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Prologue

 


 


Stars lit the sky with a brilliance that
seemed blinding after countless days in the Darklands. Jala paused
on the cobbled street and stared up at the night sky as she tried
to remember why she was no longer in the Darklands, or where Valor
was, for that matter. Her mind was fogged and sluggish. The last
she could remember was exhausted riding toward something they
didn’t know how to reach. Her gaze moved from the stars to the red
moon rising in the sky. Her father had called that a blood moon. By
hearth tales, it meant someone would die.

“Will it be you or her?”

The sound of the man’s voice brought her
attention swiftly from the heavens to the strange city around her.
It had seemed deserted before. He stood leaning in the doorway of
one of the buildings, his face mostly obscured by shadows. The
armor he wore was mismatched – a chain shirt, plate mail pauldrons,
leather gauntlets. It was as if he had scavenged a battlefield to
dress. He stepped out into the street as she studied him, allowing
the dim light to bathe him. Two swords hung crossed on his back and
she felt a memory stir at the sight before the fog of her mind
thickened. Confusion welled in her again and she tried to force her
mind to work. Should she know him? He acted as though he knew
her.

“It was called Shaedrin when it still
stood. Nothing but rubble and ruin now,” he said as he turned, his
gaze traveling over the shadowed city.

Jala frowned and looked at the buildings
around her. They were hardly what she considered rubble.

“This is how it looked when it stood,
Jala. This is a waking dream. I apologize for your confusion. I’m
afraid that’s my doing. I can’t let your mind work too quickly, you
see. If you grow alarmed, you wake up. I can’t reach you in the
sunlit lands. The others guard you too closely and my power isn’t
what it once was. There are things we must speak of though.” His
voice held a note of sadness and he let out a long breath.

“They guard me?” Jala asked, wondering who
exactly he was speaking of. Her friends?

He looked back at her and a smile warmed his
youthful face. “Guard implies they protect you doesn’t it? I’ve
chosen the wrong word. Let’s say they shelter you then. I didn’t
even know a child of my blood had been born. It wasn’t until very
recently that I realized you existed. They have hidden you from me
since your first breath. Had I known…” His voice trailed off and he
sighed wistfully. “Well, spilled milk now I suppose, and no use
crying over it. Let us see what we can salvage from what they have
done.”

“You are Merrodin?” Jala asked dumbly and
started to step back.

He laughed and shook his head quickly. “No,
no. I’m not Merrodin, Jala. I’m related from your mother’s side.
Your Grandfather, I suppose the mortals would call it. To me it is
simply a blood tie. You are my line.”

“I thought my family was all dead.” She
spoke slowly, still watching him closely. “What is your name?” She
wasn’t sure exactly why she asked. Her mother had never spoken of
any of her family, so even if he was speaking the truth she
wouldn’t recognize it.

“True name? Not even I can remember that
far back. I’ve traveled by a variety of names through the years. It
depends on what land I’m in for what name I call myself. When they
speak of me, however, they all use the same name, War.” He grinned
again and winked at her shocked expression. “You knew the gold
blood came from your mother’s line. So why do you look so shocked.”
He motioned ahead with one hand and raised an eyebrow at her.
“Would you like to see one of the most beautiful cities ever built?
The Veyetta spared no expense when they built Shaedrin. The murals
and statues here are exceptional. I almost felt bad when it was
destroyed. Almost.”

Jala nodded and fell into step beside him.
Her eyes roamed over the architecture as they walked. Each building
was carved from black or deep grey stone with beautiful scroll work
lining the doors and windows. “What did you wish to speak with me
about?” she asked when the silence stretched between them.

“Partly of your journey in the Darklands
and what you hope to accomplish there, and partly of those you
believe allies and how they have fucked you,” War replied, his
voice calm.

“I’m in the Darklands to retrieve Finn’s
spirit. That is all I wish to accomplish. As to the other, I’m not
sure which allies you are speaking of.” Her mind had cleared a bit.
Despite that, however, his words were still confusing.

“Let’s discuss the first and then move on
to the second,” War suggested, and motioned to the side toward a
statue. “High Lady Veyetta. She was a remarkable woman. Beautiful,
graceful, deadly, and completely and utterly insane.”

Jala gazed at the statue. Whoever had crafted
the piece had been a true master. Lady Veyetta stood poised on a
pillar overlooking her city, her posture looking both regal and
elegant. The stone had been cut so cunningly that it seemed a
strong wind would stir her long hair. “It’s beautiful,” she agreed,
glancing back at him. He was watching her closely and the light
shining off his dark eyes revealed their true color of deep
purple.

“She is a lesson for you. That’s the
reason I chose this place for our meeting. She wasn’t born mad. It
wasn’t a genetic fault in her line, Jala. Lady Veyetta’s madness
came from too much pain and too much power. She held every loss and
every grievance close to her heart and over the years they took
their toll. At the end, she was seeing enemies everywhere and
punishing before crimes were committed. It was one of her own line
that finished her finally. Ironically, I believe you travel with
his son now.”

“What was it that broke her finally?” Jala
asked, her gaze locked on the statue. Jala could understand the
woman’s pain all too well. The night in Sanctuary after Finn’s
death had been her own brush with madness. She couldn’t even guess
how many Justicars she had killed as she vented her rage.

“I’m not sure if it was the strikes
against her, or her own failures to stop them. The Veyetta were
lords of darkness you see. They had a saying ‘The Shadows know
all.’ That was actually House Veyetta’s motto. The shadows
whispered to them and brought them news of their enemies. Despite
that, Veyetta still suffered loss. Her son first, then later her
husband. Despite her attempts, Death would not release their souls
back to her, and unlike you, she was forced to accept their loss
and her own failure. She never thought to challenge a Divine. She
was arrogant, but not quite as arrogant as you.” He seemed amused
as he spoke, despite the harshness of his words.

“You think I’m arrogant?” Jala asked,
turning from the statue to meet his gaze.

“Undoubtedly, and more so than I’ve seen
in anyone else in a very long time. You are truly a child of my
line,” he replied with a grin.

“I call it determined,” Jala
countered.

“Call it what you will. My question is a
simple one. Can you win against Death? You’ve barely had time to
train in your magics and while your skill is impressive, it is
rough. She will not release his soul without a fight, Jala. You had
guessed that, though, I’m sure.” There was no trace of scolding in
his voice, simply a question.

“If I want Finn back, I suppose I had
better win,” Jala replied softly.

“Not good enough. You risk three lives in
this endeavor as well as an Arovanni, and while I’m not opposed to
risks I am opposed to throwing lives away needlessly. Death is
corrupt. You saw how the Rivasan boy returned, but others don’t.
Death has either gone mad or has been seduced by your enemies. If
you die, or Valor, or your unborn child, there is no retrieving the
soul. You will be trapped here in the Darklands as countless other
souls are. Death is not sending them back to the life stream or to
their gods, as she should. There is no rebirth in death, only
eternal darkness. Now I ask again, can you win?” He raised an
eyebrow and waited for her answer.

“No, not alone, but with Valor I can,”
Jala replied after a long moment’s consideration. The thought of
being forever trapped in the Darklands was terrifying to her. She
had, of course, known it would be dangerous to come after Finn, but
the thought of actually failing hadn’t yet crossed her
mind.

War nodded slowly and began to walk once
more. “I suppose that will have to do. At least you have enough
wisdom to know you shouldn’t attack a Divine in a fortified city
alone.”

“Actually it was Valor that insisted on
coming. Credit him with the wisdom. I was going to come alone,”
Jala admitted.

“Jala, there are few enough people in this
world that will give you a compliment. Accept them when you receive
them, even if you don’t truly deserve them.” War chuckled at her
with a faint smile. “Now, as to the second matter. Do you have any
idea how much they have manipulated you, or are you only seeing the
fringe of it all?”

“I’m not even entirely sure who you mean
by ‘they.’ Are you speaking of the Fionaveir or the Aspects?” Jala
asked. “If it’s the Aspects, I know they used magic on Finn,” she
added with a bit of disgust.

“Let me paint a broader picture for you as
to the current events and we will see if you can answer that
yourself. I’ll lessen the fog on your mind for this, but do not
over react. Serenity in the face of complications will get you
farther than anger.” He paused and winked at her.

“That doesn’t seem like a very war-like
attitude,” Jala pointed out mildly.

“On the contrary. The best commanders have
the coolest heads. It’s those that lose their temper that generally
lose the fight. What did you expect from the Divine of war, a
bloodthirsty testosterone filled ape?”

“Well yes, actually,” Jala admitted
bluntly.

War snorted in amusement and shook his head.
“Not from me. It’s nearly impossible to force me to lose my temper
anymore, but Lutheron has come close this time.”

“Lutheron? The Fionaveir?” Jala cut in.
She had her own grievances with Lutheron for the mind block he had
saddled her with as a child.

War snorted again louder and shook his head.
“He is so much more than that, but I will explain it later. For
now, let’s look at what they have done so far. The patronage of
Fortune as your guardian was a hoax. While Fortune may have
actually guarded you as he could, it was arranged to mask your own
natural abilities. Merrodin is a Bloodline that thrives on luck.
The wish magic they held was the most powerful of their gifts, but
not the only gift. You have the ability to manipulate the odds as
much as Fortune himself does. If you can learn to use the gift,
that is.”

