to them both and glanced
toward Lady Davahni. The smile faded a bit from his handsome face
as his expression grew more calculating. He turned on his heel and
made his way to the large desk that occupied most of the northern
wall.

“What happened to you?” Truce asked his
brother quietly, once their father’s back was turned.

“Don’t trouble yourself over it,” Nate hissed
back and followed after their father to stand beside the desk.

“His injuries are the result of his failure,”
Lord Avanti said loudly, his gaze fixed on Truce. Truce nodded
slightly, not understanding in the least what his father was
talking about but knowing better than to mention that fact. He
watched his father pour a large tumbler of brandy and waited
patiently for the man to continue. “Something that seems to be
happening with more frequency in this house,” his father added, his
gaze falling on Sovaesh now.

Sovaesh stood straight, his eyes locked on
the High Lord. If there was any remorse in the Assassin’s heart,
Truce saw no sign of it. As always, he wore the long trench coat as
well as his mask and hood. His arms were folded inside the coat and
Truce had the uneasy feeling they rested on weapons.

“What is going on?” Nallia whispered as she
shifted her stance, leaning more heavily on his arm. He shook his
head slowly and pulled his wife closer.

“Nathan was charged to bring me the Fionaveir
bastard and in the process of his failure he managed to lose six
fighters as well as a transport and, of course, we cannot forget
the gold we paid the Rivasans for the rebel,” Lord Avanti said, his
gaze falling on his youngest son once more. “Tell your brother what
mighty army it took to defeat you, Nathan.”

Nate shifted again and let out a disgusted
sigh. Truce felt sympathy for his brother. While they didn’t always
get along, it was never pleasant to be on Father’s bad side.
“Christian Morcaillo destroyed the ships and stole the prisoner. I
recognized his ship,” Nate said, his voice quiet and filled with
anger.

“One single solitary boy destroyed our fleet
as well as the Rivasan escort, and you were able to do nothing to
stop it,” Lord Avanti pressed.

“No one was, Father. There was a dragon there
as well and Christian used some magic to make her head explode. It
was terrible, Father. I watched the corpse fall to the waves.”
Nate’s voice rose as he spoke and he seemed desperate to regain
their Father’s approval.

“You disgust me,” Lord Avanti said, his
expression echoing his words perfectly. Shaking his head slowly, he
turned to regard Sovaesh once more. “And you,” he began, his tone
changing from disgust to anger. “I understand you threatened my
daughter.”

“If she took it as a threat, you have my
apologies. It was meant as a warning,” Sovaesh said calmly.

“You are not in the position to be offering
either to any of the Avanti house. You are a servant. Do not let
your daughter’s marriage to my son cloud your eyes to your station
in life Sovaesh.” Lord Avanti’s voice rose with the words and he
stood behind the desk. Bracing his hands on the solid oak, he
leaned toward the Assassin with fury clear on his face. “I had
thought that we had an understanding, Sovaesh, but it appears we
don’t. I have heard whispers of your feelings on my actions and I
will not be judged by the likes of you.”

“Whispers, eh?” Sovaesh replied calmly and
Truce felt his body tense. He hadn’t breathed a word about his
private talk to anyone, but Sovaesh would doubtless believe he had.
“Well, I will say it more loudly than a whisper then. I believe you
are acting in error by siding with Morcaillo in this would-be war.
I detest your daughter’s actions and I warned her against moving
further against my son. I think if she presses this conflict Finn
will kill her.”

“Sovaesh, please don’t,” Davahni rose from
her chair quickly, causing it to fall behind her with a loud
clatter. “Milord, please I beg mercy for my husband. He is a proud
man,” she added, moving swiftly forward to bow deeply before the
desk. Truce watched her silently and bit his lower lip to keep
silent. Davahni had been a ward of House Avanti since before he was
born and by rights, should have been nearly a sister to him, and
yet she was obviously terrified of his Father.

“Your wife has better sense than you do,”
Lord Avanti said, a smile forming as he gazed down at Davahni.
“Beautiful and intelligent. Very few men are so blessed, Sovaesh.
You should have listened to her before now.” He stood straight
again as he spoke and looked down at the kneeling woman with
pitiless eyes. “I have no more mercy for your husband. I’m sorry.
Davahni. I’m afraid I’ve entirely run out of pity today.” His gaze
trailed across his two sons and then lingered on Truce. “What do
you do with a dog that threatens to bite its master, Truce?”

“If the dog is a good hunter and has been
faithful in the past, you try to determine what is causing the
aggression and fix the problem there. Such creatures are hard to
replace, father,” Truce answered carefully, taking care to keep his
eyes on his father and away from Sovaesh.

His Father regarded him coolly and then
turned to Nate. “And your answer?”

“You find a stronger method of training the
dog and if it still wishes to bite, you kill it and find one with
better manners,” Nate replied with a slight smile.

“Ahh, well, it reassures me to know at least
one of my sons has common sense. This is why your sister is in
charge in Sanctuary rather than you, Truce. Too often lately, I
have found you disappointing. Perhaps I should consider naming a
new heir. Though you do have a head for business, perhaps you would
make a worthy steward for your Brother.” He opened a drawer as he
spoke and removed a slender wooden box from inside. It was barely
bigger than a small book but Truce knew the sight of it too well.
His gaze flicked to Sovaesh once again and then to the wooden box.
Panic began to rise in his chest as his father started to undo the
fastenings.

“Father, no, you can’t mean to use that on
Sovaesh,” he protested, pulling his arm back from his wife and
stepping forward.

Lord Avanti’s gaze rose from the box to his
son and he smiled coldly. “Actually, I’m going to let Sovaesh
choose.” He pushed the lid of the box fully open and turned it to
where the Assassin could see the contents. Then he looked down at
Dahlla who stood silently staring with wide eyes. “I no longer
trust your motives, Sovaesh, so I will have insurance to your good
behavior. I can either keep your wife and daughters here with me or
you can choose the box. I have no doubt that you know what this
is,” he said as he lifted the long silver chain from the desk and
held it up.

“Please, no, Milord,” Davahni begged, though
Truce thought he was the only one in the room that even looked at
the woman. The others simply ignored her, despite the tears that
were coursing openly down her face. Truce felt his heart go out to
her and frantically sought for a way to avert this disaster.

To one unfamiliar with such devices, it
looked innocent, merely a slender bit of metal. To those that knew
the purpose of the chain, however, it was a creation of fear.
“Dahlla has grown into quite the beauty. I’m sure you realize that
a girl of her potential only rises as far as society will allow.
She could have a very promising betrothal or a future much darker
…” Lord Avanti’s voice trailed off ominously and his gaze returned
to Sovaesh. “What will it be?” he asked sweetly, as if awaiting a
selection of wine rather than a man’s future.

“Father, perhaps Dahlla could simply stay
with Nallia and me and surely that would be insurance enough,”
Truce offered stepping forward once more.

“Truce, if I thought you had a spine,
perhaps, but no, I don’t think so.” His father’s voice was mocking
and Truce felt his skin prickle with warning. If he didn’t watch
his actions more closely in the future he could find himself
standing in the same spot as Sovaesh.

The Assassin’s gaze never wavered from his
father. He simply removed his coat and dropped it on the edge of
the desk. Silently he pulled the mask and hood off as well. Truce
stared in open astonishment at the man, not quite believing the
choice he had obviously made. He had never before seen his
Father-in-law without the mask and found it difficult to not stare
at his face. While it was obvious Sovaesh had been handsome once,
the thick scars marring both cheeks drew the eye and held it.
Whoever had carved the sigil into the skin had used Tevrae and the
herb had prevented proper healing. He knew the rune carved there
well enough, it was the Firym mark for exile, or Sovaesh as
they said the word.

“Sovaesh, no, don’t do this. We will stay
here,” Davahni cried and rose to her feet, rushing to her husband’s
side. She shook her head at him frantically and tried to pull him
away.

“It’s OK, Davi. It will be fine,” Sovaesh
told her quietly in a voice so filled with love it made Truce’s
throat tighten. The rumors about what Sovaesh had endured to win
the right to marry Davahni had always seemed too fanciful to his
ears. Now, however, Truce found himself believing them all. Sovaesh
kissed Davahni gently on the forehead and wiped the worst of the
tears from her pale face. “Trust me and know that I love you and
Dahlla too much to risk either of you.” He pushed her back gently
toward their daughter.

“Momma, what is going on?” Dahlla asked
quietly, tears beginning to form in her green eyes. It was obvious
the child was confused but knew something very bad was coming.

“Hush, Dahlla,” Davahni whispered and
clutched her daughter to her.

“How touching,” Nate mocked and Truce glared
at his brother. There were times he found himself wondering if he
was adopted. Now was definitely one of those times. It seemed he
was the only one in his family that actually possessed a heart.

“Fetch the guards to hold him,” Lord Avanti
ordered and Nate nodded quickly, a smile on his battered face.

“I don’t need to be held,” Sovaesh objected
and braced his hands on the desk. “Just get it done with,” he
added, his gaze locking on Lord Avanti.

“So be it,” the Lord said with a faint smile
and then dropped the chain back into the box. With a faint smile he
pushed the box idly toward the edge of the desk and looked directly
at Truce. “Do it,” he ordered in a voice that brooked no
arguments.

Truce hesitated. He wanted nothing to do with
any of this and the idea of using the chain sickened him. He
swallowed heavily and considered holding his ground.

“I’ll do it,” Nate offered happily, already
moving toward the box.

“Your brother will do it,” their father said,
his voice firm and his eyes still locked on Truce.

“Do it, Truce,” Sovaesh whispered.

With a sick feeling in his stomach, Truce
moved forward and picked up the chain. It seemed light in his hands
despite what it was. Taking a deep breath he moved to stand behind
Sovaesh and lifted the chain. To his surprise his hands were not
shaking as he carefully lowered the device and placed it along the
man’s back.

“Make sure it lines properly. I have no wish
to be a cripple,” Sovaesh said quietly, his voice holding no anger
at all.

Truce nodded and adjusted the chain to as
close to perfect as he could manage. His gaze lingered on the faint
marks crossing the man’s pale skin and he realized the stories
about Sovaesh were, in fact, true. These lash marks were further
proof of it. Unable to keep himself from looking, he tilted his
head slightly to get a glimpse of Sovaesh’s arms. Around each wrist
the skin was puckered with manacle scars. He swallowed heavily
again and tried to fight down the sick feeling that was building in
his gut. Despite everything the Assassin had endured to prove his
loyalty, he was still being forced into this.

“I don’t want to stand like this all day,
Truce,” Sovaesh growled.

Truce felt himself nod despite the fact that
the man obviously couldn’t see him and checked the alignment of the
chain once more. He spoke the command word for the device in a
barely audible voice and watched the metal sink into the man’s
back.

It would wrap around the spine with delicate
tendrils of wire. He knew how the item functioned well enough from
his lessons. This was the first time he had ever seen one used on
anyone but a slave, though. They were usually reserved for those
that were of very little value to the house. There was always a
risk that they would damage the spine if the one placing the chain
wasn’t paying enough attention. With a disobedient slave however it
scarcely mattered. The general belief was it saved the slaver the
trouble of having to kill the slave if it failed, and if it worked,
well then you had a very obedient slave. Truce had never even heard
whispers of a “chained” slave becoming unruly.

He stepped back from the desk once more and
watched with held breath as the Assassin once again stood straight.
If there was any damage or pain the man didn’t show it. Truce had
always heard that the chaining process was excruciating, but
Sovaesh hadn’t made a sound. Perhaps it was mental pain they spoke
of, the knowledge that you had just lost all hope and free
will.

“Well then, I’m so glad that is over with.
Here is a new list of your marks, Sovaesh. I realize that you will
be unable to reach some of them due to the barrier over Sanctuary
but do see that the others on the list are dead soon.” Lord
Avanti’s voice was light and chipper now and Truce simply stared at
his father in disbelief.

Sovaesh looked down at the offered paper and
only hesitated a moment before accepting it. With a neutral
expression he scanned the list of names and then nodded to his
Lord. Still silent, he began to dress himself once more, moving a
bit gingerly as he pulled his shirt on. His gaze tracked Lord
Avanti and Nate as they left the room, talking quietly with each
other as they walked. When the door had closed behind them he
looked to Truce and smiled faintly.

“My daughter chose well in you, Truce. You
are a good man despite your name. I hope you don’t cry when I kill
those bastards though.” He winked and continued getting dressed
while Truce gaped at him.

The man was chained now, though he didn’t
seem to realize the implications. If he made any move outside of
the Lord’s pleasure the chain would snap his spine in several
pieces and bore into his mind. The death was a horrible one and
inescapable, no matter how fast you healed. “I’m so sorry this
happened,” Truce said quietly, unsure if he was talking to Sovaesh
or everyone in the room.

“Not half as sorry as your father will be,”
Sovaesh replied as he pulled his mask up over his scars. “Go home,
Davi. I’ll be there later tonight. The lord has work for me,” he
said and bowed his head to Truce before leaving the room.
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Snarls erupted from the cage as Shade dumped
the last of the meat scraps into the pen. He stepped back several
feet and watched the goblins feeding. There was a smaller one to
the back that seemed to be getting the best of the portions without
the snarling fuss the others were making. Shade kept his eye on the
creature and noted how it would wait for a fight to break out
between its larger brethren and then slip down low to grab the
choice pieces from under them. It didn’t seem to be snarling or
spitting either as was normal for the goblins.

“One of every species, I suppose,” he said
quietly and turned to find Charm watching him with a raised
eyebrow.

“One what?” the rogue asked, barely sparing a
glance for the goblins. Over the past month Shade had captured and
fed close to a hundred of the creatures and Charm had done his best
to avoid every cage load. It was no secret among them that the
rogue hated the little monsters and considered them little better
than vermin.

“Thinker, you know, like Marrow or Emily.
Kali seems to have her flukes out of every species she creates,”
Shade answered and looked back toward the camp. “How’s he doing?”
he asked quietly. Remedy’s physical injuries had healed quickly
enough, though he still had a few fading wounds. It was the mental
part he was having difficulty with. Since learning of the Barrier
over Sanctuary the man had become convinced he had betrayed the
Fionaveir, though he professed no memory of it. No matter how many
times Shade tried to reassure him he couldn’t seem to get through
to the man. Remedy simply refused to believe that there might be
corruption in the Fionaveir ranks despite the building proof of
it.

Charm shrugged, his expression neutral. “The
same as he has been. I wish I could say he is improving. I think
once we get him back to the Fionahold it may get better.” He
glanced toward the goblins and then back to Shade. “How much longer
do you think it will be here?” he asked quietly.

“Tonight, if we can get Lutheron here. I need
to gem this batch of them but other than that we are good to go,”
Shade answered drawing an amazed look from Charm.

“Already?” he asked glancing back at the cage
once more as if he could somehow get a total count from the
remaining few that were caged.

“I have eighty-two stones already and there
are fifteen in that cage. If that isn’t enough I think we are
screwed on this whole mission,” Shade replied with a shrug. “The
alchemical mix is a stout one and this will be more damaging than
you think Charm.”

“I can’t believe we are really going to do
this,” Charm muttered and then gave a curt nod. “I’ll contact
Lutheron and see if he will meet us soon. I’ve heard he is fighting
Blights in Faydwer, though. Is there any way to do this without
him?”

Shade sighed and drummed his fingers on his
leg as he calculated and nodded slowly. “It might work without him,
but I’d rather have triple the number of goblins that way and I
can’t say that I would enjoy catching two hundred more,” he said at
last.

“Let’s hope Lutheron can make it, then,”
Charm said with a sigh of his own.

“I’ll start gemming them in the event that he
does have time tonight. It shouldn’t take me long, though, with
only fifteen to store,” Shade replied and once again thanked
Fortune for his idea of testing the storage process on the goblins.
After the spell had worked on the Assassin, Shade had found himself
wondering if it actually could work on live creatures without
harming them. Eventually he had broken down and tried it, and was
rewarded with a rather cranky but very live goblin afterwards. It
made the task ahead of them much easier to have the creatures
stored in the stones. The idea of having a hundred angry stinking
goblins on his ship had never set well with him.

“I’ll let you know what he says,” Charm said
before walking off toward the camp once more.

Shade watched him go and smiled faintly. He
couldn’t blame the rogue for being in such a hurry to get away from
the cage. The combination of the smell of blood and that of the
goblins was enough to make anyone feel sick. Sadly, he had gotten
used to the scent weeks ago. With a faint groan he made his way
back to the cage. The wind in the clearing picked up a bit and
Shade tightened his coat around him. Glancing up at the overcast
sky he sighed again. From the looks of it they would have snow
tonight. If it came too heavily it would make the mission much more
difficult. He shook his head and looked back to the goblins. “You
know, where I come from, it wouldn’t snow for another two moons,”
he grumbled and all the creatures but the small quiet one ignored
him completely. He raised an eyebrow at the creature that was
staring directly at him and motioned a hand toward the sky. “Snow
sucks,” he said in slow stilting words.

It garbled something at him and waved its
hands over its head in a pale mockery of his own actions.
“Shakudoobie to you too.” Shade chuckled, wondering if the word had
actually been garble or if the creatures had their own language
aside from snarls and growls. He frowned a bit at the thought and
pushed it away from his mind. Considering what he had planned for
the goblins he didn’t want to put too much thought into wondering
if they had a culture or language.

 


* * *

 


By the time he finished with storing the
creatures, the sun was setting low in the west. If the Blights were
as much like their goblin kin as Shade suspected, they would be
venturing out to hunt now. He opened the cage door and stepped
inside to gather the stones from the floor of the cage. It was
tricky to stone an object without touching it but he had developed
the technique after two goblin bites. Scooping them up quietly he
dropped all but one into the bag that held the rest. The last stone
he picked up was the quieter creature that had spoken to him.
Glancing around to make sure Charm was nowhere in sight, Shade
dropped the stone into his pocket. Even if the creature hadn’t
truly been talking it had been peaceful compared to its savage kin
and he hated the thought of killing it.

“I’ve heard Goblins make poor pets,” a low
voice whispered near the cage and Shade actually jumped at the
sound. He had just looked around and the night had seemed empty.
Spinning toward the voice, Shade could barely make out the faint
form of a man leaning against the cage. The shadows on that side
were too dense for him to make out the man’s features, though.
“Jumpy, aren’t we,” Lutheron said as he stepped away from the cage
wall and into the faint light coming from the ship.

“Damn, Lutheron, you scared the hell out of
me,” Shade said with a relieved sigh. “I thought a bloody Blight
had wandered in for some chit chat.” He shook his head at the
Fionaveir who wore an expression of quiet delight.

“I am rather good at frightening. That is why
you want me here, after all,” Lutheron said with a grim smile. “So,
tell me, Shade, what exactly am I supposed to do for this plan of
yours to work?”

“Stand outside the city and make everything
too scared to leave the walls. Charm said you can do that. You can,
right?” Shade raised an eyebrow and studied the man. Eldagar was a
very large city. To lay an aura of fear over the entire wall was no
minor act of magic. If Lutheron actually could, then the man was
far more formidable than anyone actually said.

“Just the walls? Or shall I start with the
country side surrounding the city and work my way in so I drive
whatever hunters might be about, back toward their refuge?”
Lutheron asked casually.

“You can do that?” Shade said, his tone
betraying the amazement he felt.

Lutheron smirked and nodded faintly. “It
shouldn’t be a problem. I’m curious how you intend to keep from
pissing yourself while I’m doing it however.”

“Take a leak right before we go up and remind
myself over and over that I will have to clean up any mess I make,”
Shade replied, drawing an amused chuckle from the older man.
“Really, it’s Charm I’m worried about. He keeps raving about me
being insane and seems the nervous sort.”

“There are those that run, those that fight,
and those that go mad from fear. Charm is a runner. Tie him into
the ship if you wish to keep him there. He is a rogue and not
nearly as flamboyant as you in his methods. He doesn’t care much
for this kind of excitement,” Lutheron said and glanced back toward
the campsite. “What do you intend to do with Remedy though?” he
asked, his voice softer and holding a note of what might have been
pity.

“Truthfully, I hadn’t planned on him at all.
I’m rather hoping he can stay with you during this. He has had a
rough time of it and I don’t want to add more to his burden,” Shade
answered.

Lutheron nodded his agreement and motioned
back toward the ship. “Let’s be done with this then. There are
difficulties elsewhere in the world that I must see to by
morning.”

Shade nodded and walked back toward the
campfire where Charm and Remedy waited. Charm looked up quickly at
his approach and stood at the first glimpse of Lutheron. He bowed
low in respect and stood quickly, causing his long blond braid to
fall over his shoulder. “Commander Lutheron, I’m pleased you could
make it on such short notice,” he began, but Lutheron raised a hand
to cut him off.

“We’ve worked together before, Charm. You
know better than to use the Commander shit on me,” he said gruffly
and looked down to Remedy. Frowning, he dropped down to a knee
bringing himself eye to eye with the man. “Remmy, Symphony told me
to bring you home. She says she misses you too much to let you
continue gallivanting about.”

“I can’t face her, Lutheron,” Remedy said
faintly, refusing to meet Lutheron’s gaze.

“Why?” Lutheron asked simply. There was no
accusation at all in Lutheron’s sharp features, nor in his voice.
If anything, the man seemed genuinely puzzled by the response.

“I’ve betrayed her. The Barrier on Sanctuary
went up just days after my capture. They must have found out from
me that we intended to call the vote soon,” Remedy replied, his
voice trembling. “How can I face her after what I’ve done? There is
no hope of a vote now. It will be bloody war and it’s my fault.” He
raised his hands to cover his face and shook his head. The agonized
tone in the man’s voice made Shade flinch. He could remember the
feeling of disappointing his father and what Remedy felt must be
ten times worse.

Lutheron reached up and pulled his hands back
down forcing Remedy to look at him. “They must have found out from
you?” he repeated with a raised eyebrow. “You don’t know they found
out from you? You don’t remember telling them anything? Is that
what you are saying?” He fired the questions off so rapidly that
Remedy simply gaped at him for a moment.

“How else would they find out, Lutheron?”
Remedy asked, sounding anguished.

“That’s a damn good question that I will find
the answer for. I’ll believe a dancing monkey dropped down from the
sky and sang it to them before I’ll believe you told them, though,”
Lutheron shot back. He pulled the man to his feet and roughly
clapped him on the back. “I’ve known you since you were a child,
Remmy. You are as loyal and true as Caspian himself. I will never
believe you betrayed the Fionaveir and I’ll have the head of anyone
that suggests it. Are we clear?”

Remedy stared at him for a long moment before
nodding slightly. “I don’t remember speaking to them about
anything, Lutheron. They tried everything, but I didn’t utter a
sound, and yet the Barrier is up. Why else would they raise the
Barrier unless they knew we meant to call a vote? What if they had
a Mind mage work on me and I don’t remember it?” Doubt crept back
into his voice as he spoke the last.

“They didn’t. It would require one of the
Han’shy themselves to work on your mind and none of the Han’shy
would. You did not sell our secrets, Remmy. You are innocent. Quit
blaming yourself and come with me. We apparently have a city to
help destroy tonight.” Lutheron patted him on the back once more
and then turned to look at Shade. “We will be positioned on the
Northern side of the city. Let me know when you are in the air and
I will begin,” he said and disappeared with Remedy before Shade had
a chance to respond.

Glancing at Charm with a smile Shade tossed
him the bag containing the goblin stones. “I, for one, have never
trusted singing sky monkeys. Especially not when they are dancing,”
he said as he headed toward the ship.

Charm gave a snort of amusement and fell into
step beside him. “So, I’m supposed to simply crack the stones and
throw them out of the ship right?” he asked and looked down into
the bag with a skeptical expression.

“Essentially. Oh, and Lutheron says you have
to tie yourself into the ship, too,” Shade said as he dropped down
into his pilot seat and began the pre-flight check.

“Tie myself into the ship?” Charm asked,
sounding incredulous.

“Yep, he is afraid you will jump ship,
literally,” Shade replied and nodded toward the cargo area. “There
is rope back there. Get strapped in, oh shadowy one, it’s going to
be a rough ride.”

“I wish you wouldn’t say things like that.
Whatever happened to the calm and collected Christian that was so
well spoken and was never accused of being insane,” Charm sighed
and began to walk back toward the cargo bay.

“His father killed him and I buried him,”
Shade said quietly, ignoring the look Charm cast back over his
shoulder.

 


* * *

 


Shade swallowed heavily as the aura increased
over the city. “I asked for this,” he reminded himself as he flew
toward the stone walls. Tears were beginning to fill his eyes as
the oppressive cloud thickened around them. His heart was beating
so hard against his chest he found himself wondering if he could
actually fly through it.

“I hate you so much,” Charm whispered from
near the door. The rogue was tied into the ship with three ropes
that attached to various objects near him. After long consideration
they had decided that in a fit of panic he might cut one rope, but
surely not three. It had been Shade’s idea to add the chain around
the ankle just for good measure. As far as he saw it, that was a
twofold blessing. On one hand, it would prevent Charm from jumping
if the ropes failed, and on the other hand, Shade held the only
key. If Charm was too upset after this flight, he could wait until
he settled down to release him. The rogue could, of course, pick
the lock, but it would take time to do that, which gave Shade a
head start on running.

“Don’t feel bad. I’m not liking myself too
much at the moment, either,” Shade muttered as the aura of fear
increased again. The steady pulse was like a second heart beat now
as the magic coursed through him. Run, run away, run, it
chanted through his mind, relentless and cold. He swallowed heavily
and glanced back at Charm. The rogue was huddled by the door now
and no longer standing, but still had the bag of stones clutched
tightly in his gloved hands. His face was drained of all blood and
he seemed to be trembling, but as far as Shade could tell he was
still capable of thought and hopefully, of action. “We are just
about to the wall now, Charm. Are you ready?” He had to force the
words out through clenched teeth and hoped the rogue could
understand him.

“Yes, I’m ready, you crazy bastard. God, I
hate you and every insane plan you come up with. First you try to
blow me up and now this shit. You aren’t right in the head, Shade,
and after this you won’t get another chance to kill me, I promise
you that,” Charm said, his voice rising in hysteria.

“A simple, “yes,” would have sufficed,” Shade
replied and flicked the music crystal that rested on his dash. The
quick drum beats of the Firym music pounded through the ship and
Charm shrieked and nearly fell from the doorway. Shade scrambled
for the crystal. The drums were sending his already fragile nerves
over the edge. “Bad idea, bad, bad idea,” he said, finally managing
to grab the crystal once more. He deactivated the magic and threw
it back behind him into the ship and shuddered. “I won’t be able to
listen to drums for a month,” he mumbled to himself. The walls of
Eldagar were looming closer now, almost directly below them. The
pulse of fear increased again and Shade let out a nervous laugh in
response.

“I hate you, you crazy bastard. I hate you,
you crazy bastard,” Charm began chanting softly behind him and
Shade laughed louder in response.

“Oh, you are really going to hate me when I
pick up the pace here. We have to do this low and fast Charm or it
won’t work,” Shade said quietly but the rogue’s chanting didn’t
falter at his words.

Shade watched as the wall passed below them.
He took the ship down to the street level, scarcely high enough to
fly. “Now, Charm, start throwing them.” He thought he heard the
sound of crying or whimpering behind him but didn’t spare the time
to look. He had to trust that Charm would do as they had planned.
Right now, he needed all of his attention to fly through the
cramped city without crashing.

A startled howl of fear behind him made him
laugh again as he recognized a goblins voice. The rogue was still
chanting his new mantra, but he was doing his job. He pulled
carefully on the controls and maneuvered around an over-turned
wagon. Ideally, he needed to spread the goblins as thickly as he
could throughout the city. He needed them scattered, but he only
had a short time to do it.

He wasn’t sure how the Blights would react to
the goblins presence but guessed it would be violent. This plan
rested on the fact that the goblins and the Blights shared
instincts and would both run to the same hiding spots. He needed
them to reach the Blights, but he couldn’t give the creatures long
together. If the Blights killed the goblins and moved away from the
area it would be a failure.

More howls came from the back door as Charm
continued to cast the creatures from the ship and Shade began
making his way toward the Fortress at the far end of town. He
hadn’t told Charm about this part of the plan but judging from the
continued chanting of the words crazy bastard it wouldn’t
lower the rogue’s opinion of him any.

“Half-way done,” Charm called up to him, his
voice still frantic.

“Save about five,” Shade called back loudly
and turned down a trash strewn street to continue dropping their
living weapons.

“For what?” Charm asked. “I don’t want to
save five goblins. I want to get rid of the bastards and get the
hell out of this city.”

“Save them for the Fortress,” Shade replied
as he pulled the ship around a partially collapsed building. His
heart was racing so fast by now he was wondering if it was going to
burst. For covering as much ground as he was, Lutheron’s magic was
extremely effective. Charm had told him the man could handle the
task and Shade had doubted him. He no longer held any doubts.

“The Fortress is locked. We can’t get them
inside the Fortress. If you think I’m getting out of this ship you
are even crazier than I thought. Which I’m not sure is possible,”
Charm’s voice was rising again and Shade snickered at how it
blended with the goblin howls. They had nearly the same pitch to
his ears.

“Who said anything about getting out of the
ship to go inside?” Shade asked and broke into another wave of
laughter as Charm fell back to his mantra in more frantic
tones.

Shade made another of the city streets before
Charm spoke again. “We have five left,” he said in a choked voice
that sounded as though he was in tears.

“Got it, time to knock on the big doors,”
Shade replied and had to fight down the urge to laugh again. From
the description Lutheron had given on the effects of fear it seemed
he was one of the individuals that was struck by madness. The
thought gave him momentary pause as the thick Fortress doors loomed
ahead of him. If Charm thought he was mad before the fear, what did
that say about his judgment now.

A small voice in the back of his mind urged
him to forget about flying through the heavily warded fortress that
was made entirely of stone that was several feet thick. “Bugger
off,” he mumbled to the voice of reason as he prepared to fire. He
knew from Charm’s reports that the largest hive resided inside the
fortress. If they were going to do this right they had to take the
fortress down as well as the city.

With a muttered prayer he fired and watched
the liquid splatter against the doors. It was the same ammunition
that had taken down the transport ship. With luck it would do equal
damage to the Fortress doors. He was going far too fast to slow
down now, regardless, and had calculated the distance with just
enough time to allow the blast to go off. At best, his ship would
suffer minor damage from flying debris. That he could repair. At
worst, well, he didn’t have to worry about the worst case. No one
would walk away from a wreck like that.

“Why are we flying that fast toward closed
doors?” Charm asked, having apparently dared standing long enough
to see what was going on.

“Ten, nine, eight …,” Shade whispered
ignoring the rogue’s question entirely. Flames burst to life on the
door and he found himself biting his lower lip hard enough to draw
blood. It shouldn’t have taken that long to catch fire, but he
couldn’t turn aside now. There wasn’t room. If he tried, they would
broadside the unforgiving stone wall of the fortress. “Three, two,
oh, fucking, come on, blow..,” Shade yelled, but the last of his
words were drowned out by the concussive boom of the doors finally
exploding. His ship rocked violently as fire and splinters of wood
washed over it. He leaned forward in his seat, his eyes searching
the smoke frantically for the first glimpse of what lay ahead.

“Oh, shit, you flaming moron!” Charm screamed
from behind him as a massive stone wall loomed mere feet from the
view screen. Apparently, at some point the rogue had managed to get
the chain off of his ankle. Shade was impressed that the rogue had
accomplished that feat in the chaos of flight while scared witless
from Lutheron’s magic. He didn’t have time to dwell on it now,
though. At the moment, the wall held his full attention.

A sound half-way between a curse and a laugh
burst from Shade’s mouth as he strained against the controls,
trying to bring the ship around before they crashed. The sound of
squealing metal ripped through the corridor as the corner of the
wall crumbled against the belly of his ship. He heard a loud thump
and groan behind him and guessed the rogue had been knocked from
his feet at the impact. With a steady hand he brought The
Shade back under control and shot down the main hall.

“Throw a gobbie, Charm, don’t just sit there
on your ass,” Shade called back. The fear still lingered at the
back of his mind, but he no longer had time to focus on it. The
main hall of the fortress was barely wide enough for the spell
hawk, and it was taking all of his attention to keep the wings off
of the walls. It was getting back out that was going to be tricky.
For that, he would have to either make another hole in the back
wall or manage a high speed turn in the throne room.

“I hate you, you crazy bastard,” Charm
muttered, but the words were accompanied by the terrified squeal of
a goblin.

Shade counted the remaining squeals until
they had reached four and then increased the speed as they headed
for the throne room doors. There would no doubt be wards on these
doors as well, but they wouldn’t be the same as the outer door. The
outer door had been designed to hold against siege weapons. This
one was made more to hold against individuals. Against a full speed
spell hawk it stood no chance at all. As long as there wasn’t a
pillar directly on the other side of the door they should be fine.
“I probably should have studied the building plans better before
doing this,” he said quietly and silence fell behind him. He
wondered briefly if the rogue had jumped when the mantra
ceased.

“What did you just say, Shade?” Charm said in
a very serious voice, all trace of hysteria gone. “Did you just say
you didn’t look at the bloody floor plan of this gods-be-damned
fortress before you flew us in here?” he added, his voice rising
once more.

“The chanting had a nice rhythm to it, could
you switch back to that please?” Shade replied as the doors to the
throne room exploded from their impact. Shade leaned forward again
and had to turn the ship on its side to avoid the support pillars
that lined the center of the room. He scanned the area ahead
frantically and realized with a sinking feeling that he wouldn’t be
able to turn around with the way the pillars were lined up. There
simply was not enough room to maneuver. He let out a heavy breath
and fired the guns once more, praying the compound had time to
react and that it was strong enough to blow a hole through stone.
He had tested it on metal and wood before, but never stone. He
fired several more times for good measure and felt Charm move up
beside him.

The rogue sat down heavily in the co-pilot’s
seat and stared with a slack jawed look on his bloodless face as
the wall loomed closer. He was breathing heavier the closer they
got and Shade wondered if he was going to hyper-ventilate by the
time the impact came.

“Shouldn’t it have caught fire by now?” Charm
asked quietly.

“Yep,” Shade replied casually, his gaze
locked on the wall, willing the ammo to work.

“If it doesn’t soon can you turn around?” he
asked in the same quiet voice.

“Not a chance in hell,” Shade replied and
fished in his pocket frantically. With a slightly shaking hand he
pulled a bent cigarette out and lit it. Ahead of them the wall
burst into flames and Shade let out a nervous laugh. “The real
downside here is the rock debris could tear a hole in my ship or
damage a wing too much to fly,” he muttered around the cigarette
and inhaled deeply.

Charm nodded slightly and pulled a flask from
his pocket. “Amazing that when it truly looks like I’m about to die
I’m not nearly as scared,” he whispered and took a long pull from
the flask. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and started
to offer the flask to Shade, but seemed to realize at the last
moment that he didn’t have a spare hand to accept it.

“That’s the point past fear, Charm,” Shade
replied and felt his breath catch as the wall neared. “I’m not
quite there yet, but sure as hell wish I was,” he added, feeling
his stomach knot again. Another nervous laugh escaped his lips and
he thanked all of the Aspects that the former residents of Eldagar
had been vain enough to build a throne room this obscenely big. Had
this been the Morcaillo house they would have already been
splattered on the wall and gathering flies.

“I don’t really hate you, you know that,
right?” Charm whispered.

“Good to hear. You might soon enough though,
so I’d wait on adding anything sentimental to that statement,”
Shade replied. The flames on the wall rose again and the entire
fortress seemed to tremble before the world exploded into fire and
raining stones. Shade cringed as the first of the debris hit the
spell hawk hard and the ship shuddered in his grip. He tried to
swerve from the path of a large chunk of stone but there wasn’t
enough time or room. The impact resounded through the ship as the
view screen went dark. Shade swallowed heavily and tried
desperately to remember exactly where he had seen the brief glimpse
of daylight in the wall.

“Well at least we won’t see it coming,” Charm
said dryly, staring at the black screen before them.

“There’s the spirit Charm! Way to find the
silver lining!” Shade cried with another laugh. From the corner of
his eye he saw the rogue brace himself and realized he was doing
the same. With an effort, he forced himself to relax. “You are the
best pilot, prove it,” he whispered to himself and guided the ship
to where his memory told him the opening should be. Long seconds
passed with both of them holding their breath before Shade let out
a nervous laugh. “We cleared it,” he whispered.

“But how are you going to land the ship,
Shade? You can’t scry directly outside of it because of the Barllen
on it,” Charm said, his moment beyond fear apparently fading.

“I’m still working that out, Charm, but don’t
worry, I’ll come up with a plan,” Shade replied and guided the ship
straight up. It was the only direction he could guarantee held no
obstacles.

Charm let out a quiet groan at the mention of
a plan and fell back into his seat. He turned his head toward Shade
and sighed. “So, how do we trigger the goblins? That was the one
part of the plan that I wasn’t really sure about,” he said quietly
apparently deciding that was a better topic to think on than flying
blind in a ship at high speeds.

Shade pulled a small glass globe from his
pocket and held it up for Charm to see. A single drop of red liquid
rested in the bottom. With a deep breath Shade wrapped his hand
around the globe and smiled at Charm. “I’ll send the magic through
this liquid. It is from the same batch I used on the goblins so it
should transfer the magic well. If all goes as planned my magic
will pass through this link and into the globes that I fed the
goblins. When the spark of fire from my magic touches the oil I fed
them …,” he paused and shrugged at Charm. “Well then we have a mess
that I’m not paying to have cleaned up and a whole lot of dead
goblins and Blights.”

“And if all doesn’t go as planned?” Charm
asked with obvious hesitation.

“Then my theory of sending the spark though
the link failed and I’m going to blow my fingers off my hand. Which
will most likely result in my jumping out of my chair screaming in
agony and you will have to land the ship blindly,” Shade replied
with a smile.

“I’ve never really been religious but I think
I’ll pray now,” Charm said with a firm nod.

“You would be amazed how often I’ve been
doing that very same thing lately,” Shade said with a grin and
closed his fingers around the globe. He took another drag from the
remnants of his cigarette and winked at Charm. “Here goes nothing,”
he whispered and sent the spark of magic into the volatile
liquid.

The echoing booms of explosions filled the
air and Shade looked down at the small globe in his hand and let
out his breath. He allowed himself another smile and glanced over
at Charm. “I wish we could have seen it. I hope Lutheron got a good
look so he can show us.”

“Shade, do you realize how often things
explode when you are around?” Charm asked quietly. The expression
on his face was pensive.

“I know. I think I may have found my true
talent in life,” Shade said, grinning wider as the last of the
explosions resounded below them.

“Please don’t say that,” Charm muttered and
looked back to the black view screen. “So how are you going to get
us down?” he asked quietly.

“Got it all worked out, Charm. No worries, my
friend,” Shade replied and dropped the globe back into his pocket.
“It might be a little rough at first though, just to warn you.”

Charm gave a silent nod in response and
buckled the seat harness. He glanced over at Shade once he had
finished. “You are a crazy bastard, Shade,” he said in a calm voice
and rubbed his face with a gloved hand. “I’m not sure that I will
ever adjust to it. I’m trying though, I really am.” He paused again
and lowered his hand to look meaningfully at Shade. “I’m a rogue at
heart, however, and typically we sneak, we hide, we backstab. It’s
a self-preservation thing that rogues have developed. We linger in
the shadows and allow warriors and such to charge blindly in, and
then we collect the spoils when those idiots have gotten themselves
killed. At no point in my training did my mentor ever mention
explosive goblins, or high speed flight, or using one’s self as
bait for very large pissed off serpents. This is simply not my
style.”

Shade grinned widely at Charm. “None of my
teachers spoke of this kind of fun either. No doubt they didn’t
want to get my hopes up for the future. Just think, Charm, from the
looks of things this is just the start of it. With a war beginning,
imagine the fun we can have.”

“I do believe you entirely missed my point,”
Charm said dryly and sighed. “I now have more incentive than ever
to fulfill Symphony’s wish of a Bloodless rebellion,” he added
faintly and fell silent, his gaze locked on the black view
screen.


Chapter 25

 


Sanctuary

 


 


Winter was settling firmly over the city and
the icy wind cut through her coat like a knife. Pulling the folds
of it tighter around her, Jala shuddered and glanced down at Marrow
who looked completely unfazed by the day’s temperature. Shaking her
head slightly, she looked back up at the wooden supports being
placed and tried to ignore her chattering teeth.

In the past month, they had managed to
rebuild a good portion of the Dock ward in her district. While this
hadn’t been one of the wards they had planned on fixing first, it
had moved to the forefront due to its distance from the inner city.
Her companions were wary of the Justicars and felt the farther they
built from that part of Sanctuary the better. All in all, she had
to agree with them. She didn’t like the idea of her people being
subjected to the Justicar’s tilted view of justice either.

Warm arms wrapped around her waist and Finn
pulled her back against him tightly. His breath was warm on her
neck as he kissed her lightly. “You look half frozen. Why don’t you
wait inside until they need you?” he suggested and glanced back at
one of the finished buildings behind them.

She followed his gaze and fought back the
temptation of the warm firelight that flickered through the
windows. “I want to learn how this is done. I think I have the
basics of which supports need to go up first but I haven’t seen
them brace a roof yet,” she explained.

“Are you switching from High Lady to
carpenter then?” he teased. Warmth poured from him like an oven and
she nestled closer against him. His Firym blood made him as immune
to the winter wind as Marrow was and she envied them both.

“I think if I’m going to govern a city, I
should know what it took to build the city and how to properly
maintain it,” she replied, still keeping her gaze on the massive
oaken timbers being hoisted by the work crews. It would be so much
easier if they would simply let her use magic to lift the timbers,
but Neph had argued against it. He insisted that the people be
allowed to do the work and she had relented. His points had been
valid ones. The foremost point being that they would respect it
more if their own sweat went into it.

That, and the fact that most in her city
needed the work desperately. For that reason alone it had been easy
to recruit workers for her projects. There was a food shortage in
most of the city now, and thanks to Valor, her district was better
provisioned than most. So while they didn’t have an over-abundance
of coins they did have plenty of supplies. It had been Jail’s idea
to offer the terms for labor. The people of her city could, of
course, simply buy the food with coin, but for those without coin
there was now hope. For helping to rebuild the city, they could not
only earn food, but clothing and homes as well. Once the
announcement had been made, the labor force had swelled well beyond
what she had hoped for and the progress they were making was
impressive.

“So what’s this one to be?” Finn asked, his
attention turned on the building taking shape before them.

“A temple,” she said and expected him to
laugh. Finn was far from religious and often teased Neph for his
devotion to the Aspects and Divine.

“Wise choice. These people need that right
now. With things the way they are, the common man will need the
wisdom a temple can offer. Where are you going to find priests
though?” he replied, sounding serious.

She glanced back at him and raised an
eyebrow. “Not the response I expected from you. I have managed to
scrounge up a few priests. They are from my district as well. One
is an alcoholic and the other two don’t look like they have had a
decent meal in months. I’m not too sure how well they will do, but
for now they will work,” she said with a faint smile.

Finn shrugged slightly and motioned with one
hand toward the crowd of commons surrounding the building. “They
aren’t Firym. We can’t expect them to hold strong without
reassurance. They need to believe there is a higher power watching
over them. If they were Firym they would simply know they are the
higher power, and act accordingly. I’m sure even an alcoholic
priest will help these people.”

Jala snorted in amusement and shook her head
slowly as she turned back to the progress on the temple. “I’m not
Firym,” she reminded him quietly.

“Ahh, but you were smart enough to marry one,
so you will be fine,” he said, his voice once again holding a note
of teasing.

She tilted her chin up to look at his face
and returned his smile. Even on a dreary day such as this, Finn
seemed to glow with a positive vibrancy no one else possessed. With
his sun bronzed skin and shining green eyes, he was truly the most
beautiful thing in the world to her. He returned her gaze, staring
into her eyes and the teasing expression left his face.

“You are so beautiful,” he said quietly and
brushed a hand across her wind-reddened cheek. “Your skin looks
like cream kissed by roses after being in the cold.”

She smiled as he spoke, marveling at how
close his words had been to her own thoughts.

“Just when I think it can’t get better …” He
paused and traced her smile with a gentle finger. “You prove it
can,” he added quietly and gave her a kiss.

“I love you,” she whispered as he drew back
from the kiss.

“Love you too, Vezradesh,” he returned
and seemed ready to say more when the hoof beats of a quickly
approaching horse drew his attention.

His brow knit in concern as he watched Jail
drop quickly down from his saddle and approach them. Jala felt
herself tense as well. Jail was not the sort to over-react. If he
was running a horse through the city streets, something was wrong,
and by the sweat covering his roan gelding he had been running for
a while. He was bundled heavily against the cold in a thick wool
coat of dark purple. The white tunic he wore appeared to be heavy
material as well, and she was relieved to see she wasn’t the only
one the weather was affecting. He sketched a hasty bow to her as he
approached and gave Finn a nod in greeting.

“Milady, we have a problem,” Jail began,
sounding out of breath. His hair was pulled back neatly and held
with a silver clasp. His clothing, too, was some of his finest
quality she noticed, now that he was closer. The sigil of her house
was worked in silver thread on the breast of his coat and the
buttons were carved gems. Apparently Jail had been visiting another
district today. The Mind mage was usually informal in his
appearance and there was no place in her district that demanded
such fashions.

“What kind of problem?” she asked and glanced
toward the gates with concern. From the way Jail was acting she
expected to see Justicars pouring through the streets.

“Lady Chastity has been arrested and is being
taken to the Hall of Justice for judgment as we speak,” he began.
“I was visiting my sister and checking on the inner city when I
received the news. It hasn’t been long. I believe we still have
time to act.”

“Valor’s sister?” she asked with shock and
glanced to Finn. “Does Valor know yet?” she asked, turning back to
Jail. It was no secret how protective Valor was of his family and
news such as this would not set well with him.

He hesitated a moment and swallowed heavily.
“That would be our problem, Milady. Valor is in their custody as
well. I don’t have the full details, but from the street gossip it
would seem he killed several Justicars.”

“Shit, they will execute him,” Finn said, his
voice barely above a whisper. His arms tightened around her almost
painfully and he quickly kissed her cheek. “I have to get him out
of there,” he added in a louder voice and released her.

“Finn, wait,” she said, trying to grab hold
of his arm before he could go. She knew him too well. His idea of
getting Valor out of there would include a lot of bloodshed, and
chances were good that he would end up in custody as well.

“There isn’t time, Jala,” he said, already
striding toward the stable. “Jail, keep her safe until I can get
back,” he called over his shoulder and Jala watched him go with a
dry expression.

“I love how he listens,” Jala sighed. She
glanced down at the Bendazzi beside her and motioned toward the
stables. “Marrow, go delay Finn getting his horse saddled for a
minute or two,” she said sweetly and watched him stalk off toward
the stables. Most horses found the Bendazzi unsettling but this
newest mount of Finn’s particularly hated the cat.

Turning back to Jail she sighed again and
smiled faintly. “I have no intention of allowing this to happen,
but I will not allow my husband to attempt a one-man rescue mission
either. They will hold judgment today. How long until they punish
the condemned?” she asked. While her companions were doing their
best to continue her education after learning that they couldn’t
return to the Academy because of the Blights, there were still some
things she wasn’t clear on.

Jail watched Marrow for a moment and looked
back to her, his expression clouded with worry. “I’m afraid they
will enact their punishment today. Normally there is a delay of
several days when the guilty is a member of a high house. It
usually requires the vote of a council. This isn’t normal, however,
and Valor isn’t of a house that is favored by High Commander
Kellis.”

“Then we don’t have much time. Fetch Wisp and
Neph. Tell Sovann to keep things in line here. I’ll get my horse
and we will all go together,” Jala said and turned on her heels to
head for the stable.

“Jala, they won’t listen to you as a High
Lady. What are you planning to do?” Jail called behind her.

“Repay Valor. He saved my life and now we
will save his,” she replied. Her mind was working frantically to
form a plan. There would be five of them. That wasn’t good odds
against the assembled might of the Justicars. Then, of course,
there would be Cassia and Devron. She sincerely doubted either of
them would miss the chance to watch a rival executed.

Loud cursing echoed out from the stable as
she approached. Stepping inside she found Finn holding the tether
to his mare as she reared back from Marrow her eyes rolling. By the
way the floor was churned she had been throwing a bloody fit from
the moment Marrow entered.

“Marrow, if you don’t get the hell out of
here I’m going to skin you!” Finn roared and his grey mare backed
away from him quickly, her muscles tensed to bolt. He hastily began
to croon softly to her and held a hand out to steady her. The mare
stood quivering the indecision clear in her large brown eyes.

As you wished she is not saddled. I’m
going to wait outside now before that vein in his forehead bursts.
He really does have an impressive temper, Marrow said, rising
from where he had been sitting and letting out a feline yawn as he
sauntered toward the door lazily.

“Did you send him in here?” Finn demanded,
his voice low but filled with irritation. She could feel his
emotions coursing through their link and felt a moment’s guilt.
Finn’s concern for Valor was almost overwhelming and made his anger
seem pale in comparison.