“Why would they not want me to know that?
If I’m truly their ally, surely that would help both of us?” Jala
asked quickly before he could continue. They were walking by
gardens now and the scent of the night blooming flowers reminded
her of Firym. She closed her eyes a moment and inhaled while
silently wishing she was back at that point of her life.

“They don’t want you to become too
powerful to control. They have a healthy respect for my line, and
you are not quite as far under their thumb as they would like. As
to why they didn’t keep you closer to them, the only reason I can
determine is that you couldn’t have close connections with the
Fionaveir when you took over the Merrodin lands,” War explained
with a shrug. “Now past Fortune masking your innate skills, we have
other manipulations. Shade, for example. Did you notice how quickly
they replaced him when it appeared there was mutual interest there?
Do you have any idea why?”

“Shade? He is my friend, or was, anyway. I
will admit, when I first arrived in Sanctuary I was attracted to
him. He lost my interest when he left us to rot in Rivana. I
understand why he did it, but it didn’t earn him any of my
respect,” Jala explained.

“Imagine your drive to fix the world
combined with Shade’s desire to change things. He never could while
under Myth’s thumb, but married to you as High Lord Merrodin he
would have answered to no one but you. Combine that with the fact
that he is a very powerful Changeling and the two of you become a
force that no one wants to deal with. So they formed a soul bond
with a dashing young man that had a very short life expectancy.
Even before meeting you, Finn Sovaesh was courting Death daily.
Understand better now?” He looked over at her with a raised eyebrow
and motioned to a bench near the gardens.

Jala nodded and took a seat. “You are saying
they sacrificed Finn to me to occupy my heart long enough for them
to get Shade out of the picture.” She spoke hesitantly, not wanting
to accept that Finn had died for something so petty.

“Essentially. Notice Shade joined the
Fionaveir? So ironic eh? I promise, Lutheron didn’t factor in your
trip to the Darklands, though. You are supposed to be mourning
right now.” He clicked his tongue against his teeth and shook his
head at her in a mock scolding. “Arrogant child, don’t you know how
to properly follow plans?” he asked with a chuckle.

“I won’t be their puppet any longer,” Jala
declared firmly.

“Good to hear. Now all we have to do is
teach you to recognize intrigue. I am going to ask you a delicate
question now. Please try not to get too upset. If your emotions
rise, you will wake. How well do you trust your companions? They
swore fealty so quickly to you. Did they mean their vows or are
they part of the puppet show?”

“I don’t want to doubt any of them, but
you are right. They did swear fealty quickly and before they truly
had a chance to know me. I had wondered at that, but I thought it
was for Finn. But now Finn is dead and they still stand by me. Are
you saying that my friends are not truly friends?” Jala asked, her
stomach clenching at the thought. She forced her emotions back to
calm and let out a slow breath.

War worked his jaw from left to right as he
pondered the matter. “Sovann, I believe, is genuine. He has no ties
elsewhere that I’ve seen. Valor is disgraced in Arovan and because
of that has no ties elsewhere. Jail… Well now, he is a tricky one.
Watch him and decide for yourself. Neph, he is Delvay. I can’t
believe that he is following you honestly and I highly doubt he is
anyone else’s lackey. Wisp, as with Jail, I have suspicions on. Her
brother is Fionaveir and her House works with them very closely.
Watch her. I don’t like your new addition of Joseph Walker, either.
It was rather convenient that he showed up in Sanctuary wasn’t
it?”

“Valor is disgraced? Why?” Jala asked,
dumbfounded by the thought.

“By his knightly order, not by his family.
Suffice it to say that in recent years he has broken more than one
of his knightly vows. Drunken debauchery being his most frequent
sin. You latched onto that quickly enough. Care to explain why?”
War asked as he plucked a flower from behind them and shifted to
sit cross-legged on the bench.

“If not for his help in the Darklands, I
think I would already be dead. It just doesn’t seem possible that
he is disgraced, but I suppose if it is from debauchery, then I
understand it. I’ve certainly witnessed enough of that in
Sanctuary. I just need someone to trust right now, and Valor is all
I have. Without Finn and Marrow I feel lost,” Jala explained,
trying to ignore the irony of her words. Even with Valor she was
lost, literally. They had been in the Darklands for close to two
weeks now and still had no idea of where they needed to go.

“Don’t let it trouble you. It’s Arovan and
they have changed quite a bit in their captivity. Beyond the
barrier they were Warlords. Here they have become Nobles. You can
get disgraced in Arovan by passing wind in the wrong room. Very
prickly these days. I think it all started getting worse with the
fall of Veir. Arovan apparently decided that someone needed to fill
the void of the Holier-than-Thou pricks in plate mail.”

“I have a question for you,” Jala began
and watched him until he met her eyes. “What do you want from me?
Why are you helping me? I have a hard time believing it’s simply
our Blood tie.”

His smile broadened and he nodded to her.
“Well, of course I want something. Everyone does. I’ll let you in
on a secret, Jala. Life is one big manipulation. From your mother
telling you scary stories to get you to behave, to your husband
buying flowers to sweeten your mood. It is all individuals out to
get what they want from you. However, what I want from you is
exactly what you want, so my advice is the only bribe I need offer.
I want my namesake, Jala, I want war.”

“You are going to get that regardless.
Delvay is already fighting against Rivana. Even if they weren’t,
though, how could I possibly provide that for you? I have no
armies,” Jala replied in a disgusted voice.

“I didn’t ask for one tomorrow, Jala. Let
me tell you how it will happen if you don’t prepare soon. You can
trust me on this as well. I know the forces fighting and I can see
the broader picture. The Blights are going to pick off Arovan and
Glis like Assassins. Nerathane and Rivana will destroy Delvay. The
Blights will weaken the Firym and Faydwer enough that Morcaillo and
Avanti will crush them. Then Han’shy will surrender and house
Morcaillo will step forward as King or Emperor, whichever title he
decides he prefers.” He plucked petals from the flower as he spoke
casting each down as he listed the falling houses.

“What about Oblivion?” Jala asked.

“They might stir, but let’s look at the
full picture there as well. Oblivion is actually worse off than you
are. Zachary and Tyber are the only living occupants of the
country. Beyond them there is nothing but tainted souls in their
population,” War explained and tossed two petals down onto the
bench in front of her.

“You didn’t mention house Merrodin in
that, at all. Who is going to kill me off, then, if I don’t
prepare? Couldn’t I simply surrender like Han’shy?” Jala
countered.

“Could you surrender to Avanti?” War asked
with a look of amazement on his face.

“No,” Jala hissed and had to calm her
emotions once more. Perhaps if he would have named any other house
she would have considered it, but she would rather die than bow
before an Avanti.

“Well, if you don’t prepare, it will be
Avanti that eliminates your house. They have a large enough
population to roll across the Greenwild and crush the little
settlement that represents all of Merrodin right now,” War
explained.

“So how do you suggest I prepare?” Jala
asked with a sigh.

“First, you defeat Death and retrieve
Finn. He has strong ties with the Firym, though I doubt they will
be much help in times to come. Then you remove the curse on Goswin,
but don’t release the souls back to Death. Break the curse but hold
the souls there and raise them. That will take immense amounts of
power. Go prepared. Place Madren in control of them. As the last
high lord of Goswin he is the rightful heir. Then have him swear an
oath to be ally to you.” War spoke slowly, though she could see the
excitement building in his eyes. “Ensure that Arovan sends you the
knights that were promised to Valor. A solid cavalry is the
foundation to a fighting force. Begin training militia the moment
your people are fit for it. Expect a third of Merrodin’s total
population to be returned to you. Train what you are able to from
that number. Do not allow your commanders to be sexist on this.
I’ve seen women that can outfight most men. Sort the best from
those ranks and train them for true military. By the end of the
spring, you should have close to twenty thousand under your command
if all goes well on the raising of the dead.”

“Aside from placing Madren in control of a
country, that sounds exactly as I had planned to do. Care to
explain why I should place him in charge of Goswin and not Anthe?”
Jala asked, genuinely confused by his logic. While Madren was the
rightful heir to Goswin, Anthe had actual experience in
leading.

“I said put him in control. I didn’t say
let him lead. Give him the country and give Anthe the role of
Advisor and they will be fine. Madren has been crippled by fear and
insecurity. Give him purpose and watch him shine,” War corrected
mildly.

“To me, control implies leading,” Jala
returned dryly.

“Well then, you have a lot to learn on
politics, don’t you? Simply because someone’s name is on the desk,
doesn’t mean they are in control,” War chided.

“I suppose, though, I can’t say that I’m
looking forward to that aspect of leading,” Jala agreed with a
sigh. “If what you say is true about the Fionaveir, should I really
help them gain power?” she asked after another long pause.

“It’s politics, Jala. You choose the
lesser of two evils. The Fionaveir are the lesser evil here.
Symphony is not corrupt yet. She is just being kept as a mushroom.
The only other alternative is that you step forward. Do you really
want to do that?” War watched her closely and smiled as she
shuddered at the thought. “That’s what I thought.”

“What do you mean, she is a mushroom?”
Jala asked finally.

“Kept in the dark and fed shit. She
doesn’t know half of what is going on right now. If she is truly
going to lead, she will need to step forward soon. At this point
she is as much of a puppet as you were,” War explained with a
grin.

“Crude, but accurate I suppose,” Jala said
with a slight shake of her head. “Any other advice or warnings?”
she asked.

“Pages and pages, but nothing that we have
time for. For now, take this as my guideline to you. Defeat Death.
Build an army. Remember calm heads prevail, and above all else,
don’t die.” He paused in his words and his expression sobered. “One
more thing, Jala, remember this well. Life is full of difficult
choices. You are going to reach many crossroads in days ahead where
no path looks good. In some there will be no happy choice. You
simply have to make the choice you can live with.” War stood as he
finished speaking and smiled down at her. “If you don’t wake soon,
Valor is going to start funeral arrangements for you.”

“What if I need to speak with you again?”
Jala asked as she stood.

“I suggest you learn to Dream walk. It’s
not so hard. It’s best that I don’t approach you in flesh. If I do,
they will watch you more closely. They have written you off for
now. Let them continue to do so. It will give you an element of
surprise.” War reached a hand out hesitantly and touched her cheek
lightly. “You show more of my Blood than any other child of my
line. Remember that and kick her ass, Jala.” War dropped his hand
back down slowly and winked as the city faded around her.


Chapter 1

 


The Darklands

 


 


War’s words rang in her mind as her eyelids
fluttered open. She had expected to awaken on the horse as it
trudged through the bleak landscape, but instead she was lying
flat. Lifting up on her elbow she looked down to the cushion of air
she lay on. At a glance it seemed as though she was hovering inches
off the ground, but she could feel the solid shape beneath her. Her
armor lay in a tidy heap beside the make-shift bed, neatly folded
and freshly oiled. Just beyond it stood Valorous, his head lowered
as he rested. The Arovanni watched her as she moved, but made no
sound.

Jala moved the tangled blanket and sat up
slowly. Her hair fell forward over her eyes in an untidy tangle and
she pushed it back with a sigh. Looking around the camp she spotted
Valor crouched several feet away with one hand extended before him.
Wind stirred his long silver hair, though the air was still around
her. Jala rose slowly and glanced down at the tunic she wore. It
was black and silver and hung well past her knees.

“I was beginning to wonder if you were going
to wake up. I hope you excuse me for removing your armor. I thought
you would rest better without it. I figured after the weeks we have
spent in here that we didn’t have much privacy left between us
anyway.” Valor’s voice was soft, barely above a whisper. They had
learned in their first days to keep silent. Their voices seemed to
attract the demons and so conversations had been limited.

“I don’t mind,” Jala whispered as she moved
to join him. His words held enough truth to them that she found she
wasn’t embarrassed in the least. The first few days had been the
most difficult. Body functions were of course necessary for both of
them, but the Darklands offered no privacy for such things. In
light of having to tend to such business around Valor, the idea of
getting upset over his making her more comfortable seemed
laughable.

In another time she probably would have
laughed. Right now, though, even the effort of a faint smile was
too much. If any sound broke from her lips it would likely be a
sob. The loss of Finn had become a constant ache in her chest, as
was the despair of their current situation. They were lost, with no
bearings and very little hope of success. If something didn’t
change soon, they would have to abandon the mission to keep her
promise to Anthe.

“Careful,” Valor warned as he held out a hand
to stop her.

Jala frowned and looked down at his warning.
The ground fell away just beyond Valor, though the darkness and
gloom made the chasm difficult to spot. She felt her chest tighten
again at the sight of their newest obstacle.

The wind died down and Valor looked up at
her, studying her expression. His own face was somber and he looked
exhausted. “I’ve found a way down. We seem to be on a plateau,
though it’s difficult to gauge the actual terrain. There doesn’t
seem to be another side to this, though, so just a quick trip down
and we go from there.”

“I don’t like the sound of a quick trip down
a cliff,” Jala returned dryly as she settled beside him on the
ground. Leaning forward a bit she stared down into the inky
blackness, though it was a pointless endeavor and she knew it. It
was hard enough to see three feet in front of her in the Darklands,
let alone down a cliff side.

“Well, we can have a slow trip down if you
prefer. I had planned to ride, but we can walk if you like,” Valor
said with a shrug.

Jala glanced at him and then back to the
cliff side. “You mapped it with the wind didn’t you? That’s what
the breeze was when I woke.” She hadn’t had opportunity to study
much of the Elemental magics beyond her Windblade spell, but Sovann
had managed to explain it to a point.

Valor nodded and plucked a pebble from the
ground beside him. Turning it over in his fingers he motioned past
her. “Two hundred yards that way and there is a rather narrow path
leading down to the base of this cliff.” He paused and motioned in
the opposite direction. “That way? Well, the only way I can find
down is to jump, which, if our magics were working more reliably,
wouldn’t be a bad plan. I don’t like the idea of only one way down.
That pretty much guarantees a fight at the bottom. There will be a
guardian.”

“Ahh. You are optimistic. You said Guardian
as singular. I’m going to guess it will be plural. I’m not feeling
optimistic in the least,” Jala replied, struggling to keep the
bitterness from her voice at his reminder of her magic. She had
assumed that it would work the same in the Darklands as it had in
the land above. That assumption had nearly gotten them killed in
every fight so far. It was sporadic, to say the least. In some
situations her spells worked flawlessly. In others, they simply
didn’t work. For him to say “our magic,” was a kindness. His magics
seemed to be working fine. It was her failing that he was concerned
about. Despair clawed at her once again and she had to fight the
urge to weep. She wouldn’t allow herself that, though, not after
she had dragged them both into this. If she knew they would find
Finn it would be different. She would have no regrets at all then,
but if all of this was in vain…

Valor watched her for a long moment, his
expression unreadable and then slowly nodded. “This place gets to
you after a while doesn’t it? Constant darkness, limited
conversation, and I’ve begun to think it actually feeds despair
into you. Somewhat like an Empath, I suppose.”

“It doesn’t need to feed me despair. I have a
ready supply,” Jala said quietly and brushed her hair back from her
face once more. “It’s too much like Merro here. All that is missing
is a storm and it would be the same as the day my parents died,”
she mumbled, looking up to the sky and half expecting to see
thunderheads forming.

“I’m glad to hear that. It’s quite
reassuring,” Valor said softly.

Jala turned her gaze from the sky and looked
over at him in bewilderment. “What?” she asked in confusion.

“I hope it’s exactly like that day here. As I
recall from the little bits I’ve been told and from the fact that
you are sitting beside me, you defeated Death that day. She wanted
you dead and yet you live. If you can do it as a toddler, it should
be a simple matter now.” He smiled as he spoke, but the expression
seemed forced.

“I had the protection of a god, remember?”
Jala pointed out dryly. The very same god she had disavowed a few
short weeks ago. Fortune was manipulating me, and it’s his fault
that Finn is dead, she reminded herself.

“I fail to see what has changed,” Valor
replied with a smirk as he stood and patted his sword hilt. He
offered her a hand up and she accepted it, shaking her head at him
with the barest hint of a smile touching her lips. “There is some
food prepared near where you were sleeping. Eat something and we
will continue. I’d like to get the descent over with as soon as
possible. The longer we delay, the more my imagination will paint
into the coming fight.”

“Have you even rested, Val?” Jala asked
bluntly as she looked over his disheveled form. His armor was
battered and filthy and his once pristine cloak hung in tatters
behind him in a constant reminder of the fighting they had faced in
the first days here. His face was drawn with dark circles heavy
under his blue eyes. If he had slept, it certainly wasn’t
showing.

“I slept for a time when we stopped,” Valor
replied and motioned to the food once again. “Eat.”

Jala nodded silently and returned to her
pallet. A plate had been left near the head of it, carefully
covered with a cloth. Her stomach growled in response to the sight
of food. “I’m amazed I didn’t notice it right off,” she said as she
sat and broke off a piece of the fried bread.

Valor shrugged as he moved to his horse. “I
would guess your first thoughts revolved around where the hell am
I,” he offered as he began systematically checking the straps and
buckles of the Arovanni’s tack.

“Something like that,” Jala agreed as she
hastily broke off another bite. The food was dry in her mouth but
tasted divine after days of dried beef.

“Catch.” Valor called to her and she looked
up in time to see him toss a flask to her. She caught it and nodded
her thanks before taking a long drink. The water was tepid and
stale but it was the best they had aside from Valor’s wine.

“Val, can I ask you something that has
absolutely nothing to do with our current mission?” Jala began
cautiously between bites.

He glanced back over his shoulder and nodded
before resuming his inspection.

“Why did you swear fealty to me?” Jala asked,
her tone still cautious. The last thing she wanted to do was offend
him. His hands slowed as he continued to tug on the straps and test
the buckles. “It’s not that I doubt you. I can scarcely do that,
considering where we are right now. It’s just… You barely knew
me.”