“I did, so you would wait for me,” she
replied as she led her black gelding from his stall. As always the
horse was steady and unconcerned with all of the commotion. She
wrapped the tether around a post and went to fetch her saddle, only
to find Finn blocking her way, his frantic mount dancing at the end
of her lead once more. He held the rope firmly with one hand but
his attention was fully on Jala. Jala raised an eyebrow at him and
started to step around him. He moved, blocking her way again, his
expression stormy.

“You aren’t going,” he said firmly. “They are
begging for a reason to arrest you and I won’t have you anywhere
near them. I will handle this.”

“We will handle this and I am going. We don’t
have time for this argument, Finn. Valor’s time is dwindling with
every word we speak. So, unless you intend to knock me out as he
did you, I suggest you move,” Jala shot back, her voice every bit
as firm as his had been. Her violet eyes locked with his green ones
and for a moment they simply stared at one another, willing the
other to back down.

“They won’t listen to you,” Finn said
finally, his voice calmer and she hastily cut him off with a raised
hand. He blinked at her in shock but she ignored his stunned
expression. Stepping around him, she calmly picked up her saddle
and carried it back to the gelding.

“I don’t intend to ask them, Finn. I’m
working the details out now but as far as I see it there are only
two ways into my district - through the portal stones and through
the main gate. I am provisioned for a siege if they push me,” she
said calmly as she placed the saddle on the black and began to
cinch it. “You are wasting time we don’t have, Finn. Now saddle
that half-trained bitch and let’s go.”

Finn blinked again at her tone and words and
nodded faintly. “You would risk a siege for Valor?” he asked
quietly as he picked his own saddle up from the dirt.

“Or you, or Wisp, or any of my friends,” she
said. “I will not simply sit by and allow something like this to
happen. I cannot fathom what Chastity did to get arrested, but I
cannot imagine it is any worse than what Cassia Avanti does on a
daily basis.”

“I really hadn’t considered that option. Do
you think we can hold them out?” Finn asked, sounding
intrigued.

“That is why I’m leaving Sovann behind. If it
comes to that, I’ll have him disable the portal stones and begin
the wards on the walls to keep the bastards from climbing. They can
drain our magic if we use it directly against them. I don’t think
they can drain wards,” she explained and leaned back waiting for
him to finish with his mare.

“I had planned to simply cut him free and
escape,” he said as he pulled the girth tight. His mare snorted and
danced away but he seemed oblivious to her antics. “That had a lot
of risk to it, though,” he added thoughtfully and picked up his
bridle.

“You think?” she asked dryly and shook her
head at him. “I plan to see Chastity safe as well. Your plan didn’t
factor her in did it?”

“Well, if I could get to her, it did. Valor
was my main priority though,” he said, a bit chagrined.

The others are approaching, Marrow
informed her politely and she mounted motioning for Finn to do the
same.

“Jail and the rest are here, let’s go,” she
said, already turning her gelding toward the stable door.

“Command sets well on you, Jala,” Finn
commented with a smirk and mounted the skittish mare who seemed to
walk more on her hind legs than all four as she exited the
building.

Her companions watched her expectantly as she
approached and she marveled at how swiftly they had prepared. Wisp
and Neph were fully armored and the small Fae had her bow strung
across her back. A full quiver of her deadly black fletched arrows
was tied to the saddle and she looked ready for war. Jala raised an
eyebrow at the swords that Neph wore but the mage simply raised an
eyebrow at her in response, offering no explanation. She had never
seen him carry blades before, but the sight was reassuring. With
magic being limited it was nice to know that the mage had back-up
defenses. “What’s the plan?” Wisp asked, once Finn had joined
them.

“If Kellis won’t listen to reason, than we
retrieve Valor and Chastity in whatever way we can. I doubt they
have Devony there but if you see the child she is to be rescued as
well. We can’t use magic directly against them but we can use it on
the surroundings for advantage. If possible, Neph, I would like to
divide our enemies if it comes to a fight,” she said, her voice
calm despite the churning in her stomach. There was so much that
could go wrong today and the thought of losing one of her friends
in the fight made her sick. There was no other option that she
could see, though, aside from letting Chastity and Valor die, and
that simply wasn’t an option in her eyes.

Neph nodded his agreement and cocked his head
to one side watching her. “And then what? Once we have stirred the
hornet’s nest what do we do?”

“We retreat back here and you and I seal the
main gates. If it comes to that, Sovann will disable the portal. He
is working with Emily today so she can guard him while he does so.
If anyone manages to get through the portal before he can seal it,
she will make short work of them,” she explained and turned her
gelding for the gates.

“So we put ourselves under siege then,” Neph
pressed as he nudged his horse up beside hers.

“Do you have a better plan?” she asked,
hoping he would. She didn’t like the thought of sealing them into a
corner of the city with enemies on all sides.

He shook his head slowly and turned his gaze
toward the inner city. “If we do this, we will have to plan on
finding a way out of Sanctuary very soon. We can hold siege for a
while but our enemies are no fools. They will find a way in sooner
or later.”

“But where do we go once we are out?” Wisp
asked from behind them. Neph looked to her with a raised eyebrow
but it was Finn that answered.

“I’ve put thought into it. Once we are done
with today, Wisp and Valor can leave the city. I can get the two of
them out without much difficulty. They can work quietly on
restoring a bit of the land in Merro. Once they have had a week or
so at that, we work on getting out everyone that wants to
leave.”

“It might be best to send you, as well Finn.
They already have warrants for your arrest and after today they
will want you more than ever,” Jala said, quietly not liking the
thought of being parted from him at all but realizing it was for
the best.

Finn snorted in amusement. “If you think I’m
going to leave you here without me you are mad, woman. Besides you
will need me here for the contacts I have in the city.”

Jail nodded his agreement. “None of us have
the connections Finn does with the Underworld of Sanctuary, and
escaping here will require the help of the smugglers, I’m
afraid.”

“Do we even know what they were arrested for?
Chastity is from Arovan. I can’t imagine her breaking laws,” Wisp
said as they passed into the inner city. Even from the gates of the
Merrodin district they could see the crowds surrounding the Hall of
Justice.

“It’s going to be tough getting horses
through there,” Neph muttered as he surveyed the milling
people.

“Valor was arrested for killing Justicars.
Why he was fighting them to begin with, is anyone’s guess. I’m not
sure as to the charges against Chastity, however,” Jail said.

“We will find out soon enough,” Finn said as
he pushed his mare up past all of them and headed for the crowds at
a light canter. The mare was shaking her head in protest at the
crowds and began to dance sideways as they neared the people.

“Well that will clear the way unless they
wish to be trampled,” Neph said dryly. “I believe I miss his old
horse more than he does. May the bastard who killed it burn in the
Darklands.”

“It’s Valor’s doing. He is the one that found
this one for Finn,” Jala said, urging her gelding into a trot
toward the path Finn was creating. She glanced down at Marrow and
motioned toward the crowd. “Give us more room please.” The Bendazzi
paused in his steps and let out a loud roar that had people falling
back in such haste she worried some would be trampled. Without
hesitation, Neph and Wisp fell into place on either side of her and
Jail took the spot behind. Marrow coursed ahead of them snarling
and growling whenever the onlookers were too slow in moving.

Jala surveyed their surroundings cautiously
and noted that on this side of the square the majority in the crowd
seemed to be commoners. Closer to the dais in front of the Hall
however, stood ranks of armed guards in Avanti and Rivana house
colors. “Bloody hell,” she muttered. It had been too much to hope
that it would just be Justicars they had to contend with.

“Clear the way for High Lady Merrodin,” Finn
called loudly as they neared the thickest of the crowds. “Clear the
way now!” he bellowed again when the people continued to mill in
confusion. His horse began to dance in place obviously unhappy to
have so many people near her, and between that and an added roar
from Marrow the crowds backed away quickly.

Jala pressed her gelding into the vacated
space and nodded her thanks to Finn. She could see Chastity now
between two Justicars. The woman’s pale blue dress was ripped and
stained, but her expression was defiant. It took her longer to
locate Valor, but found him eventually toward the back. He was
being held up by two Justicars and from the looks of him she
doubted he could stand on his own. His head hung limply and blood
soaked his outer tunic.

“I hope some of that is the blood of those he
killed. If not, he could already be dead,” Neph muttered beside
her. She nodded her agreement and searched the dais for any others
she recognized. Cassia stood looking resplendent in a red and white
dress near High Commander Kellis and just behind her was Devron
Rivana dressed in his customary garish style. Both were maintaining
a bored expression but she could see the gleam in their eyes. They
were enjoying this immensely. There was no sign of ally houses
however and she felt her heart sink. She had hoped to spot someone
that might help them in this endeavor.

Valor are you awake? she asked
cautiously through a mental link. The knot in her stomach relaxed a
bit at the fact that she was able to establish the link at all. If
the knight had been dead the magic would have failed.

Jala, go back home. It isn’t safe for you
here. Valor’s response was weak but he did respond. That was
also a very good sign.

Don’t move. I’m going to try something
before we start this. Show no reaction if you can manage it,
she said hesitantly. She wasn’t sure if it would work or not but it
was worth a try. Holding the link between them she pulled on the
healing magic and sent it toward Valor. Warmth spread down her
limbs as the magic pulled from her reserves and she felt light
headed for a passing moment. She smiled at the drain however. That
meant it was working.

What are you doing? Valor asked in
amazement and his voice held a bit more strength.

Getting you ready to kill more Justicars.
Stay as you were for now though. Let them continue to believe you
are too weak to stand. If they won’t allow me to resolve this
peacefully, we are going to get you out of there in whatever
fashion we must, she explained. She wasn’t sure what the
Justicars were waiting for but she was grateful for the delay.
Cutting the link between herself and Valor she pushed her horse
forward again, closer to the dais.

“Careful, don’t get yourself blocked in,”
Finn muttered as she moved past him.

“That horse of yours will keep an escape
route clear I’m sure,” she said with a faint smile. Stopping just
below the dais she looked up to Lady Chastity and made certain the
woman wasn’t injured. She gave her a reassuring smile and then
turned her gaze to Kellis. All trace of good will draining from her
features. “What is the meaning of this. By what charges do you hold
these two?” she demanded in a voice that carried well over the
crowds.

“Looks like they are going to hang three
today. This one is serving herself up,” One of the guardsmen to her
left joked to a man near him, but she ignored the remark.

“Do not think to interfere with the justice
of the city, girl,” Kellis called back to her, his tone filled with
contempt. He stood a bit straighter as he spoke, pushing his
shoulders back as if to draw attention to his fine armor and seal
of office that hung around his neck.

“If you claim this is justice, than name the
charges,” she returned, showing no reaction at all to his
display.

“Lady Chastity Blackwolf stands accused of
smuggling and attempting to breach the Barrier of Sanctuary. She
has threatened the very safety of the city with her actions. Lord
Valor Hai’dia stands accused of murder and the assault of honored
Justicars,” Kellis replied, his voice drowning out the murmurs of
the crowd around her.

“My husband must have those supplies you ass.
He is in the middle of a war! Valor is not guilty of murder either.
He defended his people when your apes in armor attacked us!”
Chastity screamed back, her barely contained fury showing clearly.
One of the guards elbowed her roughly and she turned to glare at
him with a look of pure hatred.

“Is this true? Is it considered murder now to
defend?” Jala asked, drawing more murmurs from the crowd. The
Justicars were not well loved by the commons and she was counting
on their outrage as help. “Does this mean that we must comply with
your every whim or have our necks stretched by what you term as
justice?” she asked in a louder voice, speaking more to the crowd
than Kellis.

“Had he not resisted the Justicars in their
attempt to protect the city, he would not be in the position he is
now!” Kellis yelled back, his eyes flicking to the milling crowds.
He had to be getting nervous now, Jala knew. With all of the riots
that had been in the city in the past month, allowing this many
people in one area was growing very dangerous.

“Valor is in my service and if you wish to
see him punished for what you view as a crime, then I demand a
trial for him. I will not allow you to punish him without proof and
witnesses to his crimes,” Jala replied and was encouraged by the
yells of support behind her.

“You will not allow? I rule this city while
the Barrier is up. I need no permission from you, girl,” Kellis
roared back and Jala smiled in response. His gaze flicked to the
crowd and he seemed to realize his misstep immediately. Sanctuary
was not a city that was accustomed to being ruled by one man. All
of these people had their own loyalties, and they were not to
Kellis. To hear him proclaim himself higher than their chosen Lords
and Ladies was a match to the tinder box. Angry yells began to echo
behind her and her smile widened.

“I highly suggest you release your prisoners
before this gets ugly,” Jala warned in a voice pitched just loud
enough for Kellis to hear.

“After the riots at the Spring Games, one
would think he would figure out that he shouldn’t hold public
executions,” Neph muttered just behind her.

“Thank god he isn’t that smart,” Wisp said in
the same low voice.

“If he doesn’t show signs of releasing them
in the next few minutes, be ready to act. We need the crowd on our
side if we are going to escape with our lives,” Jala said, turning
her head so those on the dais couldn’t read her lips. Her eyes
sought out Finn to make sure he had heard and he nodded slightly
with a smile. From the look on his face she guessed her husband was
hoping the prisoners wouldn’t be released.

“I think Jail is working on the crowd. They
are getting rather rowdy considering how many guards there are
about,” Neph said, glancing over his shoulder at the commons that
were now pushing closer to the dais.

“It’s going to be hard to get out of here
without trampling people. What the hell is Kellis waiting on?” Wisp
grumbled.

Jala ignored the banter as she watched a
Justicar climb onto the dais to whisper something in Kellis’s ear.
She couldn’t make out the words from here but knew Marrow had heard
them clearly from the way his ears were cocked. What did he
say? she asked the Bendazzi through their link.

They have been searching for Chastity’s
daughter as well as a few others. They have not found them and are
concerned that they may have breached the Barrier, Marrow
replied quickly, his head still cocked and listening.

“Are you going to release the prisoners,
Kellis, or are you going to continue this farce?” Jala called
loudly.

“If you continue your harassment, girl I will
find you guilty of obstructing justice,” Kellis warned, his face
turning red with anger.

“This is talking, Kellis,” she said calmly as
she drew her hands up before her. Pulling swiftly on her magic she
summoned a force blast and sent it crashing into the dais. Wood
splintered as the platform broke down the center sending those
standing above tumbling to the ground. “That is obstructing,” she
added quietly and the world exploded into chaos around her.

She was dimly aware of Finn spurring his
horse toward where Valor had fallen before the guards surrounding
her swarmed in. “Get Chastity!” she bellowed to her companions, but
didn’t take the time to see if they had listened. Snarls erupted
from Marrow as the Bendazzi tore into the closest guards.

Taking her reins tightly in one hand she used
another force blast to push the remaining guards back from her
horse and searched around wildly for Kellis. If she could just
manage to kill that bastard, the Barrier on the city might come
down. She knew he was the center of all of their troubles. A flash
of bright yellow caught her eye and she saw Devron pulling himself
back onto what remained of the platform. His expression was one of
pure fury as he glared at her before disappearing back into the
Hall of Justice. There was no sign of Kellis, however, and she
suspected the coward had retreated at first signs of trouble.

A wave of fire sprang to life behind her and
she glanced back to see Neph pushing the guards away with the
flames. There was no sign of Wisp nearby and she desperately hoped
the Fae had gone for Chastity. Angry screams rose from the crowds
beyond and the sound of fighting was everywhere. She had never seen
a riot before and wondered briefly how many people she had killed
by starting one today.

“How did I ever think we could make it back
to my district in this,” she whispered as she summoned more magic
for a spell. A guard staggered back against her leg and she kicked
him hard away from her. The man spun as he fell and blood from his
torn throat sprayed across her leg and horse. His stomach was torn
in jagged strips where Marrow had raked him. Bile rose in her
throat at the sight and she turned back to the fighting willing her
breathing back to normal.

Wordless shrieking arose nearby her as Marrow
drug another victim to the ground and she hastily called a
Windblade to cut down another guard raising his sword against her
Familiar. The spell sliced the man in half as it stuck and she
looked away quickly from the gruesome sight.

With effort, she closed herself off to the
suffering and fell into a steady rhythm of fighting. Her side was
gradually getting pushed back as the guardsmen rallied against the
commons. They needed to get out of here soon and she knew it, but
she still saw no signs of Finn, Valor or Chastity.

“Jala, look out,” Neph called behind her.

Looking up sharply she saw two Justicars
moving swiftly across what remained of the platform toward her.
Magic was no good against them and she struggled to think of a
spell to help her. One staggered and dropped with a black arrow
shaft protruding from the slit in his visor and Jala silently
thanked Wisp. The Fae was deadly accurate with her arrows.

“We need to withdraw!” Neph yelled, his words
almost lost in the ringing of swords.

“I know, but I don’t know where the others
are!” she yelled back, unsure if he had heard her. The second
Justicar was almost upon her and she still hadn’t decided what
spell to use. Movement from her left drew her eye and she watched
in amazement as Finn plowed hard into the Justicar that was nearly
on her. She hadn’t even seen where her husband came from. The
Justicar recovered quickly and rounded on Finn with his broadsword.
Finn deftly dodged the cumbersome weapon and drove in hard with his
twin blades flashing. Sparks flew off of the Justicar’s armor as
Finn pushed him back with a flurry of blows. There weren’t many
that could match him in speed and the Justicar was overmatched.

“Follow Valor, Jala!” Finn yelled back to her
as he continued to press his opponent.

Looking around frantically, she spotted the
knight mounted on Finn’s grey mare. He was cutting a swathe toward
her with brutal efficiency. She could make out a crumpled bloody
form laying across the saddle in front of her. By the pale blue
fabric she knew it must be Chastity and her heart sank as she
realized the figure wasn’t moving.

“Jala, move now!” Finn yelled again, his
voice frantic. More Justicars were rushing out of the Hall of
Justice toward them.

Jala shook her head at Finn in refusal. If
she left him with that many enemies he wouldn’t have a chance.
Taking a page from Neph’s book she called on one of the simplest
spells he had taught her. The far side of the fractured dais
glimmered in the sun as her magic coated it in several inches of
ice. The area covered wasn’t large, but it was more than enough to
send the approaching Justicars tumbling back off the side in a
tangled heap of armor and swords.

With a muffled curse, Finn finished off his
Justicar and slammed his blades back into their scabbards. He
scanned the area quickly for enemies and then ran toward her.
Without a flicker of hesitation he launched himself onto the back
of the gelding behind her and grabbed the reins from her hand. With
one arm wrapped tightly around her waist he kicked the horse into a
run toward Valor. Jala glanced back quickly to make sure Marrow and
Neph followed and was relieved to see her friends close behind.

“Where is Wisp?” she asked, struggling
frantically to catch sight of the Fae in the chaos of the square.
Everywhere she looked there was fighting and blood. The ground was
littered with corpses of guards and commons alike.

“Already free of the crowd I would guess. She
has a good deal of common sense,” Finn growled. She could smell the
scent of blood thick on him and wondered how much of it belonged to
his enemies.

“Did you really expect me to leave you there
alone, Finn?” she snapped and used a wind spell to knock a cluster
of combatants back away from the charging horses.

“Well it would be nice if you would listen on
occasion,” he grumbled but there was no anger in his voice, only
concern.

“Less talking, more retreating! They have
their mages back there now!” Neph yelled behind them as the ground
ahead split apart.

“Fix it!” Finn yelled and she wasn’t sure if
he was talking to Neph or her. Her gelding began to slow as it
approached the chasm but Valor’s mare thundered toward it, maddened
by the scent of blood. Jala pulled on her reserves once more and
flung a hand toward the gaping road just as Valor’s horse made the
impossible leap. Chunks of rock and earth flew up at her command
and hastily fused together forming a make shift bridge. The mare
landed roughly as the spell was still weaving and nearly careened
off the side, barely managing to regain her balance. Jala watched
with held breath as Valor twisted in the saddle and leaned hard to
the right to catch his sister’s body before it could fall from the
saddle. The fact that he had remained with the horse at all
astonished her, and yet there he was, leaving the bridge and
bringing his sword up for another stroke.

Her gelding thundered across the bridge and
Marrow streaked past them, a white blur against the stone. With a
roar the Bendazzi leaped onto the armored form of a Justicar as he
was preparing to swing on Valor’s back. The two of them went down
in a tangle of fur and metal and Jala quickly lost sight of them as
they raced by. The smell of ozone filled the air as Neph called
lightning down upon an advancing group of guards in the Avanti
colors.

“Hurry! Sovann almost has the wards done!”
Wisp urged from the edge of the riot. She raised her bow over her
head and waved it back toward the gate urging them on.

Valor was the first through, with her and
Finn close behind. Jala turned to look back, desperate to see
Marrow but didn’t see the Bendazzi anywhere. There was no sign of
Jail, either, and she wondered how much her rescue had cost them.
Finn slowed their horse and turned it quickly back toward the riot.
He dropped down from behind her and looked up to Neph. He motioned
at the open gates and turned back to Jala.

“Are you OK?” he asked, his eyes scanning her
quickly for any signs of wounds. They stopped on her blood
splattered leg and his concern washed over her.

“It’s not mine,” she hastily assured him and
looked back through the gate. “Where is Jail? We need to close the
gate and I still don’t see him or Marrow,” she said.

“Close it anyway, we can’t wait,” Finn urged
but Neph stubbornly shook his head.

“Not until they are here. We can hold them
off if needed,” The mage assured him.

Wisp rode over by her and squeezed Jala’s arm
lightly. “You did much better this time, nice trick with the
platform.”

Jala looked past her to where Valor sat
silently with one hand resting on his sister’s corpse and a look of
silent rage on his face. “Not good enough, I had planned to rescue
both of them,” Jala said quietly. She looked away from the knight
and back out the gate, her eyes searching the crowds once more.
Where are you? she asked, sending the words to both Jail and
Marrow.

Looking for Kellis. Close the gates I’ll
contact Sovann when I’m ready to rejoin you, Jail responded,
his voice sounding distracted.

Right behind Finn, wondering why in the
bloody hell you aren’t sealing the gates before the angry mob looks
this way, Marrow responded.

Jala turned to study the ground behind Finn
and frowned in confusion. She saw no signs of her Familiar
anywhere. Turning her head she searched the nearby alleys and
streets frantically.

Remember this moment the next time you say
the Blight hides better than me, Marrow said smugly as he
dropped his camouflage and his form became visible near the stones
of the wall. He had blended so perfectly with the stones she had
looked right over him.

“Let’s seal the gates Neph. I contacted Jail
and he says he will let Sovann know when he is ready to come back.
He is hunting at the moment,” Jala said quietly. Dismounting from
her horse she moved up to stand beside Neph and blended her magic
with his for the casting. At their command stone began to form in
the opening archway of the massive gate. Neph guided the magic
building layer after layer, until the opening was fully sealed.

“A mage can dispel it, if they can manage to
find a mage stronger than the two of us together. I don’t think
they will have much luck with that while the Barrier is up.
Nonetheless …” Neph’s voice trailed off as he raised a hand toward
the stone and glyphs began to appear in the smooth sides. “We will
leave a few traps and a few alarms. If anyone does try to breach
it, I will know.”

“Now all we have to do is worry about them
climbing the damn wall,” Finn grumbled, his eyes roving the massive
walls that lined the district.

“I put wards up on them that should make that
a rather difficult job,” Sovann said from near Wisp. Jala looked
over at the mage in surprise and blinked stupidly. She hadn’t even
noticed him approach and he was barely five feet away from her.

No wonder you couldn’t spot me, Marrow
said with a snicker.

“Will the alarms be enough or should we post
guards as well?” Jala asked, looking around to all of her
companions for opinions.

“Leave it at just alarms for now. I don’t
know that we have any outside this circle that I would trust to
guard me,” Finn answered and the others nodded their agreement.
“For now, let’s get back to the house and make arrangements for
getting Wisp and Valor out of here.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Valor said firmly,
his voice cold and firm.

Finn turned and regarded his friend with a
frown. “Val, you have to,” he insisted.

“Let’s get back home before we argue about
this. No need to let prying ears overhear how much we all fight
with each other,” Neph suggested and turned his horse toward the
stable.

“I agree with Neph on this. Let’s get to
safety and we can discuss things,” Jala said with a nod and
remounted her gelding. She motioned to Finn to join her on the
horse.

“We aren’t done with this,” he said to Valor
and climbed into the saddle behind her.

“I’m not leaving until I see them dead,”
Valor replied grimly.