Valor dropped the last strap and turned back
to face her. He rubbed his face absently and moved to sit across
from her. “At first, there were two reasons. The primary reason
being that Finn wanted me to, bad enough to play the daddy card. I
always knew he wanted something from me badly if he mentioned my
father. The second was for the very slim chance that I might
actually be able to get a fresh start. At that time I didn’t know
you and so I saw the chance as a slim one.” He paused and seemed to
be trying to organize his thoughts. “It wasn’t heartfelt then,
Jala. I won’t lie to you about that, but after you started
restoring Merro, I began to see a glimpse of what could be…” He
trailed off again and met her eyes. “What you are building is my
fresh start. I’ve squandered what I had in Arovan. There I would be
lucky to retain my rank as Captain. The only reason I still have it
is because I haven’t gone home. If I do return home I will lose my
knighthood as well as my military commission. It wasn’t heartfelt
then, but it is now.”

Jala nodded slowly and cleared her throat.
There was another matter that she had to clear up and it would be
more delicate. Once it was settled, however, her mind would be free
of doubts on Valor and she would have one person she could trust
beyond all others, aside from Finn of course. “When we came back
from Sanctuary, Kali kept you longer. You seemed unsettled when you
discovered Emily had witnessed your talk with Kali. Why?” Jala
pressed gently. She wasn’t sure if he would answer this one, but
sincerely hoped he would. The idea of any of her friends being
manipulators was painful, but she couldn’t afford for Valor to be
one, not right now. She needed his support here too much to risk
relying on someone that wasn’t genuinely a friend.

Valor frowned and rose again. Pacing back to
the horse he pulled another flask from the saddle bags and moved
back to join her once more. The smell of wine filled the air as he
removed the stopper and took a long pull. He wiped his mouth with
the back of his hand and let out a long sigh. “Before I answer, may
I ask what has raised these questions?” His tone was formal,
without the faintest hint of warmth. “Have I given you reason to
doubt me?” Valor asked, before she had time to answer.

Jala glanced around the camp and looked back
at him. Letting out a long sigh of her own she pulled on her magic
and prayed that it would work this time. She wanted to answer the
question for him desperately, but knew she couldn’t if others could
overhear. A warm tingle brushed her skin as the wards fell into
place around them. Her shoulders sagged with relief. Had the
protection spell failed she would have had to refuse him and that
could have damaged their fragile friendship beyond repair. She
could tell by the set of his shoulders that he was upset, though
she couldn’t tell if it was actual anger or not. His moods were so
much more difficult to judge when he wasn’t around Finn. Around
Finn, Valor had been an open book with every emotion worn openly.
Without him, the knight was guarded and reserved. “I had a dream
while I slept. He called it a waking dream. It was a warning, I
suppose, and I was reminded how many times I had been manipulated
without even realizing it. Then it was pointed out that my friends
could be part of it. I want to trust you, Valor, and in most ways I
do, but I’ve trusted poorly before.

“Who said it was a waking dream?” Valor
asked, his tone sounding even more guarded. His blue eyes had
narrowed and he was watching her closely.

“War, my grandfather,” Jala answered without
hesitation. By the way he was acting she wondered if he had the
same doubts about her. “We live in a very twisted society you know.
You joined me in hell. That alone should speak volumes for trust.
I’m sorry, Valor I shouldn’t have pressed you.” She shook her head
slowly and broke off another piece of bread.

“No, you should have. Were I actually
manipulating you, I could be delivering you to their doorstep.
Others might, I wouldn’t.” Valor said quietly.

Jala’s chewing slowed and she watched him
with a raised eyebrow. He seemed uncomfortable and shifted, not
meeting her gaze. She swallowed heavily and tilted her head, still
watching him. “Valor, is there something you want to tell me?” she
prompted gently.

“Not really,” Valor mumbled and let out a
long breath. “Kali wanted me to ensure that Finn didn’t come back.”
He began slowly and met her gaze once more. “She said that Finn was
never meant for you and that the two of you would bring devastation
to the world. I found that sickly ironic, considering how she is
constantly trying to kill us all off with her creations. When I
mentioned the fact, she laughed at me and asked if I had never
heard of a common enemy before. Nothing breeds unity like strife, I
suppose. Her words were still fresh in my mind when we tried to
raise Finn.” Valor fell silent and shifted again and rubbed his
face. “I didn’t mention it and I should have. With her words
breeding doubt in my mind… What if I helped the spell fail? I
couldn’t help but feel doubts about it then. I know Finn. I love
him like a brother, but what Kali said is true. He is cold. He is
brutal, and he is utterly without remorse. That influence combined
with your power is terrifying, Jala.” She started to speak but he
held up a hand to stop her. “I should have given you more credit,
though. I was wrong in that. I have doubts of Finn, but I shouldn’t
have doubted you. It’s your power, and how you use it is your
choice. So I’m here to bring him back no matter what. I failed him
when the spell was cast. I failed you when I doubted your
convictions. I will not fail either of you in this.”

Jala watched him silently for a long moment
and then reached a hand out slowly to take his. He raised an
eyebrow at her in question but didn’t pull free. She squeezed the
fingers lightly and summoned as much of a smile as she could. “I
don’t doubt you in the least, Valor. I had the slightest hesitation
from the way you acted after Kali’s, but that is gone now. I trust
you with my life and…” She paused and looked around before giving a
bitter chuckle. “And my soul, I suppose. I know I would be dead by
now if not for you and I know you will do everything you can to
bring Finn back.” Jala released his hand as she finished speaking
and set the plate of uneaten food aside. “Can I trust the others as
I trust you, Valor? You know them better than I do,” she asked
softly.

“I don’t trust Jail. I’ve never been able to
determine if his mind-work on me was entirely in my best interest
or if he had another agenda. I was in line for redemption that
would have been followed by promotions in the knighthood before he
tampered with my will. I have forgiven him for it though. What I
lost is questionable. What I gained was a priceless friendship,”
Valor said quietly. “I don’t trust Wisp much either but that’s
probably being racist. She is Fae and they are sneaky. I truly
haven’t spent enough time around her to know if she is or not,
though. I don’t trust Neph, but you can. He swore an oath to you
and he would rather eat his own boots than break his word. Sovann,
I do trust, perhaps even more than I trusted his brother. Sovann
has a rare trait that very few in Sanctuary possess – integrity. He
cut all ties in his homeland because he couldn’t abide by their
behavior.”

“You answered exactly as War did. He told me
to watch Jail and Wisp and form my own decisions,” Jala said as she
began to gather the blankets and fold them for travel. “Val, can I
ask one more question? You don’t have to answer it if you don’t
want to.” She glanced over at him as she folded the blanket across
her arm.

“Let me do that and you get dressed. And yes,
you can ask another. Even if it’s something I don’t want to answer,
at least it ends this damned silence we have been living in,” Valor
replied as he took the blanket from her and began to gather the
rest of their gear.

“If you are disgraced in Arovan, why did Lord
Arovan give you a commission to lead a thousand of his knights?”
Jala asked.

Valor snorted in what could have been
amusement. “That was Elijah’s way of flexing his political muscle.
He helps both of us that way while retaining the true power over
his troops. By giving command to me, he ensures they will never be
used against his land, not that Arovan knights would fight against
their home. He also gives me a chance to redeem myself out of sight
of those that would like me to fail in that. On the other hand, he
helps you without openly helping you. A thousand trained knights is
a handsome gift and will raise quite a few eyebrows. If a faction
that opposes me asks, he will say he granted them to you. If a
faction that doesn’t approve of you asks, he will say he granted
them to me,” He explained with a faint smile.

“Clever,” Jala acknowledged with a nod. Her
mind worked over the logic as she tugged on the chain mail over her
leather tunic. “Does he give lessons in politics?” she asked with a
raised eyebrow.

“He does within Arovan. I learned from him,”
Valor replied with a shrug.

“What was the position you were in line to
receive, Val?” Jala asked, her curiosity pushing her to test his
limits.

“I was being groomed to be Lord Commander of
the Knights of the Phoenix. I would have been second in command
within a year, and by now I would be the Lord Commander. It’s a bit
of a tradition in my family. My Brother is the Lord Commander of
the Knights of the Griffon, though he spends more time playing
bodyguard to Micah than he does commanding his knights. There were
certain difficulties, though, hence why I was in Sanctuary,” Valor
answered with a hint of tension to his voice. “It’s not a good
subject for now. Sometime I’ll explain it, but not now please.”

“As you like,” Jala agreed, watching him for
a moment before returning to the buckles on her armor. With every
question Valor answered, he created two more in her mind. They
could wait though. She would have plenty of time to ask later.

 


[image: tmp_1dc6cf7421ecca2508a2bb8c1fd2ad2b_ngY1Xa_html_37566903.jpg]

 


Ink black darkness enveloped the ground
before her. Jala inched forward, cautiously trying to ignore the
loose gravel under her boots. She could see no sign of the path
Valor assured her was there. Swallowing heavily she let out a long
slow breath and turned back to look at Valor. He was leaning
against the side of his horse watching her, though his face was too
shadowed for her to read his expression. By his posture he seemed
as calm and relaxed as he did in the gardens of Sanctuary.

“I don’t see a path at all,” she whispered,
hoping her voice wasn’t quavering too much. The thought of dropping
down over the ledge into complete darkness had her throat dry and
her heart hammering.

“It’s about three feet down, you should be
able to see it.” Valor replied as he pushed off the horse and moved
to stand beside her. Gravel skittered under his plate mail boots
sending small showers over the cliff edge. He glanced at Jala and
then motioned over the side once more. “Right there, see.” He
pointed below them and looked back at her.

Jala frowned at him and leaned forward once
more. The same darkness greeted her. “All I see is darkness, Val.
If there is a path there, I’m not seeing it.”

Valor seemed puzzled for a moment, then a
look of utter disbelief crossed his face. “By the gods, Jala, you
don’t have night vision do you?” he asked, his tone
incredulous.

“What?” Jala asked, returning his look of
confusion.

“You have been in here for weeks without
being able to see at all?” Valor asked, still sounding bewildered.
“I think I would have gone insane by now if I couldn’t see what was
around us.”

“Wait.” Jala began. She glanced over the edge
again then back to him. “You mean you can actually see through
this? You have been able to see the entire bloody time?” she asked,
her voice rising a bit louder than was safe.

Valor nodded and shook his head at her again.
“That’s love. There is no doubt about it, Jala. Not only are you
crossing hell for him, you are doing it blindly,” he said in
amazement.

“I can see short distances, a few feet or so,
and then it gets murky. If that path is really three feet below, I
should see it, I think,” Jala replied, a bit defensive. She looked
back up at him, her eyes narrowing a bit. “How far can you see?”
she asked.

Valor shrugged and motioned a hand to the
left of them. “There is a large rock formation over there that has
been annoying me since we stopped. It’s a perfect place to hide for
ambush so I’ve been keeping an eye on it. That’s about forty feet
away, I’d say. A little beyond that it starts getting hazy, like
heavy fog I suppose.”

Jala stared in the direction he indicated and
nodded slowly. It was all one mass of shadows to her. She couldn’t
even see the outline of a rock formation. “Well, I suppose it’s
good that one of us has an idea of what’s around us. I’ll admit,
I’m jealous, though. I’ve been skittish the entire way because of
the blindness. Well partly because of the blindness. I suppose it’s
fair to admit a lot of my nervousness stems from the fact that we
are in the bloody Darklands. It makes me feel a bit better about
myself to understand why you are so calm, though. I feel like less
of a bloody coward.”

“Jala you are one of the last people in the
world I would consider a coward. Most women I know are afraid to go
into their backyard at night. Wisp was formerly the strongest woman
I’d ever seen, but I don’t think anything would convince her to
walk into hell, no matter what was to be gained,” Valor assured
her.

“One might argue that’s insanity, not
bravery,” Jala pointed out with a short sigh. Her eyes were roaming
the shadowed cliff once again. If she could just get a glimpse of
this path maybe her stomach would settle a bit. “Speaking of
insanity, you really want to ride down this?” she asked, looking
back up at him.

“It can be done. I promise you that. It
really only comes down to one thing,” Valor said quietly and
watched her.

Jala waited for him to continue, but realized
after a few moments he wasn’t going to without her asking. “And
that one thing is?”

“Do you really trust me?” Valor asked, one
slender silver eyebrow arched in question. He held her gaze; his
blue eyes searching her own for any sign of doubt.

“Does my trusting you really apply to my
trusting your horse’s agility?” Jala countered, not flinching from
the gaze.

“He is Arovanni, Jala. Part of my soul was
used in his creation. I know what he can do. To trust me is to
trust him,” Valor explained. Moving forward he took her by the arm
gently and pulled her back toward the horse. “Here, place your hand
over his nose gently. Just rest the palm there against the
skin.”

Jala gave him a questioning glance, but
allowed him to move her hand to the horse’s nose. Gently she
pressed her palm against the flesh and marveled at the warmth
beneath her hand. She had expected Valorous to be cold to the touch
as his barding was. Instead he felt like a living creature, though
she had never seen him eat, drink, or sleep. There was a faint
stirring in her mind and she silenced her thoughts with a bit of
wonder. She could feel emotions, though she knew they weren’t her
own. It was almost like the bond with Finn had been, though not
nearly as strong. She had felt the faint brush of the Arovanni’s
mind in Goswin when Valor had handed her the reins, but it hadn’t
been nearly this defined. She could sense confidence flowing
through the link as well as loyalty and compassion. Fainter, there
was a flicker that seemed almost too fragile to examine closely –
trust. Slowly she pulled her hand back from the horse and let out a
slow breath. “All right, Val, we ride,” she said faintly and
wondered if he could even hear her words over the hammering of her
heart. To her own ears it sounded like battle drums.

“Trust me.” Valor urged, though the words
sounded more like a plea than a request.

“I do,” Jala assured him and moved to mount
the horse. He can see in the dark and he wants Finn back as badly
as I do, she reminded herself as he settled on the horse behind
her. Certain horses are bred for certain things. The bigger they
are, the less versatile they are. Blackjack might never carry a
knight, but he will be able to get up paths that ol’ Buck wouldn’t
consider. The memory of her father’s words came unbidden and
she swallowed heavily. “Valor, this is a War Horse isn’t it? He is
made for charging at enemies, right? Not playing mountain goat on a
pitch black cliff.”

“He is Arovanni. Hold on to something –
either me or the saddle. It will be a quick ride down. Lean when I
lean and try not to scream,” Valor explained as his horse leaped
forward with a speed that didn’t seem at all appropriate
considering the situation.

Jala swallowed the squeal that almost broke
from her lips and seized the front of the saddle in both hands.
There was a moment of panic as the horse leaped, and then the only
sound was her ragged breathing as the animal plunged over the side
of the cliff.

“Hold on,” Valor warned just before the
Arovanni’s hooves once again touched rock. Her teeth knocked
together at the impact and her nails dug deeper into the leather of
the saddle, but she managed to keep silent. The horse ducked its
head lower and put on more speed. Jala could see the path now. It
was narrow and covered with loose rocks. Had she seen the ground
beforehand she wouldn’t have believed even a mountain goat could
manage it, and yet they were riding a very large horse down it at
entirely unreasonable speed.

Valorous’s shoulder rubbed on the first
corner of the path sending blinding sparks off the metal of his
barding. Jala let out several rapid breaths and considered closing
her eyes for the remainder of the trip. She felt Valor lean forward
against her back and faintly remembered his orders enough to lean
forward as well. There was another moment of weightless terror as
the horse jumped again and then the thundering descent resumed.

“Almost over,” Valor whispered to her as he
sat up a bit. She adjusted her position to match his and repeated
his words over and over in her mind.

Her world shrank to her own thundering
heartbeat that perfectly matched the thundering hooves. She wasn’t
even aware she had clenched her eyes shut until they ceased moving.
Valor let out a slow hiss behind her and she cautiously opened her
eyes. They were stopped with the base of the cliff at their backs.
Valorous shuffled beneath them and let out a snort of displeasure.
She felt Valor kick his feet free of the stirrups and then
dismount.

“What is it?” she whispered, leaning over the
saddle toward him. As far as she could tell they were the only
occupants of this shadowy corner of hell.

“Cast a light. You will need it,” Valor
whispered back as he drew his sword slowly.

Jala nodded faintly, not liking the sound of
his words at all, and summoned the light spell. She closed her eyes
as she cast the spell to avoid blinding herself and centered it in
front of them and above. As she opened her eyes once more, pale
violet light illuminated the area around them.

The landscape was rock strewn as it had been
on the plateau above, but here and there an occasional tree grew,
though they were twisted and gnarled things. They were not alone
here either. Crouched on every rock and in the branches of trees
were dozens of twisted little creatures. In comparison with the
demons they had already fought these things seemed pathetically
small, but there were so many of them. “It is plural guardians.
Hell is no place for optimists,” Jala said softly. “At least they
aren’t big,” she added in what she hoped was a reassuring
voice.

“My father’s favorite quote, Even the
strongest man can be taken down by rats, comes to mind,” Valor
replied dryly. His gaze was locked on the creatures and it was
clear that he planned to let them make the first move. “He used it
in reference to infantry swarming knights but I think it applies
fairly well here.”

“Well, strongest man, maybe, but I’ll be
damned if I’ll be taken down by rats,” Jala retorted in the same
soft voice. Her eyes were locked on the beady glinting eyes that
surrounded them. She had been wrong about her estimate of dozens.
It was more like hundreds when you truly looked for the creatures.
They covered the ground like a carpet of flesh. They were simply
everywhere a body could fit – on the rocks, below the rocks,
everywhere. “A Firym would make bloody short work of them. Sadly my
Flamebolts seemed to be one of the more unreliable spells here,”
she said absently and searched her mind for a spell that would thin
the numbers down quickly.

“I want to know what the hell they are
waiting for,” Valor grumbled as he shifted his stance and moved his
sword to a guard position. His eyes swept the area, and had it not
been for the cliff behind them she thought he might have rushed in
to fight. Valor had been trained too well to sacrifice good ground
however.