None of them needed to ask who. It was
obvious by the grief written on the knight’s face that he meant
those that had murdered his sister. Jala lowered her head as they
rode back to the stable and wondered if Finn could have done the
job better alone. Her method had cost so many lives. The images of
tangled, bloody bodies filled her mind and she let out a long sigh.
It was good that she was used to nightmares. She had no doubts that
her actions from today would haunt her dreams tonight.


Chapter 26

 


Fionahold

 


 


Symphony watched the preparations around her
with a heavy heart. The courtyard of the Fionahold was filled with
warriors. With every barked command from Lutheron, her dream of a
bloodless victory grew fainter. Of course with Sanctuary under the
Barrier there was no hope of calling a vote. Even if she could have
called for one, though, three of the High Lords she was depending
on were unable to leave their lands.

The last word they had received from Glis and
Arovan had described a living nightmare, and now Faydwar was
infested with the Blights as well. It wouldn’t be long before they
moved into the Firym lands, and still they had no way of knowing
how to stop the creatures.

Shade’s attack on Eldagar had been the only
true victory they had to speak of, and that was not a victory they
could repeat. It had only worked because the creatures were
infesting a city. On open ground such an attack would be
pointless.

“What’s wrong?” Remedy asked her quietly. She
turned to look back at him and smiled faintly. It was nice to hear
him actually talking. Lutheron had brought him back days ago, but
this was one of the few times she could remember him actually
speaking to her since his return. She wasn’t sure if she had done
something wrong, or if it was from his capture, but he certainly
wasn’t behaving normal.

“I feel like I’m watching the end of
everything,” she said sadly, turning her gaze back to the warriors
in the courtyard. Lutheron was working on dividing them into strike
forces now, and the courtyard had been broken into four groups. She
didn’t know any details of the plan other than they were going to
retake the city of Sanctuary. Lutheron said they had a contact in
the city helping, but he wouldn’t say who, or how they were
helping. Such things were becoming far too common in the Fionaveir.
It was as if no one trusted anyone anymore. First, it had been
Shade and Charm refusing to share their plan, and now Lutheron was
doing the same.

“They are retaking the city. It has to be
done, Sym,” Remedy said and moved to stand beside her. “We have
allies that are trapped in there as well as the children of our
allies out here. We can’t just leave them to rot.”

“It will be the first battle in the war I
have been trying to avoid,” Symphony replied. She watched Vaze move
forward from the crowd to stand by Lutheron. He stood taller than
Lutheron and had a deadly reputation as a fighter. Yet he still
treated Lutheron with utmost respect, despite the fact that he was
a council member himself. Vaze leaned over to whisper in Lutheron’s
ear and she wondered if even he knew the plan. Lutheron had named
Vaze one of the strike leaders so surely he must. She watched
Lutheron nod in response and then return to his task of dividing
the forces.

No one asked her opinion on anything. They
hadn’t even consulted her about retaking the city. All of them
claimed it was to secure her power so she could lead, but she was
beginning to wonder. If they didn’t consult her now, how would they
treat her later? Would she simply be a figurehead to them?

“There is no other option but war now,
Symphony. They took that choice away when they captured the city,”
Remedy said with a sadness in his voice that echoed her own. “With
the Blights only hitting our side though, I don’t see how we can
win. We are already so weak before it has even begun,” he added
with a sigh.

“That’s why I say the end of everything. We
will fight and we will lose. I see no other way. We are drastically
low on power right now and we have to focus on the Blights rather
than the enemies we need to be watching,” Symphony whispered so
only he would hear. It wouldn’t do for those getting ready to fight
in her name to hear her speaking this way.

“You don’t know that yet. Our enemy doesn’t
have the unity that we do. There is a slim chance that they will
turn on each other before this is over,” Remedy offered, though he
didn’t hold much hope in his voice.

She shook her head slightly and sighed again.
“They will tear each other apart over our corpses, but not before
then. They are too close to victory now and they know it. In
another three months our contracts of peace with the mercenaries
end, and I don’t think either Kithvaryn or Graves will renew them
with so much profit to be made by killing us instead.”

“Things could change. Do not give up before
we have begun,” Remedy urged and draped an arm across her
shoulders.

She looked up at him gratefully and smiled.
It was the most contact he had offered in days. Leaning her head
against his shoulder, she inhaled deeply and nodded. “I’m sorry, I
should have more faith. I know how good the warriors before me are
and I should offer them the respect they deserve, not condemn them
to failure. Not all our allies are out of the game yet either. We
still have Oblivion, Firym, and Merrodin.” The last she added with
a heavy heart. They had planned on a vote from Jala and nothing
more. The girl had no resources or power beyond a voice at the
council. If it came to war, Symphony knew Merrodin would be a
casualty.

“I don’t think any of them heard you speaking
of failure and I swear to not repeat it to them,” Remedy said
quietly, his voice going oddly soft at the last.

Symphony squeezed his hand and smiled up at
him. “I know you won’t, Remmy. I never worry about talking to you.
I know you hold my secrets and keep them safe,” she assured him and
went back to watching Lutheron.

A cold feeling was settling in her stomach as
the preparations grew closer to an end. It took her a moment to
identify the emotion as dread. It wasn’t something she was used to
feeling. With war looming though, she knew it would be a constant
companion from now on. Without thinking, she squeezed Remmy’s hand
again. Between his friendship and Faramir’s advice, it might be
enough to keep her sanity intact through the trials ahead.

 


* * *

 


Shade watched Remedy quietly and smiled as he
noticed him in conversation with Symphony. He had been too quiet
since his return to Fionahold and Shade took it as a very good sign
to see him talking now. Turning his attention back to the crowd
around him he studied the tall man near Lutheron. He couldn’t quite
place the man’s Bloodline, but he was Elder Blood.

He remembered seeing the man at the council
meeting he had attended. He had been dressed as a noble then. Now
he stood in polished black armor that seemed sculpted onto his wiry
frame. There didn’t even seem to be seams to the armor. It looked
as though someone had coated the man in molten metal and smoothed
it over his flesh.

By just clothing standards they seemed two
different people. The man at the council had seemed slight and
refined rather than wiry and intimidating. The hair and eyes were
unmistakable though, and he had no doubt that this was the same man
from the meeting in the darkened room. No one else he knew had hair
that color of grey. It wasn’t the salt and pepper that came with
age but rather a solid color like polished steel. His eyes were
what held Shade’s attention, though. He had thought they were black
at first, but when the light had struck them he had realized they
were dark purple. The color reminded him of Jala’s, though hers
were a lighter shade, closer to violet than purple.

His attention moved past the man’s features
to the leather harness that crossed his chest. Several daggers hung
from it across his chest and four swords were attached in the back.
He could see two ornate sword hilts pointing up above his shoulders
and two that hung upside down with the hilts just barely visible
near his hips. He wore a standard sword belt as well with two more
swords hanging from it. It seemed beyond excessive to Shade and he
couldn’t fathom why the man needed to carry six swords as well as,
only the Aspects knew, how many daggers.

“Hey, Charm,” he said softly. The rogue was
lounging nearby, leaning against a wall with a sprig of dry grass
dangling from his mouth. He raised an eyebrow in question at
Shade’s voice and turned to regard him with pale grey eyes. Shade
grinned at the relaxed posture. It was rather nice to see Charm
when he wasn’t screaming in anger or terror. “Can you tell me why
that guy looks like a living weapon tree?” he asked, motioning
discreetly toward the man.

“That’s Vaze,” Charm replied around the grass
stem as if that explained everything. He started to look away but
Shade waved a hand to hold his attention.

“That doesn’t explain it to me, Charm. I’m
new here, remember. I don’t know who Vaze is,” Shade said with a
shrug.

“That is Lutheron’s protégé. He carries all
of those weapons because he fights with all of those weapons. It is
truly a spectacle to behold, but then you will get a chance to see
him in action. We are in his strike force,” Charm explained and
started to turn away again. “He is also Jala’s Uncle from what I
understand from the quiet whispers,” he added, almost as an
afterthought.

Shade gaped at him, then glanced back toward
the warrior. “Does Jala know? I think she believes all her family
is dead.” He spoke softly, not wanting anyone else to overhear
them.

“They might as well be. Vaze has been here at
least three hundred years and considers his only family to be the
Fionaveir,” Charm replied with a shrug. He hadn’t bothered to keep
his voice low and Shade glanced back to Vaze and Lutheron again to
make sure they hadn’t overheard. It wasn’t that the topic was a bad
one. He simply didn’t think they would consider it any of his
business.

His attention was pulled away at the sound of
commotion on the opposite side of the courtyard. Several men were
breaking up a fight, from what he could tell. From what he could
see, the combatants were a slender Firym and a much larger blond
man that was Delvay by the look of him. The Firym was dressed
simply in the typical vest of his people and a pair of leather
pants. He had no swords on, that Shade could see, but still he
fought against those that held him to rush back in at the larger,
armored foe. With a quick look at the Delvay man who had to be near
six foot eight and towered over those that were attempting to
restrain him, Shade decided it wasn’t a fight he would have picked.
The Delvay was armored in thick leathers and heavy chain and had an
axe across his back that looked big enough to split a dragon’s
skull. The blond man wiped a trickle of blood from his mouth and
spat in the Firym’s direction.

“What’s that all about?” Shade asked Charm
when he noticed the rogue was watching the disturbance as well.

The Firym was fighting against those holding
him again, writhing like a trapped wildcat in an effort to break
loose. The crowd parted slightly to admit a slender dark haired Fae
in shining plate mail. The Firym seemed to calm a bit as the man
approached and resorted to waving a hand toward the Delvay and from
the looks of it cursing violently to the Fae.

“That’s Havoc. He has been pissed since he
received word of his Aunt’s death. Who can say what started the
fight. Crasmin might have said ‘good morning’ in the wrong tone,
for all I can guess. When Havoc wants a fight he is a bastard to be
around. Still, I can’t say that I blame him, considering,” Charm
explained with a shrug.

“Considering what?” Shade asked, glancing
away from the men to look at Charm.

“Considering she was assassinated and all
fingers are pointing toward her son as the killer. Havoc’s own
blood. No one knows for sure, of course, but the suspicion is
strong.” Charm seemed to be lost in thought for a moment and then
nodded. “Well there is the rub, actually, RenDelvayon was killed
last night. That would explain the fight with Crasmin. If the brute
was stupid enough to throw that death into Havoc’s face, he earned
that bloody lip. Anyone that has been in the Fionaveir longer than
a year knows better than to fuck with Havoc. He is like a Bendazzi
with a burr in its foot. Cranky and dangerous, and that’s on a good
day, unless you are his friend.”

“How can they know for sure that it was her
son?” Shade asked, a bit confused. Assassins as a rule were rather
secretive and they didn’t exactly sign their work.

Charm snorted in amusement and glanced at
Shade. “Well, I suppose it wouldn’t be as obvious to you since you
don’t know Havoc’s family. Havoc’s true name is Kijani Firym. His
aunt was Adana Firym the High mage of the Firym nation. There are
only a few people that could have gotten into her rooms while she
slept, and only two that I know that are Assassins. One is named
Hemlock and is locked away behind a Barrier in Sanctuary. The other
is Sovaesh, her son.”

“Finn’s father?” Shade gasped, and looked
directly at Charm. “But Finn is on our side. Why would his father
be killing our allies?”

“Just because Finn is helping us, doesn’t
mean Sovaesh is. Sovaesh serves the Avanti. It’s a long story but
the short of it is, he fell in love with the wrong woman. He ended
up getting exiled and suffering through several trials to prove his
loyalty in order to marry the woman.” Charm paused and stared at
Havoc a moment, then shook his head slowly. “Still, I would have
never guessed that he would kill his own blood. There is scarcely a
sin that is greater in the Firym’s eyes. If they find proof that
Sovaesh truly killed her, not even the Avanti will be able to keep
him safe from his own family.”

Shade turned back to regard the Firym who
seemed calmed down now and was sitting by the Fae knight. His
temper did remind Shade of Finn. The duelist had always seemed too
eager to fight. He tried to imagine an entire nation of men like
that and shuddered at the thought. No wonder his father had never
started conflicts with the Firym in the past. “Hey, Charm,” he said
after a moments consideration.

“Hmm?” Charm looked over at him, still
chewing on the strand of grass.

“Which will be more important to the Firym,
stopping the Blights in Faydwar or punishing Adana’s killer?” he
asked, watching the rogue’s expression.

The grass stem went a bit limp in Charm’s
mouth and the rogue turned his gaze back toward Havoc. “That is a
very good question, Shade,” he said quietly and shook his head
again. “If it’s not the Blights then the Firym are fools. If they
turn their back on Faydwar right now they will be the next
overrun.”

“Kind of how I saw it,” Shade muttered and
then fell silent as Lutheron stepped back to the center of the
courtyard and raised his hands for their attention. Lutheron wasn’t
what Shade would describe as a handsome man. His features were just
a bit too sharp for that. The fine chain mail and black tabard he
wore now did make him striking though. He had that special quality
about him that all Lords sought for in their commanders. When
Lutheron spoke, men listened. The courtyard around him had fallen
silent the moment Lutheron had raised his hand.

Looking around at them all, the dark haired
commander nodded his thanks to them for their obedience and lowered
his arm. “You all have your groups, now. You know who will be
leading you. I will not give you a time of attack because I do not
have a time of attack. We will be acting on a moment’s notice so I
need you all vigilant. Be ready when I call.” He turned in a slow
circle as he spoke, his dark eyes traveling over everyone
present.

Shade straightened a bit when the man looked
directly at him and felt foolish for a moment. Until he noticed
everyone else was doing the same. He turned his eyes back to
Lutheron and studied the man closer. There was something about him
and he couldn’t put his finger on it. Some part of Lutheron
demanded the best from everyone, and everyone strove to deliver
their best to him. Shade searched inside himself, examining the
emotion closer and realized with confusion that he was actually
afraid of disappointing Lutheron.

The only other soul that had ever made him
feel fear like that was his father. He shook his head slowly,
watching Lutheron. He barely knew the man. There was no reason for
him to hold that kind of fear. It was unreasonable.

His mind drifted back to the bombing of
Eldagar and the powerful magic the commander had worked. Not even a
Han’shy mind mage should have been able to cover that large an area
with that strong of Emotion. “Shit, he is the Aspect of Fear,” he
muttered to himself as the pieces clicked together. That made no
sense though. Aspects were strictly forbidden from acting as
Lutheron was. They had made a pact long ago with the High Houses to
stay out of politics and in return they were left in peace.

Charm elbowed him hard in the stomach and
gave him a warning glare. “You have no idea what you are saying so
be silent,” he hissed and Shade glanced over at the rogue. But
Charm wouldn’t meet his eyes. His gaze was locked firmly on
Lutheron as the commander began to speak again.

“Taking back Sanctuary will not be easy. We
will be outnumbered, but we will have surprise on our side. Fight
with everything you have, Fionaveir. This battle will shape the
course of the entire war. We will win! We must win! Sanctuary
cannot be lost to them!” Lutheron’s words echoed off the stone
walls. He turned in another slow circle, and nodded to the
assembly. With a final glance toward Symphony, he left them there
and made his way toward the door leading back into the hall. The
courtyard seemed almost empty without him, despite the crowd of
Fionaveir.

Shade felt his heart thudding painfully
against his ribs as the silence grew. By the expression on the
faces around him, Lutheron’s words had the same effect on all of
them. There was no doubt in his mind that every warrior here would
fight to his last breath. They were simply too afraid of failure to
do otherwise.


Chapter 27

 


Sanctuary

 


 


Music filled the square with a joyous sound
that Jala found unsettling. It didn’t seem right to have a
festival, considering their current situation. Finn and Neph had
insisted however and to her surprise Wisp had supported it. They
said it would relax the commons and help them weather the siege. So
they had strung bright colored lanterns and hired musicians. That,
combined with alcohol, and the commons didn’t need a real reason to
celebrate. They had lived in poverty for so long that the sheer
abundance of food and drink was reason enough for a festival to
them.

She sighed heavily and tried to enjoy the
night. It was hard to find happiness, however, when she could see
Valor sitting by himself as far from the lanterns as he could
manage. He deeply mourned the loss of his sister and there had been
no sign of his niece in the three days since Chastity’s death. It
seemed almost cruel to have a celebration while one of her friends
was in mourning. She started to suggest to Finn that he should go
keep the knight company, but when she turned to him she caught him
staring at Wisp. The Fae was beautiful tonight in a gorgeous light
green gown. Her hair fell down like a midnight curtain across her
delicate back.

She looked from Wisp back to Finn and kept
the frown from her face. It was the third time tonight she had
noticed him looking in the Fae’s direction. Perhaps he is thinking
of how to get her out of the city. She considered the idea, but
pushed it away quickly. She had spoken with him about it just
yesterday and he hadn’t seemed concerned. They had decided that it
might be best if Wisp went with all of them. With the amount of
mage stones they had stored up it wouldn’t take long to restore
enough of Merro for the few people she had to survive there. That,
and if she was right about the angle of his gaze, he wasn’t simply
watching Wisp, he was watching Wisp’s backside.

Her eyes narrowed slightly and she sought the
link between the two of them. She sensed impatience and a high
level of anxiety there, not at all the emotions Finn was
displaying. He was good at hiding his true feelings, though. He
glanced back at her and smiled, reaching over to take her hand. His
expression was a bit sheepish at first, but quickly relaxed. She
squeezed his hand firmly and returned the smile. There was no sweat
on his palm. No matter how good you were at hiding emotions, the
body still betrayed a few, such as sweaty hands when feeling
anxious. She studied the glass in his hand and watched him down the
last of the wine before she squeezed tightly down on his hand in a
bone jarring grip. Finn didn’t drink wine unless there was no other
option. Finn preferred Firewater. His brother however was a wine
connoisseur.

“Ouch! Damn, Jala. What?” he asked staring
down at his hand in shock.

“Ouch?” she repeated dryly. She kept her
expression sweet with a faint smile and shook her head at him.
“Finn doesn’t say ouch ever, Sovann. Not even when there is a sword
stuck through his guts. Where is my husband?” she said in a voice
that threatened more pain if he didn’t answer quickly.

Sovann paled considerably as he regarded her.
Overall he had done a very good job of impersonating Finn’s
appearance. The attitude as well as his attraction to Wisp had
given him away, however. Sovann was so different from his brother
in personality that they could hardly hold an extended conversation
without one of them getting irritated and Finn never looked at
other women.

“Answer me!” Jala snapped, tightening her
grip on his hand. If Finn had gone through all of this trouble with
the festival and his brother’s impersonation, then he was up to
something she wouldn’t approve of at all - again.

“I don’t know where he is exactly, Jala,”
Sovann began and then held a hand up in surrender as her expression
darkened.

“Quit that! Finn is never cowed by me. If you
must show a reaction, either laugh or look guilty and that will
mimic him perfectly,” she snapped, turning her head to look around
the square to make sure no one was watching them. “Now tell me how
he talked you into this and it may give me an idea of where he is.”
She felt her heart lurch painfully as her imagination created
scenarios in her mind.

“He said to be ready for the signal and to
stay on guard.” Sovann hesitated and she squeezed his hand
painfully again to encourage him. “And he said that you couldn’t be
involved in what he was doing in any way. that you must not be
implicated with what had to be done,” he finished quietly.

“What signal?” she demanded. releasing his
hand. Her breath was coming more quickly now as the created images
in her mind grew darker still. By the gods. at times. an
imagination was a curse. She reminded herself of all of the times
she had worried needlessly and forced herself back to calm. With
another faint smile. she raised an eyebrow at Sovann. still waiting
for her answer.

He scratched at the back of his neck and
shifted. The expression on his face suggested that he would rather
be anywhere else in Sanctuary than where he was right now. It was
an impressive display of guilt that she knew had nothing at all to
do with his acting skills. “I don’t know exactly what it is
supposed to be. When I asked him about it he laughed. You know
Finn,” he paused and shrugged at her. “Isador was with him when he
talked to me. I think it has to do with the Fionaveir somehow.”

She nodded and stood slowly. Looking around
the crowd she searched for any sign of the Fionaveir. She had been
sticking fairly close to Joseph and Jala had thought she was trying
to recruit him. Now. she wasn’t so sure. Looking down at Marrow she
sighed. “Where is Emily?” she asked quietly.

She didn’t want to be near the festival.
She said putting so much food in one place was too much
temptation, Marrow replied in an amused voice that clearly said
the Blight hadn’t been speaking of the well laden tables.

Nodding, Jala searched the crowd again and
her frown deepened. “Find Neph for me,” she said to Marrow and then
turned back to Sovann. “Do try to not molest Wisp in that
particular form. I know you two are growing more attached to each
other but if you feel the need, please change your appearance.”
Sovann’s face grew hot with the suggestion and he quickly looked
away with a nod.

Marrow was already pacing through the crowd,
his nose and ears twitching as he sought any sign of Neph in the
mass of people. Jala followed after him, ignoring the few curious
glances she got from individuals, and simply smiled in return as if
all was well in the world.

The Bendazzi led her through the thickest of
the festival and toward a small fountain. As the crowds thinned
around her she spotted Neph leaning back against the side of the
fountain using one of the festival lamps as a light to read by. He
looked up at their approach and gave her a questioning look.

“I had guessed you would be half-drunk and
dancing with your husband by this late in the night,” he said
calmly and closed the book. He was dressed in noble’s clothes
rather than his typical black leathers. Jala smirked at him,
raising an eyebrow at the finery and nodded her quiet approval. His
expression darkened a bit and he stood, looking down at her.
“What?” he demanded, brushing at his tunic as if to smooth it.

She snickered and shook her head slightly,
then glanced back toward Sovann before speaking quietly to him.
“That’s not Finn. That is Sovann, pretending to be Finn. Finn is
apparently off doing something dangerous somewhere without telling
me.”

“Finn is being an idiot and water is wet.
What’s your point?” Neph said dryly, though he was studying
Sovann’s impersonation from across the square now. He gave a
grudging nod in that direction and looked back at her with an
almost bored expression.

“My point is, I need you to locate him, so I
know where he is being an idiot at,” Jala snapped. “You are more
discreet with scrying than I am and I don’t want to give him away
with my heavy handed use of magic,” she added in a calmer
voice.

A pulse of magic washed over the city in a
wave as she fell silent. Jala looked around slowly trying to figure
out what had just happened, and then followed Neph’s gaze upwards.
They both stared in wonder as the sky cleared of the crimson
clouds. Above them twinkled thousands of stars that they hadn’t
seen in well over a month. Her eyes widened as the truth of the
sight fully dawned on her. The Barrier was down. They were free to
leave the city. A loud explosion from the inner city sounded and
she snapped her head in the direction in time to see a wave of
flames crest high in the air.

“Offhand, I’d say he is in that direction,”
Neph said sarcastically, pointing a finger toward the flames. “When
Finn is involved it’s always easiest just to look for dead people
or fighting and you will find him.”

“Thanks Neph,” she muttered sourly and heard
excited whispers ripple through the crowd. Turning back, she saw
Sovann standing by the portal stone and casting a spell. All eyes
in the crowd were on him as he worked the magic. He was back in his
own form now Jala realized with relief. The people crowded closer
to him, their attention divided between his obvious use of magic
before them, and the magic being used in the inner city.

Wisp stepped up beside the mage as he closed
his eyes in concentration. She raised her hands to silence the
people. Her green eyes were shining like a cat’s in the lantern
glow. “The Barrier is down for now, but there is no way of telling
how long it will stay down. If you wish freedom and safety step
through this portal Sovann is creating. It will take you out of the
city. The land there does not look like much now but I promise you
it will very soon,” she said loudly in a voice pitched to carry
across the square.

“That should have been me speaking with
them,” Jala muttered, feeling guilty that she hadn’t moved and Wisp
had been forced to.

“Really, did you not know what was coming?”
Neph asked.

“Well no, not until he began the spell,” Jala
replied. A tug on her sleeve brought her attention away from Wisp
and she looked down to see a small ragged boy standing before her.
He was the typical street orphan with unkempt dark hair and eyes
that seemed too large for his small face. “Yes?” she asked with a
smile, trying to reassure him. Most of the orphans were terrified
of Lords and Ladies and she was surprised that this one had
approached her at all.

With a grubby hand he placed a small leather
pouch in her hand and backed away. She looked from him down to the
parcel curiously and when she looked back up the child was gone.
Frowning, she studied the bag more closely. It was pale grey and
made of a leather so fine it was like silk to the touch. Small
black leaves were embroidered along its sides.

“It could be a trap,” Neph warned, staring at
the bag with suspicion.