Movement toward the trees drew her attention
and Jala watched silently as a larger shape moved forward. The
smaller creatures parted like water before it as it lumbered
through their ranks. “I’m going to guess that,” Jala replied,
motioning toward the thing. It began to grow as it neared them.
It’s body contorting in sickening jolts. At first it had resembled
a mangy dog. Now it was taking on more human-like aspects. Its gait
changed from four legs to two as it finally stopped no more than
twenty feet from them. Yellow eyes glinted from the canine head.
Its black skin was stretched so tight over its bones it seemed more
skeletal in appearance than living.

“A bloody shifter,” Valor hissed beside
her.

Jala raised an eyebrow and studied the
creature closer. She had never seen a shifter in battle form
before, though she doubted this was an accurate representation of
what a living shifter would look like. It stood perhaps twelve feet
at the shoulder with a hunched human posture. Its arms seemed far
too long for its body, almost ape-like, though the long talons that
tipped each finger were certainly not ape-like. Smiling down at
Valor, she winked and then looked back toward their monstrous
adversary. “We have no quarrel with you. We seek Death. There is a
matter I must speak with her about,” she called in a loud voice,
her words echoing off the stones around them clearly. While she
sincerely doubted the creature would back down from the fight, it
never hurt to try.

“It amazes me how you shift emotions from
terror at a ride down a cliff to perfect calm in the face of a
twelve foot demon and a horde of his minions,” Valor commented
dryly, his sword still held in the guard position. From his posture
he apparently didn’t expect the Shifter to back away from the fight
either.

“Die,” the shifter responded, his voice so
guttural even the single word he spoke was difficult to understand.
There was no mistaking the intent, however, as he spread his talons
and rushed toward them. Valor moved quickly to meet the charge,
placing himself between the creature and Jala. His sword rang off
the creature’s talons with a metallic hiss as he parried its first
attack and neatly ducked under the creature’s second wild
swing.

Jala hesitated in joining the fray, keeping
her eyes focused on the smaller creatures instead. She had no doubt
that Valor could handle the shifter, but they would both be dead if
the smaller demons rushed them while their attention was focused on
the leader.

The smaller forms ducked and shifted where
they crouched. Their desire for blood was obvious, but they showed
no sign of making any moves toward the fight.

Jala started to turn back to the fight but
paused as she caught a glimpse of white in the corner of her eye.
Turning in the saddle quickly she spotted a form well off from the
demon horde, standing pale against the shadowy landscape. It wore
armor and a mottled white cloak, but was too far away to determine
much else. Jala kept her gaze on it a long moment as the sound of
Valor’s fighting shattered the silence of the night behind her. She
let out a low growl in frustration. She was torn between the need
to help Valor and keeping an eye on their audience.

A low grunt of pain from Valor made her
decision instantly and she turned back to the fight. Several slash
marks showed on the creature’s body though there was no sign that
the wounds were impeding its fighting. Valor had fallen back a bit
and was moving forward once again, his sword upraised in defense. A
jagged line tore through his armor on his left arm and she could
see the dark wetness of blood across the metal.

The shifter lunged once more at Valor with
claws extended and mouth spread wide to bite. Valor nimbly dodged
to the side of one arm while driving in closer for a strike at the
creature’s neck. Summoning her power quickly, Jala sent a bolt of
force straight into the creatures gaping jaws. A howl of anger
burst from its throat as its head was snapped back and broken teeth
went flying. Valor seized the opportunity immediately and delivered
a savage swing toward the creature’s neck. The blade glanced from
the creature’s skin and drew a ragged tear down its shoulder.
Letting out a muffled curse, Valor danced back from the Shifter’s
returned blow.

The creature let out a savage snarl but
didn’t advance again. Yellow eyes filled with hatred flicked from
Valor to Jala and it motioned quickly with one taloned hand and
uttered another guttural word. This one Jala couldn’t understand at
all but she could feel the tingle of magic that followed clearly
enough. The ground rumbled beneath them as the rocks began to
shift. Valor moved quickly to keep his balance as the creature
lunged again.

Valorous danced beneath her and Jala shifted
in the saddle, alternating her gaze from the ground to the
creature. She couldn’t tell what spell it had cast. It was possible
the only result of the spell would be the shaking ground, but she
doubted it. No countering what you don’t understand. Suck it up
and keep fighting. Learn from the fight and counter the next time,
if you live for a next time. Neph’s words sounded in her mind
and she summoned another spell to hurl at the Shifter. There was no
countering whatever it had done. Best to follow Neph’s advice and
suck it up and pray they lived. The wind began to pick up around
Valor as she sent bolts of ice toward its legs. With luck she would
damage the joints there and at least slow the creature down. Valor
was calling on his own magics with the wind and she had no idea
what he planned. She kept part of her attention focused on him. If
she could determine what he cast she might be able to amplify
it.

The shaking of the ground increased again and
Valor had to fight to keep his footing. Valorous let out a loud
snort of unease and she felt the horse tense beneath her as the
ground below them exploded in a shower of rocks and dust. The horse
lunged to the side and Jala had to grab the saddle to keep her
seat. She could hear the snarls and ringing metal that told her the
shifter had attacked once more but she could see nothing through
the cloud of choking dust around her. The Arovanni continued to
dance away tossing his head in frustration at the shaking
ground.

Jala tried to grab the reins to force him
back toward the fight but something latched onto her wrist as she
moved. Pain lanced through her as she looked down at the thick
black tentacle that circled her arm. Another wrapped around her
ankle and she felt herself torn from the saddle. Valorous let out a
furious scream as the tentacles pulled her up into the air.

Not tentacles, roots, she corrected
herself. Her gaze flicked to the gnarled trees for half a breath as
she tried to assess her situation. The ground where they had been
fighting moments before was a rubble strewn waste. Dozens of black
roots waved in the air below her seeking anything they could grasp.
Valor had shifted his fighting away from the cliff to avoid the
roots and his back was now exposed to the smaller demons that
crouched with bloodlust clear in their eyes.

The pain on her wrist grew more intense and
she had to fight back a scream. That wouldn’t help Valor at all
now. He needed to focus on the shifter and she needed to solve her
own dilemma without distracting him. Her eyes watered as she
examined the root on her arm as best she could. They had lifted her
unevenly and she was balanced with her head tilted toward the
unforgiving black rocks below with most of her weight supported by
the root entrapping her ankle. From what she could tell, the roots
were coated in a sort of slime, that judging by the burning on her
wrist, was acidic.

She swallowed heavily. “Well, at least when
the acid burns through and they drop me, I won’t have to worry
about being crippled,” she whispered, her imagination providing her
with a splendid image of her body lying broken on the rocks below.
“Use every advantage,” she whispered, repeating a lesson Neph had
pounded into her skull over and over. The only advantage she had as
far as she could see was height now. Her view of the battle was
perfect. “Help Valor kill it and this spell will end,” she
whispered as the roots pulled at her, stretching her body to a
painful angle. “Then die horribly on the rocks below as the roots
vanish,” she added in a pained growl. Options were limited, though,
and helping Valor seemed the best course available.

The leather on her boot was giving away and
she could feel the acid reaching her skin there. Jala inhaled
deeply and tried to summon her power but concentration had never
been her strongest virtue and it was nearly lost in the pain now.
The pressure on her body increased again and she felt her ankle
give with a sickening pop. A gasp of pain exploded from her lips
and she had to fight back tears. Training with Neph had been
painful, or so she had thought. In reality she hadn’t really known
what pain was until now, she realized.

The roots shifted their hold on her once
again and she found herself staring straight down at the ground.
The pressure on her wrist fell away and her heart rose to her
throat as she swung free, dangling from her broken ankle. Spots
danced before her eyes as the pain ripped through her. “Don’t
faint, fight. Don’t pull a Rivana. Don’t fail Valor as you did
Finn,” Jala hissed through clenched teeth. She summoned her power
once more, her eyes locked on the Shifter below. Another of Neph’s
lessons sprang to mind and she was praying it would work. Though
who she was praying to, she couldn’t really say at this point. She
supposed it was anyone that would listen. Valor had noticed her
predicament and she willed him to ignore her and keep fighting. His
right hand flicked toward the roots that held her as the Shifter
surged in again.

Jala released her spell just as the
creature’s jaws opened to bite. Everything blurred together as the
Shifter’s huge clawed hand hit Valor full in the chest. Despite her
wish for him to ignore her, he had been distracted. His boots dug
trenches in the ground as he was forced back, but he managed to
keep his feet as their combined magics took effect. The shifter
staggered back clutching its skull as her spell unleashed and the
roots holding her hostage crumbled beneath her. She began to
plummet, the black rocks racing up to meet her. A sob broke from
her lips as the wind whistled in her ears and then she was slowing.
The wind cradled against her, easing her plummet to a gentle
descent. Jala forced her eyes open once more as she dropped gently
to the ground beside Valor. Her ankle gave at once and his arm was
around her supporting her weight in an instant.

“Nice catch,” she whispered, the spots once
again dancing in her eyes. The pain was making her light-headed and
nauseous.

“Nice, whatever the hell you did to him.”
Valor replied motioning feebly toward the still twitching Shifter
that lay sprawled on the ground several feet from them.