She nodded slowly and cast a quick spell to
seek harmful magic on it. Satisfied that there were no magical
traps waiting for her she untied it and dumped its contents into
her hand. A single vial fell out of it. It was filled with a gold
liquid and sealed with wax, and was all too familiar. As long as
I hold the vial of blood Finn Sovaesh shall live, Hemlock’s
words rang in her mind so loudly, it was as if he stood beside
her.

“Oh Fortune, no,” she gasped, clutching the
vial in her hand.

“What?” Neph asked, his confusion written
clearly on his face. “Jala, what is that and what is going on?” he
demanded, trying to grab her before she could turn.

“I don’t have time to explain, Neph. Finn is
in serious danger. For once it’s not just my paranoia,” she called
over she shoulder, not slowing her steps in the least.

“What?” Neph asked, his tone bewildered. No
doubt she had confused him. She knew he would figure out the vial
soon enough when he actually bent his mind to it and she didn’t
have time for the lecture that would result from it.

More explosions ripped through the inner city
and her heart pounded painfully against her ribs. By the sounds of
it there was a war raging beyond her walls and in the midst of it
was Finn. She gripped the vial tighter, walking quickly for the
stables. As long as she could still feel the link between them,
Finn lived.

She would have used magical transport if she
dared. That wasn’t an option, however, with no way of knowing which
parts of the inner city were under attack. If she chose her
destination poorly she could end up in the middle of a battle, or
worse on the end of a sword. The idea of contacting Finn mentally
had been tempting as well, but if he was in a delicate situation
right now, the distraction could mean his life.

The smell of clean straw and horses greeted
her as she opened the door to the stable. It appeared to be empty,
aside from the shuffling of horses. Pausing in the darkened
entrance, she let her eyes adjust before entering fully. With the
threat of the Blights she had learned to use caution whenever
alone. Once she was certain nothing more than horses awaited inside
she moved quickly to her gelding’s stall and started to lead him
out.

“Not him, you look as though you are in a
hurry. He is steady but he isn’t fast,” Valor said as he moved past
her. So much for my sense of caution, she mused sourly. She hadn’t
even heard him approaching, and he was wearing armor. Without
asking why she wanted a fast horse, he led his chestnut mare from
her stall. He took her saddle from its rack calmly and placed it on
the mare’s back. “I’ll take Finn’s grey and you can explain what we
are doing once we are finished here,” he said as he handed her the
bridle for the mare.

He turned away from her and went to the grey
mare’s stall leaving her staring after him blankly. She hadn’t
realized Valor had been paying attention to anything tonight. From
what she had seen of him, he had been lost in thought for most of
the evening. The grey danced at the end of her tether as he led her
out of the stall. The sounds of the distant explosions already had
the mare on edge.

“That isn’t Finn outside,” she began as she
recovered.

“It’s Sovann,” Valor said, cutting in with no
surprise in his voice at all. “Finn I would guess is at the middle
of the attack in the inner city. That really isn’t unusual for him.
My question is why are we riding into that mess? You know he can
take care of himself.” He spoke quietly with no hint of what
emotion he was feeling.

Jala hesitated on answering and pretended
that bridling the chestnut required all of her attention. She knew
how Valor felt about Hemlock and actually admitting she had made a
deal with the man wasn’t a topic she wanted to broach. “I have good
reason to believe he is in danger,” she said at last, as she
finished with the last buckle on the headstall.

“Given the explosions, I think anyone that
realizes he isn’t here has good reason to believe that. You will
have to do better Jala,” Valor replied patiently. By the way he was
watching her, she guessed he knew she was hiding something.

“All right, I’ve let Wisp and Sovann know we
are going to be delayed on joining them, and Jail and the rest will
meet us at the gate. So explain why we are going to be delayed and
what they are meeting us for,” Neph said as he walked through the
stable doors. He paused mid-step as he realized Valor was there as
well. With a quick nod to the knight he began to hastily prepare
his own horse.

“Hemlock made a bargain with me while I was
imprisoned. In return for one vial of my blood he would not accept
any contracts on Finn. As long as he held the blood he said he
wouldn’t move against Finn. I even signed a contract on it. He
returned the blood to me about ten minutes ago,” she explained, the
words pouring out of her.

“You did what?” Neph demanded, almost
dropping his saddle as he whirled to face her. “Do you have any
idea what he could have done with your blood,” his tone was rising
in volume with every word, as was the color of his face. She had
never truly seen Neph lose his temper, but thought he was close
now.

“Neph, enough. I’m sure she does. By what she
says we don’t have time for this. Saddle your horse or be left
behind,” Valor said, his voice as firm as any commanders. Neph
stared at him in shock for a moment and then silently returned to
preparing his horse, though the look on his face said this wasn’t
the last she would hear of it.

Valor gave her a faint smile and bowed his
head slightly. “My apologies, Jala, for doubting your honor during
our talk at the Academy. I’m afraid I misunderstood your purpose in
dealing with him. Do you have any idea where Finn might be?”

She shook her head miserably and rubbed her
face with a slightly shaking hand. “I’m afraid to try to locate
him. If he is in hiding, my magic will give him away. I’m afraid of
trying to contact him too. If he is in combat, it could distract
him,” she said, her voice almost breaking. Her throat was growing
tight as her fear grew.

Valor gave her another faint smile that she
guessed was meant to reassure her. “Go ahead and try contacting
him. Finn is enough of a professional that a mental link will not
throw his fighting off. You contacted him during his fight with
Kithkanon, remember?” he spoke softly as if soothing a child.

She nodded slightly and let out a ragged
breath as she watched Neph lead his gelding from its stall and nod
that he was ready. Closing her eyes she focused on the bond between
them to check his emotions before she tried a link. She frowned,
unsure what to make of the combination of satisfaction and
nervousness. Finn, where are you? She tried to keep her
voice calm in the link, but if he focused on the bond as she was
doing he would know the truth.

Ahh. So that explains why I’m getting so
much fear from you. You had me nervous, Vezradesh. Don’t worry
about me. I will be with you soon. Go through the portal that
Sovann is making, I’ll meet you in Merro. A surge of relief
came through the bond as he answered her and she wondered if she
was over-reacting yet again. Finn had always pulled through, no
matter the odds.

Finn, Hemlock returned the vial to me, the
vial I gave him to ensure your safety. I think he is planning to
kill you. Please tell me where you are, Jala explained as
calmly as she could. Neph and Valor were mounted now and both
watched her silently for any sign of what was coming.

I can handle Hemlock, Jala. Follow Sovann,
please, Finn replied, sounding amused by her concern.

Finn I’m not leaving this city without you
and if you don’t tell me where you are I will go building to
building in the inner city until I find you, Jala pressed, her
patience worn through by her frustration and fear.

I don’t want you involved in this, Jala,
but I see you aren’t going to give me a choice. I’m at the Hall of
Justice. If you absolutely must come into the inner city, then ride
in this direction and I’ll meet you on the way. Do not come alone
though. The streets are in chaos right now. Irritation was
clear in his voice as he responded.

Neph and Valor are with me. We will meet
you there, she replied and swung into her own saddle. “He is at
the Hall of Justice. He says he will meet us enroute there,” she
explained to her two companions and guided her mount out the
door.

“Lovely. That is bound to be the center of
the fighting,” Neph said dryly as he followed.

“Yes it is,” Valor agreed with a note of
satisfaction in his voice. Jala didn’t need to ask what he was
thinking. It was clear that he was hoping to find vengeance against
those who killed his sister as well as Finn. For his sake as well
as Chastity’s spirit, she sincerely hoped he did.

 


* * *

 


They rode through the nearly vacant streets
at a canter. As they drew closer to the sealed gate, the sound of
combat on the other side grew louder. She could hear the clashing
of swords mingled with screams and the occasional explosion. Jail
sat on his horse to the left of the gate waiting patiently. She
hadn’t even realized that he was back in her district. No one had
told her of his return until Neph had mentioned he would be waiting
for them. To her shock, Madren sat waiting to his right looking
more at ease than she had ever seen him.

I am here as well. Jail has been helping
me with some problems. I am sorry for being so distant lately,
Emily’s voice rang clearly in her mind and she felt a wave a
relief. Knowing the Blight was with them as well, was a trump card
that she dearly needed right now.

Thank you Emily. I feel better knowing you
are here. You will have to explain your problems to me later. Once
we have Finn back, that is. I didn’t know there was anything
wrong, Jala replied as Madren and Jail rode to her side.

“It will take time to remove the wards from
the gate,” Neph warned as he raised his hands to begin casting.

“We don’t have time Neph,” Jala snapped, her
attention turning fully to the mage. She had kept constant vigil on
her link with Finn and the frustration and anger she was feeling
from him was setting her nerves on edge.

“It doesn’t matter if we have it or not,
Jala, it will take time to do,” Neph snapped back, a spark of his
earlier anger showing again.

Frowning at his back, Jala eyed the gate and
then shook her head defiantly. It might take time to do this
neatly, but she didn’t have time for neatness. Summoning her power
she leaned back in the saddle. With a deep breath she activated the
stones in her palms that Sovann had given her as a wedding gift.
She had never actually used them before. It was a secret she had
been saving for when she needed extra strength. Right now, she
needed the extra strength. Faint light began to emanate from the
stones, showing through her skin in subdued colors. With a snarl
she unleashed the summoned power in a wave of raw magic. The stone
of the gate cracked and grated violently as her magic washed over
it like a storm fueled tide. Pulling on her reserves again she
summoned a force bolt and used the activated stones to amplify the
spell.

“Jala, what the hell are you doing?” Neph
demanded loudly.

She ignored him completely as she cast the
bolt toward the gate. Fragments of stone and dust exploded outward
as the wards surrendered to her assault. Kicking her mare in the
sides she rode into the dust cloud, trusting that the others would
follow.

The streets beyond her district were a war
zone. Everywhere she looked there was fighting. In the distance she
could see flames rising from the market district. Yells sounded at
her appearance, but she didn’t spare a glance to see who it was.
The fighting grew thicker as she drew closer to the Halls of
Justice and still there was no sign of Finn. Through the bond she
could feel his frustration and anger and prayed to Fortune that it
was from being delayed.

“Jala, we can’t get the horses through that,”
Valor said as they turned down another street to find the way
blocked by the thickest fighting yet.

Jala snarled in frustration as she scanned
the streets frantically for another way. Even Marrow wouldn’t be
able to get this crowd to clear. The bloodlust was up too high for
them to see the Bendazzi as anything other than something else to
kill. From the press of things she couldn’t even tell who was
fighting. The Justicars were easy enough to locate with their stark
white cloaks but the rest looked no more than a common mob.

“Send the horses with Jail. We will take the
alleys and try to avoid most of this,” Neph said after a long
moment and Valor nodded his silent agreement.

She had to fight back the urge to argue. They
were right and she knew it. She dismounted and handed the reins up
to Jail.

“Good luck,” he whispered to her.

“We will meet you near the arena, I doubt
there is much fighting there,” Neph told the Mind mage as he handed
his reins over as well.

“Don’t worry about this one. She will just
cause you trouble. If she follows you, good. If not I’ll buy Finn
another horse,” Valor said as he turned the grey mare loose and
headed for the nearest alley.

Jala watched the mare bolt and gave Jail once
last look. “Good luck to you, too,” she said quietly and turned to
follow Valor.

The alleys were filled with trash and bodies
but blessedly free of fighting. She stayed close behind Valor, her
urgency pressing him to keep a quick pace. Finn’s frustration was
bleeding through into her own mind and she found herself snarling
and grumbling at every snag or delay.

“We are almost there,” Valor assured her as
she let out another curse behind him.

“I know and I’m sorry. It’s his frustration
as well as mine that you are hearing. I think the fighting must
have him trapped in the Halls,” she replied trying to keep her
voice from sounding snappish. That, in itself, was growing more and
more difficult. A low pain was beginning to fill her head and she
wondered if it was from the earlier casting against the gates. She
had never released so much raw power at once before, though she
didn’t feel drained at all. Now was not the time to mention it,
however. Neph would want to check her over and she didn’t want to
delay any further.

Valor led them around the last corner,
sticking close to the side of the building. The square surrounding
the hall was as thick as any battlefield. These fighters were not a
common mob though. She could see the tattoos clearly on the men and
women that were locked in deadly combat with the Justicars
here.

The fighting hadn’t reached the Hall itself
yet, and two solid rows of Justicars stood guard there as well as
Devron Rivana and a good portion of what was left of his guard.

“There is no way. There are too many of
them,” Neph warned, trying to pull her back into the alley.

Valor, however, was frozen in place, his eyes
locked firmly on two Justicars standing near the doors. She
recognized them at once as the men that had been holding Chastity
on the dais. Valor drew in a long breath and uttered something
quietly. His armor shifted slightly taking on a glimmer that had
nothing to do with the fading sunlight. He held his hand out to the
side and a helm appeared in it. Glancing back at her he motioned
for her to follow Neph. “He is right, the odds are bad here,” he
said quietly, before pulling the helm on and buckling it in
place.

“Valor you can’t possibly be considering
fighting. That is suicide,” Neph hissed.

“Keep her safe, Neph,” Valor replied, his
voice sounding hollow through the helm. She had never actually seen
him wear a helm before and it seemed somehow to add more menace to
him.

A wave of shock passed through her bond with
Finn, followed by pain, and the dull throbbing in her head shifted
to blinding white pain. She felt something break in her mind and
grabbed her head with a hand, leaning back against Neph as memories
came pouring into her mind.

Her fist pounded down into the boy’s face
drawing more blood. His left eye was swollen shut and he was crying
but she wouldn’t stop. He had teased her too many times about being
an orphan brat. This time he had gone too far, though. He had
called her a whore’s whelp. She smashed her hand down into his face
again. Her breath was coming ragged as she shifted her weight to
keep him pinned in the dirt beneath her. Hands pulled her from
behind, trying to get her off the bully, but she clung to him, her
anger pushing everything else to the side. …

The room around her was utterly destroyed.
Pieces of furniture lay in smoldering ruin surrounding her.
Gretchen cringed back by the wall, staring at her in mute horror.
Jala glared defiantly at the woman, daring her to say another word.
The surly housekeeper had accused her of stealing from the
kitchens. Then she had the stupidity to suggest it was in her blood
to steal. No one insulted the memory of her family. The anger
burned in her chest like a living thing.

Father Belson was sitting before her with
three strangers standing in the room behind him. “Jala, your temper
is going to be your ruin, child. It isn’t right to hold such anger.
This man is going to help you.” The elderly priest motioned toward
a tall slender man with dark red hair. He wore the tattoos of the
Fionaveir on his arm and had a kind look in his green eyes. He
approached slowly and knelt beside her with a gentle smile. The
scent of mint washed off him and she felt herself relax a bit.

“She nearly killed the baker’s girl this
morning. I don’t even know what the fight was about, but it is
getting worse. Something has to be done, Milord, she is constantly
fighting. It’s as if the child doesn’t know how to walk away from
anything. Either she is going to get herself killed or she is going
to kill someone,” Father Belson said in a hushed voice to one of
the other men. This one had dark hair and sharp features and the
look in his black eyes seemed anything but friendly. His entire
presence unsettled her but she set her jaw and refused to let it
show. The man simply nodded at the priest’s words but never took
his eyes from Jala. She clenched her jaw and returned the gaze,
showing him that he didn’t scare her any more than the baker’s
daughter had.

The last man moved forward toward her. He had
grey hair the color of good steel and swords strapped on his back
as well as his hips. He dropped to a crouch beside his red haired
companion and studied her with eyes that had seemed black from
across the room. Now as the firelight hit them she could see the
purple in them. She stared into his eyes, the other man completely
forgotten. This man before her was the first she had ever seen with
eyes almost like hers. He wore shiny black armor that seemed to
cover his body in one solid piece. No seams showed as he bent his
legs. It was as if the metal were as supple as leather. Without
speaking a word, he took her hand and held it up, looking at the
scraped and bruised knuckles. With his other hand he tilted her
chin up to get a better look at her black eye. He smiled then, a
faint thing that was barely visible. “Such a fierce little thing,”
he said quietly in a voice that seemed almost familiar. “You did
right, Jala. Never let them tell you what you are. Only you can
determine what you are and will be.” His voice was so soft she had
to lean forward to hear him.

“Don’t encourage her Vaze,” the dark man
by Father Belson snapped. “Remedy, fix her mind. This does her no
good here. Repress the anger and block her magic.”

“Lutheron, she is holding so much anger,
if I simply lock it away she will notice. The void it will leave
will be immense,” Remedy objected.

“Fill the void then with things that will
better serve her. Give her caution and fear. Give her the basics of
being a lady. She is twelve and still refuses to wear dresses. Fix
so she will blend in here better and have a chance at surviving,”
the dark man answered.

“I don’t need fixed. I’m not broken!” Jala
screamed, her anger flaring once more. The idea of walking away or
being afraid of the bullies sickened her. She didn’t want to blend
in with these people. She didn’t even want to be near these people.
She wanted to go home.

“You are asking me to change her entire
personality, Lutheron. I have to object,” Remedy said as he stood
and faced the dark haired man.

“You are not broken. You are nearly
perfect. Now is not the time to show that, though. When the time
comes you will know, because I will be fighting right there beside
you,” Vaze said as the two men behind him argued. “You will get a
chance to punish those that deserve it. Don’t look at it as losing
your anger, look at it as saving it up.”

“You will do it because I command you to
do it!” Lutheron bellowed and Remedy backed up a step.

With a grudging nod he turned back to face
Jala with remorse clearly written on his face. “I’m sorry child.
You have my promise that the moment he gives me word to lift this
from you I will. I promise I will only lock it away. I will not
destroy anything that is you.” He knelt before her again as he
spoke and placed a gentle hand on the side of her head.

She locked a defiant gaze on him and
smiled bitterly. “Even Oblivion couldn’t destroy what I am. I doubt
you are capable either,” she said quietly as the room around her
began to fade to darkness. With an iron will she focused on the
smell of mint and braced herself against his magic.

 


Finally you are whole! Marrow’s voice
pulled her back from the memories. He sounded ecstatic and she
could feel his joy washing over her. I felt it weakening and
knew you were close.

I’m sorry it took me so long. Now we can
face them with the courage I should have had,” she replied to
him her mind still reeling.

“Jala!” Neph said, his voice frantic he shook
her lightly.

“I’m fine,” she said, her voice a bit shaky.
She pushed back from him and the world snapped back into focus.
Valor was just now turning back to face her. It couldn’t have been
long, and yet it had seemed like forever to her. “How long was I
like that?” she gasped to Neph. Her emotions coiled inside her, the
fear and insecurity melting away under the black cloud she knew so
well and hadn’t even remembered was missing. It swelled inside her
and she felt her teeth clench in response. Vaze had been right, it
wasn’t gone, it had been building.

“Not long at all. Jala, are you OK?” Neph
said, his expression growing concerned.

“Why are her eyes glowing?” Madren asked
quietly. He still stood in the alley and the confidence he had
shown earlier was fading quickly before her eyes.

“Oh Lutheron, you have no idea what you have
unleashed,” she whispered quietly as she turned back to Valor.
“Follow in my wake, do not get in front of me,” she warned and
squared her shoulders. The anger and frustration built up over
years fueled her mind as she selected her first target on the
stairs. The hesitation that had plagued her in every fight since
she had come to Sanctuary evaporated as her mind prepared for the
fight.

“Jala, no. We must retreat or wait for the
Fionaveir to reach the stairs. There are too many,” Neph
protested.

The stones in her hands began to glow again
as she drew from her reservoir. She could still feel the link with
Finn. It was clouded with pain and shock but he still lived. She
had time to reach him and heal him. All she had to do was kill
everyone that stood in her way. A month ago that thought would have
sickened her, now she felt a smile forming on her lips. Pulling her
hand back she hurled a Windblade toward the first rank of
Justicars. Blood sprayed as the spell tore through the men taking
several down in its wake. Typically a Windblade was a single target
spell. She had decided against limiting herself however.

The Rivasan guards broke rank and charged her
with drawn swords and she felt laughter welling in her throat. So
much easier to let the targets pick themselves. Drawing on her
power once more she sent a volley of ice shards into their ranks
and neatly dodged the few that did make it past her spell. Valor
could handle them easily enough.

A wave of heat drew her attention back toward
the stairs in time to see the ball of Hellfire rushing toward her
from Devron Rivasa. The flames crackled with an eerie greenish blue
light and Neph had warned her that Hellfire could not be countered.
Lifting both arms in front of her, she called on her magic once
more and the air surrounding her turned icy cold, forming a wall
against the incoming fire. She heard Valor cry out as the flames
washed over her. It might have been her name he yelled, she
couldn’t tell through the roar of flames. She let the cold shield
fall as the Hellfire passed and smiled coldly up to Devron who was
staring at her as if she were a demon in flesh.

“Shouldn’t pick a fight you can’t win,” she
hissed, echoing the words Finn used so often. The spell flew from
her hands with scarcely a thought. Devron turned to run but
stumbled instead as her magic froze the blood in his veins and
worked its way through his flesh. She followed the first spell with
a force bolt and watched in satisfaction as the Rivasan’s frozen
body shattered on the stairs. A chunk of frozen flesh skittered
down the stairs to land at her feet and she kicked it neatly back
toward a Justicar. The man’s face paled considerably and he broke
to run with several of his comrades close behind. “I have to get to
Finn, Valor. Can you finish up here?” she called over her
shoulder.

“Go, I’ve got this,” Valor replied, already
moving forward toward the remaining enemies, bloody sword in hand.
Neph and Madren joined him and she left them to the slaughter.

Marrow rejoined her as she made her way into
the hall, expecting enemies at every corner. I don’t hear
anyone. I think they may all be outside fighting, Marrow told
her as he cocked his head toward the empty rooms ahead.

Jala you have to get up here now.
Emily’s voice was frantic in her mind. While you were fighting,
I went ahead to find him and he is hurt. I got rid of the one that
struck him but I can’t do anything to help him. He isn’t healing
like he normally does.

Where? Are there others in the hall?
Jala responded, already heading for the stairs. Finn had said he
was at the top of the Hall, She hoped he still was.

No it’s empty. Follow the stairs until you
reach Kellis’s body and then take the hall to the left, Emily
replied. Hurry, Jala, it’s bad.

The Blight’s last words had her running up
the stairs taking them two at a time. She felt her heart thundering
against her ribs by the time she hit the second floor. She wished
she knew the layout of the building well enough to simply use
magic. Swallowing heavily, she pushed herself to go faster praying
to Fortune that she would be in time.

 


* * *

 


She could smell the blood from the room
before she entered, and felt her heart sink. The link was still
there, but it was weak. Finn was propped against the wall. The
floor beneath him was stained red with his blood. His eyes
fluttered open as she approached and she felt her throat clench. A
dagger was buried hilt deep under his arm and his lips were flecked
with blood.

He chuckled weakly, showing blood stained
teeth and gave her his typical smirk. “I earned this, Jala. Time
and time again, I earned this,” he told her in a voice so weak she
could barely make out the words.

She dropped to her knees beside him and
called on the healing magic. His blood soaked through the knees of
her dress, a subtle reminder of how close to death he was.

“The bastard got me the same way I did him.
Only he did it better. I suppose that’s only fitting though. He is
the master of his craft,” Finn said, his voice choking on each
word.

“Hush, Finn. Don’t talk. Let me work and you
will be fine,” she whispered to him, wondering how he still had the
strength for words. Any other man would be dead from the blood loss
alone. Finn Sovaesh was stronger than any other man, though. She
only hoped he was strong enough to pull through this.

“Won’t do any good, Vezradesh. The
bastard put shaved Barllen in the poison. I can feel it draining
what little magic I do have. There is Tezrae in there, too. I can’t
regenerate through it,” Finn gasped ,and more blood flecked along
his lips.

He was right, she realized as she felt the
first of her healing magic simply disappear. She swallowed heavily
and forced the lump in her throat back down. “Just sit still Finn.
I’ll draw the Barllen out and then heal,” she said, already working
on a spell to pull the metal from him. Most of her energy would be
wasted as the Barllen absorbed the magic, but if she used enough
power it might work.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs behind her
and she looked up just long enough to see Valor storm into the
room. At the sight of Finn, he pulled his helmet off and dropped to
the floor on the other side of Jala. “What can I do to help?” he
asked still breathing hard from the fighting and running.

“See if there is another wound on that side.
If there is, try to staunch the bleeding. He has Barllen in him and
I have to get it out before I can heal him,” Jala explained, her
focus already back on drawing out the metal.

Finn shook his head at Valor and chuckled
weakly. “It’s in my back, two stabs. I’m not rolling over for you,
though,” he said and let out another ragged breath. His lung was
filling with blood despite the dagger still lodged there. She knew
better than to try to remove it from the wound. If she did he would
be dead within moments. “Valor,” Finn gasped.

Tears welled in her eyes as she heard Finn
spending the last of his strength on words. “Finn, please stop
talking and just lie still,” she pleaded.

He coughed and shook his head at her. “Valor,
swear to me you will protect her. By my blood and your honor keep
her safe for me. Get her out of this damned city, Val. This is no
place for our child.” Finn’s words were broken by gasps and fresh
blood covered his teeth.

“Damn you Fortune, don’t you dare let me lose
him,” Jala sobbed, the tears nearly blinding her now. She could
feel her magic working slowly. It wouldn’t be in time, though, and
she knew it. “I won’t lose you, Finn, just please hang on a little
longer,” she pleaded, fighting against the grief that was already
building.

“I swear, I will,” Valor replied his voice
solemn as he gripped Finn’s hand. “I won’t need to though, Finn. If
you will do as your wife asks for once, and shut up, she will have
you healed in no time.”

Finn gave another quiet chuckle and coughed
again violently. He shook his head at Valor and smiled at Jala.
“Build something beautiful, Vezradesh. Make a land like they
have never seen before,” he whispered and leaned his head back
against the wall. His eyes closed again as they had been when she
had first entered the room.

She worked frantically, pushing the metal
shavings out through the wound in his back. The bond between them
grew fainter as his breathing grew more ragged. It was so unfair
that she had come so close to reaching him in time. He was being
snatched from her hands while she was utterly helpless to stop it.
Her vision blurred again with fresh tears and she wiped her nose on
her sleeve as she pressed the magic pouring all of herself into the
spell.

“Love you,” he whispered, his words barely
audible. She felt the last of the bond fade as Finn’s immeasurable
supply of strength finally gave out. A ragged sob tore from her
throat as his body relaxed against the wall.

She let the magic drop and wrapped her arms
around him collapsing against his chest, willing him to breathe
again. “Please Finn, no, please come back,” she sobbed, her face
buried in the thick fabric of his shirt. She felt empty without the
bond now. Even when she hadn’t been paying attention to his
feelings, a part of Finn had always been with her. The void it left
now reminded her all too much of memories of ashes and begging for
her father to return. Despair warred with grief as his body cooled
beneath her.

“Jala, we have to go. I don’t think the
Fionaveir are winning this fight,” Valor whispered finally. His
voice as choked with grief as her own was.

“I won’t leave him here, Valor,” she said,
though she wasn’t sure he could understand her words. Her throat
was so tight it was painful to breath. She wasn’t sure how long
Valor had let her cry. From the expression on his face his pain was
a mirror of her own. It’s not just Finn he is grieving for, she
reminded herself. He lost his sister and niece as well, and now his
best friend.

“I’ll carry him, Jala. I won’t leave him here
either,” Valor assured her. “I wouldn’t leave him here either,” he
added in a quieter voice.

She sat up slowly and looked at Valor across
Finn’s body. “Do you think they can bring him back? He killed
Devron and they brought the bastard back. Can someone bring Finn
back?” she asked, frantically seizing on the idea. Where she had
come from dead meant dead, but not here. She had seen the dead
return to life in Sanctuary.

“We can try,” Valor promised, his own dark
blue eyes still glassy with unshed tears. He gave her a firm nod
and started to pick the body up.

“Wait,” she said, holding a hand out to him.
“You can’t fight while carrying him. Let me remove the rest of the
Barllen and I can store the body in a stone. It will keep it in
stasis as well so it stays preserved,” she said, half amazed that
she was capable of thinking so clearly.

He nodded and motioned for her to go ahead.
“Hurry, though, we have to get out of the city very soon.”

“I’ll hurry, but we can’t leave the city
quite yet. There is something I have to do before we go,” she said
calmly, her mind pushing the grief back. She wouldn’t let it govern
her now. Not when there was still a chance she could bring Finn
back.

“What?” Valor asked, his own voice sounding
clearer as if he was following the same belief.

“Kill Hemlock,” she said simply and returned
to the removal of the Barllen. She let her anger build as she
worked. With each breath it grew stronger, pushing back the grief
and despair. Those emotions could wait. She needed the anger now to
punish those who had caused the pain. “You grieve so much more
gracefully than me, Valor. I’ve watched you over the past few days,
mourning your sister in silence. I can’t mourn in silence. I want
to hurt them. I want them to feel the pain they have caused
me.”

Valor shook his head and smiled coldly. “No,
I haven’t been grieving gracefully, Jala. I’ve been biding my time.
I was sealed behind a wall where I couldn’t act. I can act now, and
once you are finished here I promise we will make them feel pain.”
There was a sincerity to his voice that made his words ring of an
oath.

Looking up at him she nodded slowly, her
magic still at work on cleansing Finn’s body. A silent pact had
just formed between the two of them. She could see in his eyes that
he had felt it form as well. “We both have more than simply Finn to
avenge,” she said, then paused and met his eyes fully so he knew
her next words were not simply idle. “I promised Hemlock I would
bring Sanctuary to its knees if he killed Finn. I think he might
have thought I meant just the City of Sanctuary. The ones that have
truly brought our pain aren’t in the city, Valor. And they think
they are safe from vengeance.” She fell silent again and stared
back down at Finn as she worked.

His death will be their damnation. It will
be a long hunt, but we will have their blood. I promise you that
sister, Marrow said. He had remained silent and watchful by the
door until now. She glanced in his direction and gave him a nod of
agreement. It was the first time he had called her sister, and she
knew it was said with respect. Before the barrier in her mind
lifted it would have seemed odd. Now however it fit perfectly.
Bendazzi were spoken of as cold and cruel hunters, totally ruthless
in nature, and she was feeling anything but merciful.
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Shade lit a cigarette as he stepped into the
darkened courtyard. The call for assembly had come bare minutes ago
and from what he could tell he was one of the first to arrive. He
moved silently to where his group would be forming up, content to
find a wall to hold up while he waited. A few figures stirred in
the shadows and he nodded absently to them without taking any true
notice of who they were. Beyond a handful of people, he didn’t
truly know anyone in the Fionahold.

“Not even a true hello. Well I can see I was
missed,” a familiar voice called as he leaned back against the
stone wall.

“Lex?” Shade called back in disbelief. He
hadn’t seen his former body guard since his first week at the
Fionahold. He pushed back off the wall and searched the darkness
for his friend.

Lex stepped away from the small group of
people Shade had walked absently by, and moved over to Shade’s
side. He was thinner than Shade remembered and had more scars
showing than before. He wore his long black leather coat as always,
but the garment had seen hard use recently. Hastily done repairs
showed up and down the back and most of them looked to be tear
marks.

“What the hell happened to you?” Shade asked,
looking up from the coat to his friends amused face.

“Been in Glis fighting against the bloody
Blights,” Lex said casually and then bowed to Shade. “Thank you
ever so much for bombing Eldagar. I am forever in your debt for
killing those damn things before I had to fight them
personally.”

“They called you back from Glis for this?”
Shade asked a bit incredulous. While capturing the city was
important, the reports from Glis suggested they couldn’t spare
anyone from the fighting.

Lex shook his head and the light in his gold
eyes seemed to dim a bit as his expression grew somber. “No, I’m
uh, I’m here for reassignment. Everyone else in my squad is dead. I
was the last one. So I’m back here until Lutheron can assign me to
another battle squad. We were with Sebastian’s forces near the
Arovan border awaiting re-supply.” Lex rubbed his face and leaned
back against the wall beside Shade.

“Sebastian Blackwolf is dead?” Shade asked
quietly. He had heard about Chastity Blackwolf’s death earlier in
the week. Apparently Jala had started a riot over Chastity’s
arrest. Their child was apparently missing as well. So if Sebastian
was dead it meant Glis no longer had an heir. If High Lord Nicoli
fell in combat Glis was as good as done. Without a high lord, Glis
would be another neutral territory like Merro had been or the
Greenwild still was. If there was anyone left alive there, when it
was all said and done, of course.

“The last I saw of him he was slumped over
his saddle with an arrow in his back. I was trying to get Leah to
safety at the time so I wasn’t close enough to see if he still
lived,” Lex replied, his voice faint and subdued. He glanced over
at Shade and flicked a finger toward the cigarette that was burning
forgotten in his hand. “Have you got another one of those? I
haven’t had decent tobacco in weeks.”

Shade nodded silently and handed his friend
the cigarette case. The news about Leah’s death was a shock to him.
She hadn’t even been Fionaveir and he hadn’t realized she had been
involved in the fighting. He knew now wasn’t the time to push the
topic with Lex though. Lex had been very close with his twin
sister. As well as his friend seemed to be handling it, the wound
was still too fresh for conversation. “An arrow in his back, eh,”
he said finally to steer the conversation further from Leah.

Lex nodded slowly and took a long drag from
the freshly lit cigarette, seeming to savor the smoke. “First time
I’ve ever seen an arrow in a Blight ambush. Funny, I haven’t heard
any other reports of them being used either. From all I’ve seen the
Blights don’t use weapons other than the ones they are born with.
I’ve seen one or two of the smarter ones use magic, but never
weapons.”

“Can’t say that I’ve ever seen them use
anything made by us. They travel naked and seem to shun anything
manmade,” Shade said in agreement. “That makes three of our allies
hit this week, Adana Firym, RenDelvayon, and now Sebastian. If I
were Nicoli Blackwolf, I would be checking all of the shadows
before I slept at night.”

Lex chuckled darkly. “Would take a braver man
than me to tackle Nicoli Blackwolf. Have you ever actually met the
man?”

Shade shook his head slowly. “I knew
Sebastian a bit. He seemed nice enough, though he had no love for
me. My last name of Morcaillo kind of branded me from certain
social circles.”

“Sebastian was nothing like his father,” Lex
said firmly. “Sebastian was touched by the wolf. Nicoli is like a
wolf in a man’s body. When he moves it’s like he is prowling and
when he watches you, you feel like prey. He is refined and dresses
nobly. Hell, he even wears plate mail in battle, but still there is
something about him that is positively feral.”

More forms had filled their area of the
courtyard and they both grew silent as Vaze approached. Moonlight
glimmered off the man’s black armor as he moved.

“What exactly is that he is wearing?” Shade
asked quietly. He had wondered about the armor since the first time
he had seen it. He had never seen anything like it, not even in the
Arcanetech classes at the Academy.

“Shadowsteel,” Lex answered in a hushed
voice, his eyes on Vaze. “He is the last of the Lords of Shadow,
though he is a bastard of the line. I think that is the only set of
Shadowsteel armor left on Sanctuary,” Turning to Shade he motioned
toward their commander. “Have you seen him fight yet?”

Shade shook his head slowly. “Charm said I
should watch him. Though I must say I’ve been to the Spring Games
enough to believe one sword slinger is the same as the next.”

Lex snorted in amusement and shook his head.
“Not true,” he said simply and turned back to watch Vaze as the man
moved among them inspecting armor and weapons. He barely paused as
he passed by the two of them, simply nodding approval at their
gear.

“I’ve never even heard of the Lords of
Shadow,” Shade admitted, once Vaze was well past them.

“You won’t either. They were omitted from the
history books after they fell. No one talks about them. As far as I
know they had no allies at all in Sanctuary,” Lex explained.

“Because they were absolute bastards,” Charm
said conversationally as he dropped down from the wall to land
beside the two of them. The rogue was dressed in mottled grey silk
and even his blond hair was covered tonight.

“Goswin wasn’t too sweet either and they are
still in the history books,” Shade pointed out.

Charm shook his head lightly and sighed.
“It’s a prison, Shade. Everyone here is a bastard in one shape or
form. There are no good guys in Sanctuary. The Veyetta were
frightening enough though that even the Morcaillo steered clear of
them.”

“Veyetta?” Shade asked, unsure if it was the
house name or the races.

“House Veyetta. Our noble commander is Vaze
Veyetta, though he doesn’t use the surname. He was born three days
before his House fell. His mother died in childbirth and Lutheron
stole him just before the city fell. So, by rights he is the last
Lord of Shadows even though he is bastard born. Only a few
Fionaveir actually know where he is from, though. He is wise enough
to keep his origins secret. As I’m sure you will be doing in the
future as well,” Charm explained.

“If everyone steered clear of them, how did
they fall?” Shade asked.

“We will be going in secretly. The Justicars
outnumber our full attack force four to one,” Vaze said loudly.
Shade watched the man, wondering if he had overheard the
conversation and had chosen that moment to speak to end it. “There
will be four staging points. Our goal is to secure the inner city.
Lutheron has ordered no quarter in this fight. If they raise sword
or spell against you, kill them. They will not show us mercy, so we
will show them none. Some of you have separate assignments. If you
see one of your brothers or sisters depart silently do not draw
attention to them. If you have not been given a special task, then
your only duty is to fight. We leave in five minutes, be ready.”
Vaze nodded to them as he finished speaking and moved away from his
group to confer with the other strike leaders.

“I would be one of those ‘leaving silently’
individuals, so please ignore me once we arrive in the city,” Charm
said with a smile to both of them.

Shade nodded quickly. his eyes on Vaze’s
retreating back. “I guessed that. He is gone now, so answer my
question. Who killed them off?” he asked quickly and motioned for
Charm to speak.

Charm snorted in amusement and shook his
head. “Such a child,” he said in amusement as he studied Shade’s
impatient expression. “The Stormlord finished them off.”

“Arovan? But they never attack anyone,” Shade
objected. thinking Charm was joking.

Charm shook his head again and laughed
softly. “Never taunt a Firym, never anger a Delvay, never cheat an
Avanti, and never underestimate an Arovan,” he said in a tone that
suggested he was repeating a well-worn mantra.

“What’s the one for Morcaillo?” Shade asked
curiously.

“Never taunt, anger, cheat, or underestimate
a Morcaillo,” Charm replied, with a smirk, earning a frown from
Shade.

“I believe the coined one is ‘Never trust a
Morcaillo’,” Lex corrected quietly. “I judge by the individual,
however,” he added with a smile to Shade.

“All of the houses have one of those?” Shade
asked, amazed that he had never heard them before.

“It’s a Fionaveir thing, and yes they all
have them. You will hear them all before long I’m sure,” Lex said
and then stood from the wall as Vaze returned. “Should be a damn
good fight. I’ll finally get to see your sword skill at something
other than sparring,” he said with a grin and clapped Shade on the
shoulder.

“Should be,” Shade agreed quietly, wishing he
had the enthusiasm for the coming fight that Lex was showing.
Unlike everyone else here, he knew their enemies too well. For his
entire childhood he had dined with them, played with their
children, and then dealt with them as a Lord himself when he ruled
the Morcaillo district of the city. The battle lines had been drawn
evenly between the houses with the exception of Delvay and Seravae
who were yet to commit fully to either faction. With the way
everything was split, Shade was on the opposite side of everyone he
knew.

“We go now!” Vaze called loudly and magic
washed over Shade as the translocation spell took effect. The
courtyard faded to darkness to be replaced with the whistling of
arrows and screams of his comrades.

Still reeling from the magic, it took Shade a
long moment to realize what was going on. A hand shoved him roughly
to the side and he stared in surprise at Lex who was deflecting
arrows with his sword. “Fight, Shade, they were waiting for us!”
Lex yelled.

Shade blinked once in response and quickly
drew his swords. It took him a moment to get his bearings. They
were south of the market near the Greenwild gate. Archers lined the
walls and rooftops on three sides and a battalion of Justicars
filled the street beyond. Two of the roads had been barricaded
hastily with wagons, forming a neat box to trap them.

“Fight!” Vaze bellowed to those still too
stunned to move. Darkness welled around the commander’s head,
forming a helm that solidified like his armor. He drew his blades
from his hips and charged toward the waiting Justicars. As he ran
the shadows around him blurred again forming twin echoes of his
body. Shade watched in fascination as shadowy arms drew the swords
from his back. It was like looking at three of the same man
standing in the same spot. At times there seemed to be just one
body and then Vaze would move quickly to strike and the mirror
images of himself would twist in a different directions. Six swords
danced from the same body and the Justicars reeled back from the
assault.

“Shade! Fight!” Lex yelled again and Shade
shook his head quickly, embarrassed by his own lack of action.
Arrows still rained down on them with deadly precision and it
seemed as though the majority of the Fionaveir were centering on
the wall of armored enemies.

Putting his swords away quickly Shade stepped
back against a wall and called on his changeling abilities. It was
clear where he would be the most use to his comrades. He searched
the nearby walls for a quick way to his enemies as his body shifted
over to that of a Blight. With the Blight camouflage up he climbed
quickly and closed on the first archer. It wasn’t an honorable way
to kill, but then neither was shooting them like fish in a
barrel.

An explosion sounded as he reached the top of
the wall and a wave of fire rose high above the city near the
Academy. Not just us that was ambushed then, Shade reasoned as he
recognized the work of a Firym. That was pure fire that had risen,
not Hellfire such as the Rivasan used. Likely it had been Havoc
removing the archers from his area in a less subtle fashion.

Turning back to the Archers before him Shade
drew a dagger from his belt. As he drew the blade across the man’s
throat, Hemlock’s offer to train him rang in his mind. This wasn’t
Assassin’s work he told himself firmly. This was necessary no
matter how wrong it felt. There were Fionaveir dying below from the
arrows these men were shooting, and more would die if he tried
killing them honorably with swords.

He moved to the next Archer quickly before
they had a chance to realize someone was killing them off. The man
glanced over his shoulder as Shade approached and with a moment of
disgust he realized he knew the man. He was from house Avanti and
Shade had drunk with him a time or two. Swallowing his growing
revulsion Shade drew the dagger quickly across the man’s throat
before he could call out.

Another explosion split the night as the gate
of the Merro district exploded, sending shards of rock and dust
high into the air. Shade paused in his grisly work long enough to
watch riders emerge from the cloud, running hard for the center of
the city. The dark wine colored hair of the lead rider was
unmistakable and Shade had to fight back the urge to call out to
Jala as she rode past.

“Fight on, push them now!” Vaze bellowed as
the battle below him thickened. The Fionaveir were hard pressed and
out-numbered and couldn’t afford any distractions. Pushing thoughts
of Jala away, Shade turned his attentions back to his own work.
With luck, he would get a chance to speak with her after the city
was won.

A scream sounded below and Shade glanced down
long enough to see yet another Fionaveir fall to a Justicars blade.
If they won, he amended and prayed that Lex was still among the
fighters rather than one of the corpses. He didn’t have many
friends left and the thought of losing another made his task a
little more bearable.
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Flames from the burning buildings lit the
streets in a hellish glow. Jala gingerly stepped over a
blood-covered corpse, her eyes scanning the empty streets for
anything living. They seemed to be the only thing still moving in
this part of town, however.

Ahead of her Marrow paused to sniff the air
and then continued apparently satisfied. His muzzle and sides were
stained red with blood. That, combined with the firelight glinting
on his gold eyes, made him seem a creature straight from
nightmares.

I doubt I look much better, she mused, and
glanced down at her torn and blood-stained dress. Her hair had been
in wild tangles since the ride from her district and hung in
tangles matted with blood now.

“I think we can consider that dress ruined,”
Valor said quietly, apparently having noticed her
self-inspection.

“It’s going to take you a year to get the
blood out of the filigree on your armor,” she replied in the same
quiet tone. He snorted in bitter amusement and kept walking. She
had lost count how many people they had killed after she had sent
Neph and the others on to Merro.

From what she could tell it had been their
fighting that had turned the tide of battle for the Fionaveir. When
they left the inner city the fighting was all but done with, the
Fionaveir showed as the clear victors. It wasn’t enough, though.
Despite how much rage she had vented on their enemies, her anger
still burned hotly.

“How much farther?” Valor asked.

“I wish you would take off that helm when we
aren’t fighting. You sound like you are talking through a tube,”
she sighed and motioned ahead with a hand. “Two more streets,
perhaps. Marrow showed it to me once before, but Finn said to leave
it be.” She wished now she had ignored Finn then and killed Hemlock
when she had the chance. Of course, she doubted she would have had
the spine to do it then. Lutheron had all but crippled her with the
barrier he had ordered Remedy to put on her mind. She glanced aside
at Valor as he pulled his helm free and tucked it under his arm.
“Thank you,” she said with a slight nod.

He shrugged in response and glanced around
the streets. “Is Emily still with us?” he asked.

“I am,” Emily replied from ahead of them.
“Watching for my kind. With this much meat available and so much
blood in the air there is sure to be a feeding frenzy somewhere. I
want to make sure we don’t walk into it,” she spoke just loud
enough for her voice to carry back to them. It was one of the few
times Jala had actually heard her speak aloud in the past few weeks
and the voice no longer held any hints of a child.

“I appreciate your efforts, then. I have no
desire to walk into a Blight feeding ground,” Valor replied with a
nod in the direction that Emily’s voice had come from.

Jala smiled, knowing the Blight was no longer
anywhere near that area. Emily always moved after she spoke and
usually in the last direction you expected her to be in. For all
they knew the Blight was behind them now.

Almost there and I sense nothing in the
area. Most of the corpses I see belong to our enemies. So either
all of your people went to your homeland or they are very good at
hiding, Marrow said as they turned another corner.

We will hope they went to my homeland and
aren’t hiding in this mess. I think half the city might burn by
morning, she replied, her eyes going once again to the
flame-lit horizon near the inner city.

“I can’t believe the entrance to his lair is
in your district,” Valor muttered. His eyes were roving over the
buildings they had spent the past month repairing.

“Lair, that sounds so perfectly ominous,” she
said with a smirk.

“What should I say, cozy abode?” Valor asked
dryly, flicking a glance in her direction.

“How about grave?” she suggested and he
actually smiled as he nodded. It was a bitter smile with no warmth
to it at all but that seemed the only kind either of them was
capable of now.

They both slowed to a stop as Marrow paced up
to the transport stone and looked back at them. The area showed no
signs of fighting and other than the smell of smoke in the air it
seemed as peaceful as any other night.

Valor looked from the stone back to her and
raised an eyebrow. “Well, how shall we proceed?” he asked
calmly.

“I’ll go in first, the rest of you follow,”
she replied in the same calm voice.

He shook his head and thumped a gauntlet
against his breastplate. “Walking body shield. I go in first, you
follow with Marrow and Emily behind you,” he corrected.

“Well why did you even ask, then?” she
replied dryly and waved a hand forward toward the stone. “By all
means then, Sir Body Shield,”

He smirked and pulled his helm on again.
“Give me one minute and then follow,” he said as he moved toward
the stone.

I will go in with him. He will never
notice I’m there, Emily said and Jala nodded silently with a
smile. She wasn’t overly worried about Valor anyway, with the
heavily enchanted suit of armor he wore he was invulnerable to most
weapons. Knowing that the Blight child was with him, however,
removed all concerns. It would take something very impressive to
kill the two of them in under a minute. After that, whatever they
were facing would have to deal with her and Marrow as well.

Valor paused just before activating the sigil
and looked around him. “If you are going in with me Emily, stay to
the left. If it’s tight confines and I have to fight I don’t want
to strike you by mistake,” he said quietly and then touched the
stone.

Can he sense her? Marrow asked,
sounding dumbfounded.

I don’t think so, Jala replied equally
mystified. Perhaps he saw my smile. I don’t know, she said
with a shrug and moved forward to the stone herself.

Crouching low she examined the rune, trusting
Marrow to keep watch for her. It was smaller than the rest of the
runes on the archway and looked so faded that most wouldn’t even
notice it. It was hidden very well in plain sight. If Marrow hadn’t
followed Hemlock here, she wouldn’t have had a clue how to find the
Assassin.

With a quick glance at Marrow, she activated
the rune and touched the Bendazzi lightly as she stepped through.
Vertigo washed over her as it always did and she steadied herself
against the Bendazzi until her eyes adjusted.

“It hasn’t been a minute,” Valor said in a
voice barely above a whisper.

Jala shrugged at him and quickly scanned
their surroundings. It looked like the entry hall to a large house
from what she could tell. The floor was a mosaic pattern of tiles
done in a rose vine theme. Murals of seascapes covered the walls in
between the two doors leading out of the room. Set perfectly center
between the two doors was a small table carved in the Fae style
with a vase of flowers resting on top of it.

“I see by your expression you are as
dumbfounded as I was,” Valor whispered.

“It’s uh, not exactly what I expected,” Jala
replied, glancing between the two doors. With another shrug she
moved to the one on the right. Valor followed walking as silently
as he could in his armor. The effect was less than stealthy. She
flicked a glance back to him and he shrugged, pointing down at the
tile floor.

“Chances are he knows the rune has been
activated and sneaking is pointless, regardless,” Valor said.

“True, so you might as well stop tiptoeing,”
Jala replied quietly.