“I healed him,” Jala gasped with a faint
chuckle at the bitter irony of that. It didn’t seem fair that her
healing was sporadic when she tried to use it to help her and
Valor, but she could use it to kill with. Valor gave her a puzzled
look but didn’t question her. The countless bruises and pains were
fraying her wits and it must have shown on her face. Hoof beats
sounded faintly as Valorous returned snorting his displeasure at
both of them. Valor motioned him closer and Jala grabbed onto the
saddle to support herself. Nodding his thanks, Valor stepped back
and bent, bracing his hands on his knees, his shoulders shaking
with his ragged breathing.

“Are you OK?” Jala asked ducking her head a
bit to try to get a look at his face.

“Broken ribs. Breast plate is bent back on
them. Rather uncomfortable,” Valor replied, his words choked. He
stood once more, slowly, and she could see the aftermath of the
last savage blow the Shifter had delivered. His breastplate was
caved in as he had said with jagged holes punched through it where
the talons had found flesh. Blood seeped from the holes, though he
didn’t seem to be paying any attention to his wounds now. His gaze
was focused on the figure approaching them, dressed in white plate
mail and a mottled white cloak. Long dark hair showed from under
the hood as well as a delicate pale face.

“Symphony?” Jala whispered as the woman drew
closer. It made no sense whatsoever for the future Empress to be in
hell with them, but this woman was a mirror image of the girl she
had met in Firym. The white armor looked battered and the cloak
wasn’t mottled she realized suddenly, it was bloodstained.

“Fiona Veirasha,” Valor breathed as the
legendary knight of House Veir continued to approach in deathly
silence.
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“But I don’t want to go in here, it’s
haunted,” the little girl objected, bracing her hands and feet
against the door frame. Her silver hair hung in beautiful ringlets
around her pale face and her blue eyes were wide with terror.
Despite the tantrum, Devony was the same as all immortals Emily had
met so far – perfect and beautiful, even at her tender young
age.

Emily started to object to being referred to
as a ghost but she wasn’t sure if pointing out that she was, in
fact, a Blight, would make the child feel any better, so she
remained silent and simply watched. Wisp was behind the child
trying to force her through the door, with little success. The
small Fae was barely bigger than Devony, despite the fact that the
Arovan child was only six or seven. Emily wasn’t exactly sure on
the child’s true age. For all she knew it might be closer to five.
The Immortal children were difficult for her to judge. They grew so
slowly in comparison with the Blights.

“It’s not haunted, Dev, that voice is Emily.
We have talked about this before,” Wisp assured her. The Fae had
managed to pry one small hand loose from the door frame and was
working on the second. “I need to talk with Sovann and I can’t
leave you alone,” Wisp insisted, redoubling her efforts on the
second hand as Devony scrambled to secure her hold better.

“Devony, it’s perfectly all right in here. I
promise. Emily is a friend and is helping me with an experiment.
She is not a ghost and this house is not haunted. How could it be
haunted? After all, we just built it, remember?” Sovann said
gently, his voice filled with patience. “Maybe you should show
yourself, Emily. That might make her feel better,” Sovann
suggested, turning to look in the direction he thought Emily was
in.

Emily fought back a snort of amusement as she
watched him gaze at the empty corner. She remained silent and
turned her attention outside the window she was perched in, hoping
to catch a glimpse of what she knew she wouldn’t see. Jala and
Marrow had been gone for days now and no matter how long she
watched for their return, she knew in her gut she wouldn’t see
them. Jala had left her behind, just as Shade had done, and she had
never seen Shade again.

It wasn’t truly Jala that she missed, though.
It was Marrow. She identified with the Bendazzi better than she did
these perfect pretty Immortals. He was a predator as she was, and
he understood things the immortals couldn’t seem to grasp. Like the
smell of scented soap alerts prey. Emily grumbled silently and
shifted a bit closer to the window. She had no doubt at all that if
she showed herself to Sovann and Wisp another bath would be in her
future.

A ragged sob followed by a slamming door
heralded Wisp’s victory, and Emily watched in amusement as the
child ran to huddle beneath the window barely inches below her. The
desire to reach down and touch the child flashed through her mind,
but she ignored the impulse. While it might be funny for a moment
to see the child shriek and jump it wouldn’t be worth the lectures
from Sovann that would ensue afterwards.

“What did you need to speak with me about?”
Sovann asked quietly as he gave Devony a reassuring smile.

Wisp looked over her shoulder at the door and
then back to Sovann. “Are the wards in place?” she asked
quietly.

Sovann returned her gaze and arched an
eyebrow before nodding slowly. “Whenever the door is closed the
wards are active. No one can hear us,” he assured her.

“My brother is here. He wants to speak with
Jala. I haven’t told him what is going on. I left him in the main
house with some food and drink while I came to speak with you. The
only company he has right now is the maid and she had no idea where
Jala is. What should I tell him? The truth didn’t seem a good idea
at the time,” Wisp explained, her words pouring out in a flood.
Wisp brushed a strand of hair from her face and stared at Sovann,
her big green eyes full of expectation.

Emily’s attention turned from the window to
them and she watched Sovann as he considered the Fae’s words. On
the surface, Sovann was a slender mirror of his dead brother. He
had the same bronzed skin and tawny hair, though he wore his hair
longer than Finn had. Emily, however, had been around Sovann enough
lately to know appearance was the only thing the brothers had in
common. Finn was passionate and spontaneous where Sovann was calm
and thoughtful. He was displaying that thoughtfulness right now and
didn’t seem in a hurry to answer Wisp, though the Fae was quite
obviously in a hurry.

“I don’t see how they can possibly interfere
with Jala right now…,” Sovann began but let his voice trail off. He
pursed his lips as he gave the matter more thought and shifted a
few items on his work table.

Emily smiled at the habit. It was one of the
few entertainments she had while working with Sovann on his secret
project. He was very particular about his work tables and liked
everything to be perfectly in place. So when she grew bored she
roamed the room shifting things around.

“Whatever we tell him, he will report back to
the Fionaveir leaders. It won’t take long for gossip to spread.
Jala didn’t say that we should keep silent on this but I don’t want
to do anything that might jeopardize their returning safely. It’s
not that I don’t trust my brother, but I don’t know how far the
gossip will go. If the Fionaveir leaders keep it to themselves we
don’t have a problem,” Wisp said, her voice filled with
concern.

Sovann nodded slowly and then smiled
brightly, looking over at Wisp with decision clear on his face.
“All right, where is Neph?” he asked sweetly.

“Overseeing the grain that’s being stored and
he is in a foul temper because of it. Apparently the flour has been
cut with sawdust, or so he says. The last I spoke with him, he was
planning to ride north to Brannaford to… How did he put it? Ahh.
Strangle the crooked bastard with his own innards. Yes, that
was it,” Wisp replied with a faint smile of her own.

“Fetch him and tell him to deal with the
Fionaveir.” Sovann said with a firm nod and started to go back to
his work.

“But I love my brother! Why would I sick Neph
on him?” Wisp objected with a hint of a whine to her lovely voice.
She shifted where she stood and twisted the fabric of her green
tunic in her hands.

That, too, was a habit Emily had noticed time
and again. She didn’t need to hear their words to know their
feelings. She had studied these immortals far too often. Wisp
always twisted at her cloak or tunic when she was upset.

“Neph won’t kill him Wisp, and Victory will
be less apt to press Neph for answers than he would you. Chances
are, once Neph walks into that room Victory is going to accept
whatever comes out of Neph’s mouth without argument, and hurry home
just to avoid further conversation,” Sovann assured her with a
wink.

“If you say so,” Wisp agreed, though she
didn’t sound at all sure of the plan. Motioning to Devony she
turned back toward the door. “Come on Dev, let’s go find Neph.”

Devony leaped up from the ground at a sprint
and was through the door before Wisp had taken more than three
steps.

Sovann shook his head and let out a long
sigh. “I really wish you would help us ease her fear of you a bit,
Emily,” he said softly as the door closed.

“Sometimes fear is healthy, Sovann. That
child should be terrified of the unknown,” Emily replied in her
customary whisper and moved silently to another perch in the
room.

“The unknown, yes, but you, no. You are one
of us, remember?” Sovann pressed gently and lifted his pen once
more. A book lay sprawled in front of him, filled with random marks
that Emily had never been able to decipher. Every time she had so
much as glanced into the pages the ink seemed to writhe on the
paper and made her head ache.

“If you say so,” she agreed in a skeptical
voice. With Jala and Marrow here, she had felt as though she
belonged. Now, though, it was harder to believe. She felt no
connection with these people, not even with Jail who had helped her
work through some of her more base instincts with his mind magics.
They were one thing, and she was quite another. They are prey
and you are predator, a small voice whispered inside her and
she hushed it quickly. It had been whispering things in her mind
for days and she wasn’t entirely sure if it was another’s words, or
her own thoughts that she had been repressing.

“I do say so, Emily. I know you are out of
sorts right now. We all are. The loss of Finn, and then Jala and
Valor, combined with trying to get things started here, and we are
all under tremendous stress. We have to work together and rely on
each other now, though, and it is important to remember you are one
of us,” Sovann said, his gaze locked on the book his hand, moving
quickly as he added more notations.