They emerged from the entry hall into a
sitting room. Overstuffed chairs in pastel hues formed a small
circle around a table that was loaded with books. Shelves lined the
walls, loaded with various trinkets as well as more books.

Valor stared down at the pink hued carpet
that was traced with red roses along its border and looked directly
at her. “OK, I think we might have the wrong address,” he said
quietly and lowered his sword from the on guard position to simply
resting at his side.

Someone is coming, Marrow informed her
crouching low.

“Well unexpected guests,” a female voice
called merrily as a door on the side of the room opened. “Let’s
see, we have the puppet girl, one of my beautiful creations, and
the Stormlord’s brat. How interesting.” The woman was dressed in
tight black dress that accented her every curve as well as her
exotic looks. Her skin was as pale as cream, with black stripes
across the arms and shoulders that didn’t have the look of tattoos
about them.

“Where is Hemlock?” Jala demanded, unsure who
this woman was or where they were for that matter. Marrow had seen
the Assassin use the rune however and she had no doubt this woman
knew him.

The woman clicked her tongue and shook her
head slowly. “Poor manners, Puppet. First breaking and entering and
now demanding. I thought they raised you better.” Her voice was
filled with amusement at the last and she seemed about to burst
into laughter.

“That is Kali,” Valor said quietly, his sword
once again rising to the on guard position.

“Ding Ding, the brat is quite correct. This
is Kali,” she dropped into one of the over-stuffed chairs and
turned her attention to Marrow. “You know by the guidelines I
created you with, you should have eaten the puppet not bonded with
her,” she said in a mock scolding voice, shaking a finger lightly
at the Bendazzi.

“Where is Hemlock?” Jala demanded again. The
woman’s antics were doing nothing to improve her temper.

“And why do you want Hemlock, Puppet? To
avenge your dead boy?” Kali asked, some of the amusement gone from
her voice. “He is the tool that one kills with, not the one that
kills, Puppet. If you want vengeance find the one that hired him.”
She eyed them both and then smiled widely. “He sure called you,
didn’t he, Puppet. Blood soaked and screaming for more death,” she
purred, her smile growing wider as Jala frowned at her words.
“Forgot about that in your little rampage tonight, did you? Well
sweetling, you have probably killed more people in the past five
hours than Hemlock has killed in the past five years. How many
widows did you make tonight, Puppet?”

“Do not compare honest battle with an
assassin’s work. The two are nothing alike. Those we killed, we
faced honorably. We didn’t sneak in the shadows and stab them in
the back,” Valor said crisply.

Kali laughed with genuine amusement. “Honest
battle, you say?” she asked, fighting her laughter back down as she
spoke. “Truly, is that how you saw it? I saw a massacre.” She
turned her gaze to Jala and raised an eyebrow. “How honorable is
that, Puppet? Those were not Elder Blood you fought. They barely
had a trace of Elder blood in their veins. You slaughtered them
like sheep.”

“Why do you keep calling me that?” Jala
asked, her anger draining away quickly with the woman’s words.

“What? Puppet? Well that is what we call
pretty dolls that dance when others pull their strings, sweetling,
and you do dance so very well for them,” Kali replied sweetly. “The
only thing I can’t quite figure out is who exactly pulls your
strings, the Fionaveir or the Aspects. You seem to dance for both
of them.” She relaxed back in her chair and crossed her legs,
sighing deeply.

“I am not their puppet,” Jala objected,
wishing she could put more confidence into the words.

Kali laughed again. “Not even you believe
that, Puppet. You have been dancing for them since the day you were
conceived and we both know it. Anthe showed you how quickly the
Fionaveir saved your mother.” She leaned forward a bit in her seat
and smiled sweetly. “Let me ask you, Puppet. How many slave farms
do you think the Fionaveir raided in Merro? Or a better question
might be, how many raped slaves do you think married Fionaveir?
Then of course there is the matter of the gods. The infallible luck
you possess. The healing ability you have. With the genetics you
have, child, you should barely be able to bind a wound properly,
and here you are repairing lost eyes. Then, of course, there is the
matter of your soul bond with the Sovaesh boy.” She paused in her
words, watching Jala’s expression closely. “Oh my, you thought he
truly loved you didn’t you?” she asked.

Jala held her arm up before her showing the
woman the Firym tattoo. “He did truly love me or I wouldn’t have
this,” she snapped. Kali’s words were cutting too close to the
surface. Part of her wanted to flee while the other part wanted to
kill the woman, just to end the conversation.

“He truly loved you because the Aspect of
love enchanted him. You know I speak the truth. Your mind is
already recalling every instance when someone commented on how odd
it was the Finn fell in love with you so quickly,” Kali said
quietly.

“It’s said that my father defeated you in
combat. Keep speaking, witch and we will see how much I truly
learned from my father,” Valor warned, leveling his sword toward
her chair.

Kali grinned and shivered slightly. “Oh,
scary. If I were you I would pray you didn’t learn much from that
bastard. He truly is obnoxious and quite full of himself,” she said
with another, too chipper smile. “I speak the truth to you, Puppet,
and your comrade wants to kill me for it. How odd, don’t you think,
Puppet. Perhaps he is afraid I’ll speak a bit of truth about
him?”

“There hasn’t been a word of truth that has
poured from your mouth. You are spewing poison,” Valor snapped.

Jala shook her head and took a step back.
“Finn truly loved me as much as I did him. I am not enchanted. You
are lying,” she said, her voice faint.

“N, you aren’t enchanted child. You were so
desperately lonely when you came to this cesspool of a city that
had you not been attracted to Shade you probably would have fallen
in love with poor Madren. They didn’t need to enchant you, Jala. At
the first hint of offered love, you seized it willingly and fell
right into their hands again.” Kali’s voice was almost gentle as
she spoke and the expression on her face seemed genuinely sad.

“Do not listen to her, Jala,” Valor hissed as
he pulled his helm off. He tucked it under his arm quickly and
seized her arm with the marriage tattoos holding it up in front of
her face. “Look at this. Look at the color of those marks. He loved
you. I don’t know what she is playing at, but I knew him better
than anyone.”

Jala nodded slowly, her eyes locking on her
arm and then nodded again with more confidence. Raising her other
hand she wiped at her eyes and looked back at Kali. “I’m not sure
what you have to gain from this, but I’ve heard enough.”

“Oh, have you now, Puppet?” Kali asked. “Well
it seems to me that you broke into my house and you will leave when
I permit it.”

“I warn you witch,” Valor began and moved
forward a step, his sword still lowered.

“Your father won a fight against me in the
great outdoors where he had full access to the elements. He wasn’t
fool enough to attack me in my own home where I have the advantage.
If you truly want to join your friend in death, by all means
proceed,” Kali cut in, her voice going as hard as stone.

Jala pressed a hand against Valor’s arm and
shook her head slightly. She knew all too well from her lessons
with Neph and Sovann what a mage could do to protect his home. “Say
what you want, then and let us go,” she said quietly.

Kali let out a long breath and frowned.
“Well, you just took all of the fun out of that,” she said with a
bit of a pout to her full red lips. Waving a hand lightly she
rolled her eyes and tilted her head back and forth. “Where was I
…,” she murmured quietly. With another wave of her hand she
motioned to Jala. “Well, bugger it then, ta ta,” she said with
another sigh and darkness enveloped Jala’s vision.

 


* * *

 


There was a moment of vertigo and then the
world snapped back into focus. Sunlight dappled down on her from a
bright blue sky above. She sat in deep grass under the shade of a
tree. Marrow stood and stretched beside her, his yellow eyes
scanning their surroundings with a predator’s caution. Jala looked
around frantically and then back to the Bendazzi.

“Where is Valor? Is Emily with us?” she
gasped, still not quite sure where they were themselves.

Emily is not here. I suppose they are
still with the Creator, Marrow answered, his voice sounding
much calmer than she herself was at the moment.

“We have to go back for them!” Jala said, her
voice rising with panic. Staggering to her feet she looked around
again trying to get her bearings, and then paused as the bubbling
of water drew her attention. Turning slowly she walked to the far
side of the tree and gazed down at the small brook. Her eyes rose
from the water to the tree above her and she studied the leaves. It
was a Jimpa tree. Her eyes widened as recognition set in. Turning
quickly she looked back to where the farmhouse had once stood. “I’m
home,” she whispered, wondering if this was some kind of trick of
Kali’s. “Is this real Marrow?” she asked quietly as she stared in
wonder at the thick stand of trees in the distance.

It is, as far as I can tell. I do not
think this is a mind trick or a dream, Marrow replied, pacing
forward to stand beside her.

“How could Wisp have repaired so much in one
night? I don’t see signs of ashes anywhere,” she mumbled.

The prickle of magic touched her senses and
she froze, her mind quickly sorting out the type of spell. It was a
translocation she realized just before Valor came into view
staggering toward the tree. He threw one hand out in front of him
to brace himself and stood, shoulders bent and staring at the
ground.

“Valor! Are you all right?” Jala cried and
rushed to his side. She could see no sign of injury on him but he
was deathly pale when he turned to look at her.

He raised a gauntleted hand toward her and
nodded slowly. “I’m fine. It’s just the vertigo,” he said quietly
but his voice seemed to hold a bit of a tremor. “Is Emily with
you?” he asked, his blue eyes holding a bit of a frantic gleam.

She shook her head slowly and started to
answer when Emily appeared beside the tree. The Blight was dirty
and disheveled, with a torn tunic and breeches that looked as
though they might have been scavenged from the dead. She held a
large bundle in one arm and her dark eyes were locked on Valor.

“I was with you, Valor,” Emily said quietly,
her words almost sounding like an accusation. Her expression
betrayed nothing, but Jala could sense the tension between the two
of them clearly enough.

Valor nodded slightly and seemed to pale even
more. “I see,” he managed at last and nodded slowly.

Jala looked back and forth between the two of
them in confusion. She was about to ask what was going on when
Emily shoved the bundle in her arms toward Valor.

“I found this in the back rooms,” she said.
The cloth fell away as she moved revealing the soft silver curls of
a child’s hair.

“Devony,” Valor gasped, taking the child
quickly. He dropped to his knees in the grass and unwrapped the
child quickly.

“She is fine. Drugged I think, but she lives
and has no wounds,” Emily assured him as he frantically checked the
child over. Lifting her nose slightly, Emily sniffed at the wind
and nodded to Jala. “The others are that way. I can smell fire and
humans. We should get the child to safety and let the others know
you are well,” she said then turned back to Valor. “And when things
are settled you and I will talk,” she added before fading from view
once more.

Valor looked up from the child and nodded
slowly. Silently he stood cradling Devony’s small form in his arms.
“She is right. The others will be worried,” he said quietly.

“I’m worried,” Jala said, unmoving, her eyes
locked on him. “What is going on, Valor? Why is Emily acting like
that toward you?” she asked.

“Words from Kali. She gave me the same
treatment she gave you, Jala. I’m still sorting it out myself, but
I’m of the impression that it is simply poison meant to mislead
us,” Valor replied quietly and eyed Jala curiously, his eyes
searching her face. “What about you? Have her words changed your
heart? Did you believe what she said?”

Jala sighed and plucked one of the leaves
from the branch above her. Chewing lightly on her lower lip she
began to fold it in her hand much as Finn used to do. “I put
thought into it before she sent me from her house. It really didn’t
require much thought, honestly,” she fell silent for a moment and
tore another small piece from the leaf. “What she said about the
gods was true, Valor. Fortune told me as much at the council
meeting just after I was married. I didn’t understand what he meant
then. I thought he was saying I was blessed with love, not that
they had bewitched Finn.” She fell silent again and her shoulders
slumped a bit.

“Has that changed your decision about
bringing him back?” Valor asked cautiously.

Jala shook her head and smiled faintly. “Not
in the least. Even if he doesn’t love me, truly, I love him. I will
do whatever it takes to bring him back. His blood is on my
hands.”

“No, his death lies at Hemlock’s feet, not
yours, Jala. You can’t blame yourself for this,” Valor protested.
He shifted the sleeping child in his arms carefully and stepped
closer to her. With his free hand he gently tilted her chin up and
forced her to meet his gaze. “They killed Finn, not you. I watched
you, Jala. You did everything you possibly could to save him,” he
said gently.

With a slightly trembling hand she fished the
gold coin from what remained of her pocket, half amazed that she
still had it after the night’s excitement. She held it up for Valor
to see and watched him carefully as she spoke. “Anthe gave this to
me when I went to see her in the Tolanteer woods. See the swords on
this side. They match Finn’s soulblades perfectly. The other side
has a badger on it. My father was called Badger by the Fionaveir.
Anthe told me that I could see one side or the other but never at
the same time. Everyone speaks in damn riddles, I think.” She
lowered her hand slowly and wrapped her fingers tightly around the
coin. “Finn understood it, though. He told me if his death was the
price of Merro, he accepted it. He called it poetic justice to have
so many returned to life with his death.” She smiled bitterly at
the words and wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand.
“Apparently, the coin represented a choice between my husband and
my home. When I stepped forward as Lady Merrodin, I made my choice.
His blood is on my hands, Valor and while he may have accepted it,
I won’t. I will do everything I can to bring him back.”

“And if his feelings have changed when he
comes back? What if the god’s magic only lasted while he lived?”
Valor asked. His expression hadn’t changed at all with her words.
She had expected him to turn away from her in disgust with the
confession.

“Well then, I suppose I will hope he still
considers me a friend and doesn’t hold the actions of the Aspects
against me,” she said quietly.

Valor nodded and let out a long breath. “Then
we know where we stand. We should get back to the others. I’m not
sure who we can find that is capable of returning Finn’s soul to
his body, but Neph will know.” He started forward in the direction
Emily had indicated.

“Valor,” Jala said quietly, and the knight
paused and looked back to her. “Can you still call me friend? He
was like a brother to you and I as much as traded his life for
this,” she motioned a hand at the land but kept her eyes on him,
searching for any signs of anger.

“You traded nothing, Jala. If Finn knew
everything as you said he did, then he made the bargain. He could
have walked away at any time and he didn’t.” Reaching up, Valor
plucked another leaf from the tree and offered it to her. She
accepted it and looked down at it thoughtfully. “This isn’t what
you bought with his life, Jala. This is his gift to you. He gave
his life freely. Don’t let Kali’s words make you believe
differently. It dishonors his sacrifice,” he said with a faint
smile and started walking again.

“Thank you, Valor,” she whispered and fell
into step behind him. His words had lifted the growing guilt from
her and hardened her resolve. Finn had given everything to give her
back her home. How could she do less to give him back life.

 


* * *

 


Wisp was the first to break from the camp as
they approached. With a sob she embraced Jala tightly. “I’m so
sorry, Jala,” she whispered and squeezed harder. Backing away, the
Fae wiped tears from her eyes. From the redness of her eyes, Wisp
had been crying for a while, Jala realized. “Neph told us
everything when he arrived. We were so worried about you,” Wisp
continued and wiped at her eyes once more, sniffling as she did
so.

“We are fine. We helped with the fighting a
bit. The Fionaveir hold the city now,” Jala said quietly and
allowed Wisp to lead her into the camp. I should be crying like she
is, Jala thought numbly, but she was curiously devoid of all
feelings. There wasn’t even a trace of anger. She just felt empty
and tired.

“Someone arrived here for you not long after
Sovann and I began rebuilding the land. He is waiting at another
camp, though. I didn’t want him near Valor,” Wisp said, her voice
hushed and her eyes on the knight as he approached the fire and
gently laid Devony down in the grass beside it.

“Who?” Jala asked in confusion, wondering who
they would have to hide from Valor.

“He says his name is Ash. He is from Seravae,
Jala, and you know how the Soulreavers and Arovan get along,” Wisp
said with a strong note of warning in her voice.

“Actually, no, I don’t, but I’ll hazard a
guess and say it isn’t well,” Jala said, her eyes already searching
the other camps for any sign of the Soulreaver. If anyone knew
about returning the dead to life it would be Ash. “Can you take me
to him now, Wisp?” Jala asked, feeling her hope rising. With a
confused look and a quick nod Wisp turned their path toward the
northern camps and walked quietly with her.

They had barely passed three other fires
before Jala spotted Ash. His pale features and white clothing stood
out starkly against the bright green of the grass. He rose as they
approached the fire and bowed to her with a faint smile.

“You look a bit worse for wear, Milady. Would
you rather rest before we speak?” Ash said as he stood slowly.

Jala flushed and looked down at her ragged
dress and shook her head slightly. “A lot of fighting. I need to
speak with you now, though, if you don’t mind.”

“This is your land, High Lady Merrodin. My
time is yours while I am here,” he replied.

Wisp stepped back a pace and gave Jala a
questioning look. “Should I stay?” she asked hesitantly.

“Please do,” Jala replied and motioned for
Ash to sit back down before lowering herself to the grass. “My
husband died in the reclaiming of the city. I’m not sure if you had
heard yet,” Jala began and Ash nodded slowly.

“The dead spoke to me of his passing,” he
replied with another bow of his head. “I grieve for your loss
Lady.”

She heard Wisp give another choked sob and
reached over to take the Fae’s hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I
don’t wish to accept this loss, Ash. I have his body. What do I
need to do to bring him back? I’ve seen others that were killed
returned to life. How do I bring my husband back?”

Wisp squeezed her hand tightly. “Oh, Jala, I
thought you were in shock when you weren’t crying. You aren’t
grieving because you haven’t given up!” Wisp exclaimed and gave her
another quick hug. She looked to Ash with hope lighting her bright
green eyes. “Do you know how to bring him back?” she asked.

Ash regarded them both quietly and folded his
hands in his lap, lacing the fingers together. He nodded slowly but
Jala could see hesitation written clearly on his face. “I do know
how to call a soul back to the body,” he began, but paused again,
seeming to consider his next words carefully. “I do not know if his
soul can be called back, however,” he said with hesitation.

“Why couldn’t it be?” Jala asked, wondering
if Hemlock had used a soulblade in the attack. If he had she would
need to retrieve the blade quickly before he had time to destroy
the trapped soul within it.

“The dead whisper about many things, Jala,
and they whispered a lot when he passed. The Dark Lady has a
special interest in that one. I’m not sure she will release him.”
Ash spoke the words in a voice barely above a whisper and then made
a warding sign over his chest. “To speak of her is ill luck,” he
explained as he lowered his hand back to his lap.

“Will you try to call him back?” Jala asked.
The last threads of hope were barely holding her grief at bay

He nodded again and looked around the packed
camps. “Not here, though. This is not the place for such things.
Somewhere private and quiet, and it should be done soon before the
soul has been gone from the body too long. I must ask you to not
speak of what we do, either. This practice is not accepted by my
people. According to our customs, the soul must be strong enough to
return on its own.”

“And yet, you are willing to try anyway?”
Jala asked, unsure why he would go against the customs of his own
land for her. He barely knew her.

“I do not think his soul can return without
help, not from her clutches. He is as trapped as the souls of those
in Goswin. I will do what I can for him, to thank you for doing
what you will for them,” Ash explained and gazed around the
countryside once more. “Rest for now, Lady, and I will prepare for
the ritual. Tonight, when the moon has risen we will find solitude
and try to call him back.”

“I know the perfect place,” Jala said with a
nod. She rose slowly and bowed with respect to the Soulreaver.
“Thank you, Ash.”

“Don’t thank me yet, Lady. I will do what I
can, but it may not be enough. I am not as strong as she who holds
him. A lot will depend on him. I will open the gate back to life
for him. He must wish to cross back,” Ash warned her.

“I can’t believe Finn wouldn’t want to come
back. Is only Jala allowed there or may his friends come as well?”
Wisp spoke with such hope in her voice Jala didn’t see how anyone
could deny her.

“All who were close to him should be there if
they will keep the peace and not disturb the ritual. Their presence
will add strength to the call,” Ash replied, smiling as Wisp fairly
bounced at his approval.

 


* * *

 


Winter was thick in the air as they gathered
beneath the Jimpa tree. The only sounds were the bubbling of the
brook and the faint stir of the leaves in the night breeze. Jala
watched silently as Ash laid Finn’s body carefully out in the
grass. The sight of Finn so still and pale made her throat tighten
and she swallowed heavily, fighting back her tears.

Ash bent forward and examined the wounds on
the body, then looked up to Jala. “This must be repaired before his
spirit returns. He must be whole,” he said quietly and placed a
hand over the knife wound under Finn’s arm. A soft white light
began to emanate from his hand and he nodded his head slowly. “It
took much to kill him. There are many poisons in his body,” he said
softly. He moved with slow methodical patience as he turned the
body over and removed the wounds from his back as well.

“I didn’t know you could heal the dead,” Jala
said quietly.

Ash smiled and shrugged his shoulders as he
carefully laid the body out once more. “It is not so much healing
as it is mending. It is good that you preserved his body. There is
no decay to mend.”

Valor shifted uncomfortably beside Jala and
frowned down at Ash. “Are you sure that you trust a Reaver?” he
asked quietly. He had been watching Ash with suspicion since they
had arrived at the tree.

“I’m not sure that I would trust just any
Soulreaver, but I trust Ash. He has always shown me respect and
honor in his actions, Valor,” Jala answered him and nodded for Ash
to continue, hoping he wasn’t offended by Valor’s behavior.

Ash moved to Finn’s head and carefully sat
down in the grass behind him. Leaning forward, he pressed his
fingers to Finn’s temples and looked up to Jala. “I will work the
magic and you will feel the spell. When the magic touches you focus
on him. Pour everything you can into those feelings, every memory
you can summon. It will add your voices to the summons and he will
know how deeply he is missed.”

Ash looked to each of them as he finished,
his eyes lingering for a moment on Valor. “Try to focus on your
friend instead of your distrust for me, Arovan. I know our people
have difficulties and I understand your hate, but now is not the
time to feel hate. You will damage the link with that emotion. If
you cannot put it aside you should leave this place for now,” his
voice was gentle, without a trace of anger or disapproval in it and
Valor shifted a bit under his gaze.

“I can focus on Finn,” he assured the
Soulreaver.

Nodding, Ash looked away from Valor and
stared down at the body before him. Closing his eyes he began to
chant softly. The warm white light rose from his hands again and
Jala felt the magic brush against her.

Closing her eyes she summoned every memory
she could. From their first meeting at the Spring Games to their
long night in the Firym gardens as they forged the chain for their
marriage. Her chest tightened as her mind recalled every kiss they
had shared. “Finn please,” she whispered, her voice caught between
a sob and pleading.

Vezradesh. The word was so faint it
was almost lost in the breeze but she seized on it.

“Finn,” she breathed back and felt a flutter
in the magic. Her breath caught in her throat and she squeezed her
eyes shut tighter focusing on the memories with all of her
will.

“No!” A woman’s voice screamed, and Jala felt
the magic shred away beneath them. An icy wind rose, sending the
tree above them quivering. Jala’s eyes flashed open, her head
throbbing. Ash lay sprawled back from the body, his hands on his
head and blood trickling from one nostril. The others were
staggering as well, Jala realized, and even Marrow seemed to be
stunned.

“Ash, are you OK?” she asked. Of all of them,
the Soulreaver was the only one showing signs of physical harm.

He sat up slowly, hands still on his head and
nodded. Lowering his hands slowly he wiped the blood from under his
nostril and looked up to her. His expression held a bit of wonder
as he regarded her.

“What?” she asked faintly. She kept her gaze
on Ash, not wanting to look down at the still body in the grass.
Rationally she knew the spell had failed, but actually seeing the
failure was too much. He had spoken. He had been answering their
call. That flutter in the magic just before the disruption. He had
been so close.

“The backlash hit everyone but you, Lady,”
Ash said quietly. “I felt the Dark Lady’s hand, as did everyone
else here, but you.”

“He was answering. I heard him speak,” Jala
said softly and rubbed her face. Everyone was watching her as she
lowered her hand. She turned slowly, regarding the varied
expressions on their faces and then looked back to Ash. “You heard
him, didn’t you?” she asked.

“I felt his spirit, but I heard nothing,” Ash
said and stood. “That does not mean he didn’t speak, Lady. That
only means he did not speak to me,” he added as he noticed the
doubt forming on her face.

“Why would she do that?” Jala asked.

“I told you she had special interest in him,”
Ash reminded her gently. “She wishes to keep that one, Lady, and
there is not much more we can do to fight her on it.”

She nodded slowly and looked away, her eyes
falling on the stout trunk of the Jimpa tree. The same despair she
had felt so long ago was washing over her and she could almost
taste the ashes in her mouth again. She felt a gentle push against
her side and looked down to see Marrow staring up at her with
bright yellow eyes filled with concern.

You didn’t give up then, he reminded
her.

No I didn’t, she replied softly as the
memory of that day returned. I sat down right here believing I
was in the Darklands and I waited for my father to come and get
me. Wiping her face with her hand again she nodded and cast
another storing spell on the body. “I’m going after him,” she said
quietly gripping the storage stone in her hand.

“You are what?” Neph asked sounding
incredulous.

“I’m going to get Finn,” she said firmly,
turning her gaze to Neph’s. She locked eyes with him and dared him
to object.

“I feel the need to ask a rather stupid
question here, but are you bloody insane?” Neph said, shaking his
head in disbelief. “The nice Soulreaver just told you that Death
wants to keep him. So you decide you are going to stroll into the
Darklands and ask to have him back?”

“I didn’t say anything about asking. He swore
his soul to me twice. He is mine,” Jala replied, her confidence
growing with every word.

“Jala, you can’t do this,” a man’s voice
broke in. She rounded at the familiar tones and glared at Fortune
as he stepped forward from the shadows. He held up both hands in a
peaceful gesture and shook his head at her sadly. “Jala, you can’t
go. You have too many that need you here.”

“How dare you tell me what I can and cannot
do now,” Jala snarled. “You are as much to blame for his death as
Hemlock is. How could you do that to him?” she demanded.

“OK, I’m confused. Who the hell is that?”
Neph muttered, throwing his hands up and walking back to stand by
Jail.

“That would be Fortune, the Aspect of Luck,”
Jail whispered behind her.

“Wonderful. Well if a god can’t convince her
she is being a loony, no one can,” Neph replied.

“Would you two shut up!” Valor snapped.

“Jala, I regret his death, but there was
nothing I could do for him. He was not a follower of mine. I have
protected you but …”

“Protected me?” Jala cut in, her earlier
anger returning afresh. “Is that what you call it?”

“You have survived what would have killed any
other without so much as a scratch on you. Yes, I call it
protection,” Fortune replied with a bit of anger in his own
voice.

“Is that all you believe important, Fortune?
I have survived and watched everything I love, die. I watched my
parents die, my land destroyed, and now my husband has died in my
fucking arms while I begged you for help. And you think I should be
grateful that I don’t have a scratch? Death would be a mercy
compared to the wounds I have.” She screamed the words with tears
streaming down her face. “Even the temple I was raised in is gone,
Fortune. By the pattern of my life I’m terrified to have this child
I carry. I don’t want to watch it die before me like everything
else does!”

“Jala, please calm down. I have done
everything I can for you. I know you have suffered loss but I’m not
all powerful, Jala. When other Aspects or the Divine work against
me it takes everything I have to keep you safe. If you go into the
Darklands, I am powerless to help you,” Fortune said, his
expression filled with misery. “There are too many depending on
you, for you to do something so selfish now. Goswin needs you, the
Fionaveir need you, and Merro needs you. This is all too fragile to
risk losing now.”

“Selfish? You think me wanting Finn back is
selfish? Perhaps it is, in part, but I see it more as righting the
wrong you did him. You sacrificed him and I won’t let it stand. If
you hadn’t forced him to love me he wouldn’t be dead now, you
bastard,” she growled, her anger like a living thing inside her.
“As far as your protection, spare me the pain. I want none of it. I
renounce you,” she ripped the silver chain from her neck as she
spoke and cast the holy symbol down at his feet.

Fortune paled and stepped back from the
fallen necklace shaking his head. “Jala, don’t do this. You have no
idea what I have held at bay. Take your words back so I can keep
you safe,” he pleaded.

She glared at him defiantly and pulled the
ruby hilted dagger from her belt. With a calmness she didn’t feel
she pulled down the front of her ragged dress and pulled the knife
across the scar on her chest. The silver blade sliced cleanly
sending sharp pain through her as the burned symbol of Fortune was
cut away. “I renounce you,” she repeated in a cold voice. She
lowered the knife slowly and tossed the piece of skin down beside
the holy symbol. Turning her back on him, she walked quickly back
toward the camp with Marrow close behind her.

“Jala, wait!” Valor called from behind her.
She could hear him running after her, but refused to slow her
steps. “Jala, wait!” he called again louder.

“You won’t talk me out of it, Valor. So don’t
waste your breath,” she said, never slowing her steps.

He caught her by the arm and forced her to
slow. “I don’t want to talk you out of it,” he said calmly, locking
his gaze with hers. “I won’t let you go storming off unprepared
though. We will need to prepare.”

“We?” she asked in shock.

“I swore a blood oath to a dying friend to
protect you,” he reminded her and shrugged. “Besides, I want him
back, too. If you think this is possible, then we will go to the
Darklands,” he added in a quieter voice.

“What about Devony? You just got her back,”
she asked with concern.

“She knows Sovann fairly well and I trust our
friends to keep her safe. Wisp is actually quite good with
children,” Valor replied with a shrug.

“Thank you Valor,” she whispered, her
shoulders sagging a bit with relief. She would have gone alone and
had planned to, but the idea had been terrifying.

“Will you do me a favor, though?” he asked in
a gentle voice.

“What?” She glanced at him as she began
walking toward the camp again. He was right, they did need to
prepare. Her first priority was making sure her friends had brought
her armor along. She had no intention whatsoever of going into the
Darklands unarmored.

“Heal yourself. You are bleeding everywhere,”
he answered motioning toward the cut on her chest and smiled.


Chapter 30

 


Goswin

 


 


Snow crunched under their boots as they
stepped out of the transport spell. Jala looked around at the snowy
landscape in surprise and adjusted her pack on her shoulder. The
first of the snows hadn’t come to Merro yet and she hadn’t expected
to see any here. Her tattered grey cloak swirled about her feet in
the light winter breeze and she pulled it tighter around her. She
hadn’t worn it in ages, but it seemed fitting for this
occasion.

Valor stopped beside her and lowered his own
bag to the ground and turned in a slow circle staring at the
leafless trees and snow covered hills. “I’ve never actually been
here before, but I thought you couldn’t use magic to travel here,”
he said quietly.

“That’s what I heard, too. Guess they were
wrong,” Jala replied with a shrug.

He stared hard at her for a moment and then
chuckled. “Well then, we will chock that one up as idle rumor
instead of fact. Good of you to test the theory though.”

“I was afraid to try to get us too close to
the witches. Shade says the fluxes are stronger the deeper you go
into Goswin,” Jala said and motioned to the distant forest. “We
need to be there by nightfall, though, so it will be quick walking
for us.”

Valor shook his head slowly and carefully
removed his signet ring from his finger. Setting it down on the
ground before him he stepped back a few feet and held a hand out
toward it. “Valorous, come,” he whispered.

Jala looked from him to the ring in confusion
but stepped back as the wind around them began to rise. Reaching
up, she hastily pulled her hood up on her cloak as the snow began
to swirl faster and rose into the air. “What?” she began as the
earth trembled slightly beneath her boots.

The wind picked up again and the clouds above
began to swirl taking on the deep grey of a winter storm. As she
watched in astonishment the clouds billowed and funneled down into
the swirling air above the signet ring and seemed to grow thicker.
Valor stood frozen in the same spot his hand still held out before
him as the clouds shifted and coalesced into the shape of a horse.
Within moments, the wind died down, the snow falling back to the
ground near the massive hooves of the creature. It was the steel
grey of the winter sky with eyes the color of onyx. Barding of dark
metal covered its neck and flanks, creaking as it stamped its
massive hooves.

“By the gods, it makes Vanguard look like a
pony. What is it?” she breathed as she studied the animal in
fascination.

“An Arovanni. His name is Valorous. Should be
easy enough to remember,” Valor replied with a smile and moved
forward to place a hand on the horse’s muzzle. It snorted, pushing
gently against his hand. He smiled and turned back to her. “I’m an
Arovan Horse Lord. You didn’t really expect me to walk did you?” he
asked with amusement and he bent to pick up his signet ring from
the snow.

“I thought you were a Stormlord?” she replied
in confusion.

He laughed lightly. “No there is only one
Stormlord. That is my father. The true knights of Arovan were
called Horse lords beyond the barrier. We are more civilized now,
though, and call ourselves knights,” he corrected with a grin and
motioned for her to approach.

She moved forward and reached a hand out
hesitantly to touch the animal, expecting the skin to be icy. Warm
flesh shifted beneath her palm and she looked up to Valor in
amazement. “I thought he was an elemental of some kind,” she said
in quiet awe.

“He is, in a fashion. It’s complicated and
lengthy to explain. For now let’s find the witches and see if your
theory about them being able to open a gate is correct,” he replied
and lifted her into the saddle. He climbed up behind her and took
up the reins. “I hope you can keep up, Marrow,” he said with a
smile then handed the reins to her. “Guide him, you know where we
are going.”

The leather was warm beneath her hands and
she felt a fragile link form with the horse through the contact. It
seemed to hesitate at her touch at first and then relaxed, awaiting
her command. She could feel the intelligence of the creature as
well as its courage and strength. This was by far one of the most
impressive uses of magic she had ever seen. “Will you explain this
to me better when we have time?” she asked softly, glancing over
her shoulder to look at Valor.

Amusement filled his blue eyes and he nodded.
“When we have time. He is waiting for your command now,
though.”

She nodded slowly and turned the horse toward
the Tolanteer. Tapping her heels lightly she urged him forward. The
horse surged forward so quickly she almost lost her seat. Valor
chuckled lightly as he righted her in the saddle and relaxed his
grip. The scenery rushed by them at an alarming pace and she looked
over her shoulder to see Marrow bounding after them through the
snow running full out.

You could have warned me, Marrow said
in mild accusation.

I had no idea he would be so fast! she
replied, her heart pounding at the speed. She glanced over her
shoulder to Valor and then back to the snow covered landscape.
“Should I slow him? I don’t know where the rocks are here,” she
asked loudly hoping he could hear her over the wind.

“No, he is fine and you don’t have to yell I
can hear you when you speak normal,” Valor replied with a
chuckle.

“Stormlord’s son, right,” she said a bit
sheepish and turned back in the saddle. Valorous surged beneath
them again as he leaped across a frozen stream and charged up the
next hill, his speed never slowing. “Amazing,” she breathed,
settling back in the saddle with a firm grip. She barely had to
move the reins. The horse seemed to sense what she wanted simply
through the contact. At this speed they would reach Anthe well
before dark. If she was correct and the witches were willing to
help, they would be in the Darklands by morning.

 


* * *

 


Anthe stood waiting for them as they neared
the cabin. She wore the same pale robes she had the last time Jala
had seen her. The falcon that served as her eyes rested comfortably
on her shoulders. The witch smiled as Valorous slowed to a stop in
the clearing. They had taken the forest paths much slower than the
snow covered hills but still the animal’s speed was
astonishing.

Valor dismounted silently and helped her
down, keeping a hand on her arm till she was steady.

She let out a quiet laugh at her shaky legs
and patted the horse on the side. “Very impressive,” she whispered
and moved forward to greet the witch. Bowing low to the woman, she
offered a faint smile. “It’s good to see you again, Anthe,” she
said as she stood straight again.

“And you, little sister,” Anthe replied and
cocked her head in the direction of Valor and his horse. “An
Arovanni, very impressive. He honors you greatly by sharing such a
creature with you.” She bowed her head slightly to Valor. “Well
met, Son of Troyelle. It has been long since one of your people has
graced my lands.”

“Thank you for the welcome, Lady Anthe,”
Valor said politely and nodded with respect. Tossing the reins back
over the saddle, he moved to stand at Jala’s side and looked around
the grove in curiosity.

“You seemed to know I was coming. Do you know
why I am here as well?” Jala asked.

Anthe nodded slowly and leaned back a bit on
her heels. “You wish a gate made,” she said quietly. Her ruined
eyes seemed to meet Jala’s for a moment and she wondered again if
the witch was truly blind.

“Is it possible?” Jala asked. She had
searched her mind for any magic capable of opening a doorway to the
Darklands and had finally decided that Anthe would be the best to
ask. She had been a High Mage in life and now locked between life
and death she knew more about the Darklands than any other Jala
could think of.

“It is possible. I’m not sure that it is
wise, however,” Anthe replied carefully. “Come inside and we will
talk more on this,” she said and turned back to the cabin.

“If she doesn’t help us, I see no other way,”
Jala told Valor softly and followed after the witch.

“Then we will convince her,” Valor replied as
he fell into step beside her.

I sense fear on her. Your request
frightens her. Perhaps she is afraid of the Dark lady’s wrath,
Marrow offered.

Jala nodded to the Bendazzi and stepped into
the warm light of the cabin. The house was as tidy as it had been
her last visit with the comforting scent of herbs thick in the air.
Anthe was setting a tea set down on the table as they entered and
she motioned for Valor to shut the door. She raised her hands as he
did and a pulse of magic filled the room.

“It is best to not speak of such things in
the open where any may hear,” Anthe said as she lowered her hands.
“There are many who would see this trip as opportunity. Let’s not
tell them anymore than they already know.” She poured tea and
motioned for them to sit.

Moving forward quietly, Jala took one of the
chairs and nodded her thanks to Anthe. “Do you think I’m a fool for
attempting this?” she asked quietly and blew on her tea.

Anthe sat across from her and seemed to
consider the question. After a long moment she shook her head, “No.
If any other suggested this venture I would think them a fool or
mad. You, I believe have a chance to succeed where others would
fail, though. You have come a long way since the last time I saw
you. The power you hold is more than any High Lord I know.”

“The healing built my strength. I think.
Healing is draining on me and I’ve been focusing on it for the past
few months. You said outside that you didn’t think it was wise,
does that mean you won’t help?” Jala spoke quietly and had to fight
from holding her breath as she awaited Anthe’s reply.

“I will help you on three conditions,” Anthe
said, lowering her tea cup back to the table gently. She held up a
hand before Jala could speak and smiled. “Listen to my terms and
then speak,” she said. Holding up one finger she continued. “The
first condition, your Bendazzi must remain with me. Before you
object listen to my reason. The Darklands is not simply another
country. It is another place entirely. An echo of our own world in
a fashion. You will need an anchor here to find your way home. Your
familiar is the only link that is strong enough to guide you.”

I do not like this at all, Marrow
growled, the hair on his back rising as he rose to pace the
floor.

Anthe cocked her head in his direction and
sighed. Holding up a second finger she looked back to Jala. “The
second condition is that you allow my sisters and I to place spells
of protection upon your unborn child. The land of the dead is no
place for such a tender young life and if you must go he must be
protected.”

“It’s a boy? I hadn’t checked,” Jala
breathed, and rested a hand against her still flat stomach in
wonder. So far, the Witch’s terms were more than fair and while she
didn’t like the idea of leaving Marrow behind she understood fully
why she must.

“Three,” Anthe began holding up the last
finger and Jala fell silent, her attention fully on the Witch’s
words again. “You will swear a blood oath to me that even if you
cannot retrieve the spirit you seek, you will return to this land
to lift the curse as you promised. Time is limited here and it is
not wise for you to linger in the land of the dead, so we will set
the limit at three moons.” She paused, letting Jala consider her
words and lifted her tea to her lips once more. “Do you agree to my
terms, Jala?”

Jala exchanged a look with Valor and then
nodded. “I do accept your terms,” she said quietly.

You cannot leave me here! Marrow
objected. He paced back to her, growling.

I have to, Marrow. You heard her. I need
an anchor here, she explained and placed one hand one each side
of the Bendazzi’s muzzle. Please, Marrow, I need you to stay
here so I can find my way home.

And what if you need me there? You have
never faced a true fight without me beside you, Marrow pressed,
his tone almost pleading.

I don’t like the thought of being
separated any more than you do Marrow, she said, lowering her
forehead to rest on top of his head.

If you don’t return …, Marrow’s voice
trailed off and she could feel the fear through their link.

I will. I promise you as much as I promise
Anthe. I will return within three moons.

Anthe nodded and offered her a silver pin.
“Prick your finger and swear the blood oath,” she told her.

Jala regarded the pin for a breath and
pricked her finger. A large drop of gold blood welled and then ran
down the side of the pin. “I swear by my own blood that I will
return to lift the curse on Goswin within three moons of this
night,” she said softly and watched as the blood disappeared into
the pin. She handed it back to Anthe carefully and the Witch smiled
with approval.

“Drink your tea then and rest. I will call my
sisters so that we can prepare,” Anthe said as she carefully tucked
the pin into her sleeve and rose from the table.

Lifting the tea cup to her lips once more,
Jala took a sip and savored the rich flavor of mint and honey.
There was something else there as well that she didn’t quite
recognize. “What kind of tea is this Anthe?” she asked, fighting
back a yawn.

“The kind to make you rest, Jala. I can see
the wear on you, you haven’t slept in days. You will now, though,”
Anthe replied and motioned a pale hand toward Valor. Looking over,
Jala blinked in amazement at the sleeping knight. He had been quiet
but she hadn’t noticed he had fallen asleep. Another yawn pulled at
her and she blinked her eyes. It was growing almost impossible to
keep them open. She turned back to Anthe as the witch was leaving
the cabin.

“You drugged us,” she mumbled, her mind too
foggy for clear thought.

“I did, and you would be wise to find a place
to lie down before it fully takes effect,” Anthe replied sweetly
and stepped from the doorway.

I hope she is truly on our side,
Marrow said, his voice distant in her mind as sleep pulled heavily
at her.

“Valor,” Jala mumbled and shook the knight.
He mumbled slightly but didn’t stir beyond that. “Valor,” she
repeated, trying to force her voice louder. Another yawn tore at
her and she slumped forward, shaking her head. Blinking she
staggered to her feet and managed a few steps before the darkness
overwhelmed her. She had the faint sense of falling before all
thoughts faded away.

 


* * *

 


“Jala, wake up,” a soft voice called from
what seemed a thousand miles away.

Jala forced her eyes open and blinked at the
darkened room. It took her long moments to remember where she was.
Anthe was leaning over her with a lantern held carefully in her
hands. “I’m awake,” she mumbled and rubbed her eyes.

“Good, now see if you can wake him up. When
you do join us outside. We are ready.” Anthe waved a hand past her
and set the lantern down carefully on a table. “We moved you in
here while you slept. I didn’t think you would appreciate sleeping
on the floor. It is a good thing the Bendazzi broke your fall or
you would be covered in bruises now. The protection magics have
already been cast upon you. All that remains is to open the gate.
We will begin the spell when you are both ready.”

Jala turned her head slightly in the
direction Anthe had indicated and stared at the sleeping form of
Valor for a long moment before her mind began to work fully again.
They were lying on a quilt covered bed in what she guessed was
Anthe’s own room. She couldn’t imagine the Witch having a guest
room made up so comfortably. “That is some very impressive tea,
Anthe,” she mumbled and reached over to shake Valor lightly. “Val,
wake up.” He shifted slightly and shook his head before rolling
away from her. Sitting up, she grabbed his shoulder firmly and
shook him again. “Val, come on, wake up,” she said in a louder
voice. He mumbled something incoherent.

He drank almost the full cup. I’m amazed
he isn’t in a coma, Marrow informed her dryly.

Nodding, Jala turned on the bed and placed a
foot in the center of Valor’s back. With a quick shove she pushed
him off the bed. There was a loud thump followed quickly by a curse
and she leaned over to see Valor glaring up at her. “Oh, good, you
are awake,” she said sweetly smiling down at him.

“I will remember that,” Valor promised and
climbed slowly to his feet, his eyes still fogged with sleep. With
another muffled curse he rubbed the back of his head and gave her a
mild glare.

“They are ready to open the gate,” she told
him quietly.

His expression cleared and all traces of
sleep fled his dark blue eyes. With a nod he stretched and she rose
to join him. “Well then let’s get Finn,” he said with a faint
smile.

“Are you scared?” she asked, watching his
expression.

“Nervous. I wouldn’t say scared, though,”
Valor replied and raised an eyebrow at her.

She nodded and waved a hand toward him.
“Nervous, like you said,” she said with a faint chuckle. Turning,
she made her way to the door and lifted her pack onto her
shoulder.

Valor followed after her silently as they
left the cabin and stepped out into the cold night air. The witches
had built a bonfire in the clearing and the flames fought back some
of the chill, but not much. Valor let out a quick breath and pulled
his cloak tighter around him before going to retrieve his
horse.

He spared a quick glance toward the small
group of women near the fire as he walked but quickly looked away.
Jala smiled in understanding. Of the five witches by the fire,
Anthe was the only one wearing clothing.

“We are taking him with us?” she asked in
surprise as he led the animal back to stand beside her, his eyes
still carefully averted from the fire.

“Of course,” Valor replied with a smile and
ran a hand down the horse’s neck. “I would never take Vanguard on
such a journey, he is a tournament horse. Valorous is an Arovanni
though. His sole purpose is for things such as this. The Arovanni
are sacred and are only used in the most dire of times,” he
explained.

“I see, well we will most definitely be back
within three moons then,” she said with a smile and turned to watch
the witches as they began to chant. Anthe stood at the northern
side of the bonfire, her hands upraised and her eyes closed. Her
voice was the first to begin the chant but the others quickly
joined their voices. Moonlight glinted off pale skin as they swayed
in place. The air thickened as the spell grew stronger and the
clearing seemed to grow thicker with shadows.

“So, Neph never taught you this kind of magic
eh?” Valor asked quietly with a bit of a smirk.

She grinned at the mental image of the somber
Delvayon casting anything naked in the moonlight. “No, I’m afraid
he didn’t,” she replied with a bit of a chuckle. Her nerves were on
edge and she could feel her adrenaline rising as the shadows
thickened more and began to form an archway over the fire.

“Valor.” She paused and looked over at him.
He met her eyes and arched an eyebrow in question. “What are you
scared of?” she asked. She was yet to see the knight balk at
anything. Even now he stood calmly as if he was simply awaiting a
table at a café.

“Failure. The thought of failing those I care
for terrifies me more than anything,” he replied softly.

She nodded slowly and looked back toward the
shadow gate. By the looks of it the spell was nearly complete. “I’m
afraid of loss more than anything. Everything I care about, I
lose.” Taking a deep breath she knelt down and hugged Marrow,
kissing him on the top of the head and then stood slowly again
looking back to Valor who was watching her silently. “Don’t add to
that fear, Valor. We walk in there together and we walk back out
together, OK?”

He offered her his hand and she took it,
keeping her gaze on him. “We walk in together, and walk back out
with Finn,” he said with a smile and looked back toward the
witches.

“Thank you for going with me Valor,” she
whispered as Anthe nodded for them to step forward. Jala stared at
the writhing shadows of the gate and tried to ignore the
shadow-wrapped faces that stared back at her. A sound like a
thousand voices whispering echoed through the archway.

“What are friends for,” Valor said with a
faint chuckle and shook his head at the gate before looking down at
her. “If any of those faces bite me as we walk, though, you better
be ready to heal.”

“Oh gods, you see them too,” she whispered.
She had been hoping they were a trick of the light.

“Step through quickly, the dead fight to
close the way!” Anthe called to them, her voice sounding
strained.

Squeezing her hand again, Valor stepped
forward with her. Valorous was close behind the two of them,
snorting softly in displeasure. Jala turned her head quickly and
looked back to Marrow who crouched on the porch watching her with
fear clear in his eyes. “I’ll be back Marrow I promise,” she called
as they stepped into the ring of shadows surrounding the arch. The
whispering grew louder as the darkness closed over them and she
gripped Valor’s hand tighter as they stepped fully into the arch.
The ground seemed to sag beneath her boots and the air grew
painfully cold.

“I envy Finn right now, Jala,” Valor said
softly as the last of the light vanished behind them. “This is
something that bards will sing about for centuries to come.”

“If we live,” she whispered quietly.

“They will sing regardless, if we die it will
be a tragic song, if we live it will be a romance,” he replied with
a soft chuckle.

“I’ve had enough tragedy, Valor. Let’s make
sure they sing a romance,” she replied as the whispering grew
louder still.

She could see bodies moving in the shadows
now rather than simply faces. They were circling the three of them
like wolves as they moved. She watched them as the shadows began to
lighten to the color of twilight and slowly released Valor’s
hand.

“I don’t think those are spirits Val,” she
whispered as the creatures moved in closer. Their bodies were gaunt
and taller than any human with black skin stretched tight over
bones. Jagged teeth protruded from overlarge mouths ending in sharp
cruel points.

She heard Valor draw his sword beside her and
drew upon her own power. “Father had been a soldier and he had
thwarted the plans of a Sorcerer. So for revenge, the evil Sorcerer
had stolen her away to the Darklands. Father had been a soldier,
though, and he cut the demons of the Darklands down with his
sword,” she whispered to herself reciting the story she had pieced
together in the ashes of Merro so many years ago. “Now we are the
heroes, though, and heroes always win,” she added in a softer voice
as the first of the creatures rushed in.
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