“If you say so,” Emily repeated, moving her
position again as she spoke. She never stayed put after making
noise. It just wasn’t safe. Sovann wasn’t that paranoid though, she
noted as she came to a stop right behind him. His head was still
bent forward, his attention fully on his project. He didn’t worry
at all about what was around him, or what might happen. One
quick blow to the spine and he turns from annoying mage to
meat, the voice whispered again and Emily stared hard at the
bronzed skin on the back of Sovann’s neck. His hair was pulled back
in a tail tied loosely at the base of his neck, just barely
revealing that sweet spot on a human’s spine. The spot that held so
many nerve endings and was so fragile. One blow there and no matter
if it was Immortal or human, it was incapacitated.

“I think we almost have it, Emily. A few more
days and I think I’ll be able to create the first runes,” Sovann
said absently, once again speaking to the wrong area of the
room.

Emily arched her brows and smiled faintly. He
should learn to heed the advice she gave, even if it was directed
toward the child. A little more fear would do wonders for Sovann’s
survival.

Her attention snapped up as the door opened
once more and Jail stepped into the room. Emily watched the big
mage as he surveyed the room, then smiled faintly at Sovann. “I
wondered if I might borrow Emily for a time. I think she is due for
a bit of therapy today,” he said in a calm voice, though the
expression in his eyes was one of anger. He was dressed casually in
a loose tunic and breeches and, as always, had a neatness about him
that seemed at odds with his huge muscular frame. The only
difference she noted was the slender hilt of a sword that showed
just over his left shoulder. Emily had never seen Jail armed
before. He always fought with his bare hands.

Sovann glanced up at him and nodded faintly.
“Of course, Jail. I hadn’t realized she was to meet with you.
Forgive me for delaying her. I’ll see you tomorrow, Emily.” There
was warmth in his voice as he spoke her name and Emily felt a
twinge in her chest at the sound of it.

“Right behind you, Jail,” Emily whispered not
bothering to respond to Sovann. It didn’t seem right to treat him
as a friend with her earlier thoughts of meat.

“Ahh, how about right beside me, as friends
should walk,” Jail countered and offered his arm to the open air
beside him.

“I don’t think we will fit through the door
that way,” Emily objected dryly.

“We will turn sideways at the door. Take my
arm, Emily,” Jail said proffering his arm once more.

You were in my head. I thought you said
you didn’t do that. Emily prodded through a mind link as she
took his arm gently, a faint smile creasing her lips. Perhaps Jail
wasn’t too bad after all. At least he knew a bit of fear and
respect.

I suppose it’s a good thing I lied,
considering how deeply you were considering turning Sovann into a
snack. You were supposed to come to me if the instincts
returned, Jail scolded as he opened the door and led them both
out.

I wanted to eat him, not fuck him,
Emily replied in amusement. The first weeks of her maturity had
been incredibly difficult. The primary instincts for a Blight were
to kill and mate, though they only mated with superior creatures.
Unfortunately, Jala only surrounded herself with superior
creatures. It had been Jail that had helped her through that trial
and kept her from molesting the several available and no doubt
willing males she was around. Even Madren had been a temptation to
her, though he was only a half-blood, and she had no doubt
whatsoever that he would have been willing.

The agreement was for instincts that you
didn’t agree with, Jail reminded her sternly.

What makes you think I didn’t agree with
the instinct to eat Sovann? He has been rather obnoxious
lately with his blood drawing and such, Emily pointed out
calmly.

Truthfully, you don’t disagree with that
desire at all? Jail asked and the disapproval was thick in his
voice.

I don’t think I would miss him, Emily
replied. She searched inside herself looking for any scrap of
regret and shrugged the shoulder that he was closest too. While he
couldn’t see the gesture, he could feel it through her contact with
his arm.

Your mother would be disappointed,
Jail said coldly and Emily felt guilt crash against her.

In the beginning her mother’s words had
always echoed in her mind, but they had grown less frequent lately
and the louder whisper of the other voice had begun to influence
her. I think it’s because they are closer now, and there are so
many. It’s hard to separate myself from them, she explained to
Jail, the remorse at last flooding through her. Jail was right. Her
mother would be disappointed. She had wanted a beautiful daughter,
not a monster. Help me learn to ignore them, Emily asked
with a light squeeze on Jail’s arm for emphasis.

Gladly, if it will keep you from eating my
friends. Jail’s voice had lost a bit of its tension and she
could feel the muscles of his arm relaxing – the nice firm muscles
of his arm. Her gaze roamed from where her hand rested on his
forearm up the path to his broad shoulder. He was impressive in
form. Aspects be damned, Emily, Jail said, it really is
fuck or fight with the Blights, isn’t it. Not saying it’s not
flattering to be admired like a piece of meat, but with a Blight
doing it, it’s flattering and frightening at the same time.

Emily chuckled softly and let out a long
sigh. Sorry, Jail, I didn’t realize I was slipping this much.
You really are quite tasty looking though. The arm beneath her
hand tensed again and she chuckled again.

Please don’t ever say that again, Jail
requested gently, and paused in his steps as a figure left the main
house. By the coloring and dress Emily guessed it was Wisp’s
brother, though she had never met the man before. He moved past
them with barely a nod and headed straight toward a massive white
horse. “Safe journeys, Victory,” Jail muttered as he watched the
man ride off.

“Bugger safe journeys. May his horse trip and
roll on him. It would serve him right for riding something that
damned big,” Neph snapped as he approached from the house as well.
All mystery surrounding the departing man’s angry expression
vanished from her mind at the sight of Neph. The surly Delvay had a
habit of putting that expression on people’s faces.

“May I ask what that was about?” Jail
inquired softly, his eyes locked on Neph.

“Bloody Fionaveir wanted Jala to return to
the city with her people. He says it is by Lutheron’s orders. I was
kind enough to point out that none of us here have tattoos that
read I’m Lutheron’s bitch as he does. Then he demanded to
speak to Jala and I said I’d send him straight to her. At that
point Wisp started screeching something about not killing her
brother,” Neph explained and waved a hand in dismissal.

“I thought you were supposed to have
political training. Did the thought of diplomacy ever once cross
your mind, Neph?” Jail asked in a tired voice.

“Nope, not once,” Neph replied as he drew a
cigarette out of his coat pocket and glanced in Emily’s direction.
“More therapy, eh?” he asked.

“How do you always know where I am?” Emily
hissed in frustration. No one else ever seemed to have a clue as to
where she was, but Neph did. It was infuriating to her and no doubt
the largest reason she hated to be in the man’s presence.

“Well unless Jail has taken to walking with
his arm at that jaunty little angle all of the time, it was a given
that you are here. That and the fact that your grip on his arm
tightened when I started speaking and he now has little indents
from your claws in his arm,” Neph replied in his typical sarcastic
voice and Emily felt a growl building in her chest.

“She is having issues with feeling like one
of us, Neph. Please don’t make it more difficult for her,” Jail
said with a sigh.

If the instincts hit me when Neph is
around, I make no promises. Chances are, I’ll have him arranged
into cutlets and steaks by the time you hit the door, Emily
warned Jail through their link.

Chances are that I will move slower to
save Neph than I did for Sovann, so you will likely have your first
steak eaten by the time I arrive to stop you, Jail replied with
a bit of amusement.

“So what did you end up telling him to get
him to leave?” Jail asked in an attempt to change the topic.

Neph glanced past them to the direction
Victory had gone. “The truth. Jala didn’t say to be silent and I
don’t see that they can do anything now. I told him Jala was in the
Darklands on a quest and if he wanted to speak with her I’d be more
than happy to send him to hell for the meeting.”

“No wonder he looked so out of sorts.” Jail
sighed.

“Nah, I think he got that expression when I
told him the Fionaveir have no rights to order Jala, regardless. If
not for her, they wouldn’t have the bloody city. That, and if it
were up to me, they would hand the city back to her upon her
return,” Neph said as he raised the cigarette to his lips and took
a long drag.

“The truth can be painful, especially when
you are the one delivering it, Neph,” Jail said quietly.

“I support Jala. If she decides that she
wants that city rather than letting the Fionaveir keep it, I will
help her win it back,” Neph said bluntly and nodded his head to
Jail as he turned to go. “At least I watched her fight for it. I
wonder where their nominee for Empress was. I’m afraid I didn’t see
her at the fight.”

Jail watched him go and let out a long sigh.
“Many more are going to share that sentiment as this continues. I
hope Lutheron and Caspian know what they are doing, for all of our
sakes.”

“None of you know what you are doing,” Emily
said with a chuckle. “You are worried about who is going to lead
your world when this is all over. At this rate, it’s going to be
the Blights that will be leading, because the rest of you will be
dead for ignoring them in favor of your other enemies.”

“There is more truth to your words on that
than I care to admit, Emily,” Jail agreed softly and then tugged on
her arm. “Come on, let’s see what we can do about taming your wild
side again. Perhaps if you have time I can teach you a few card
games. Madren is nearly driving me mad with cards and it would be
nice if he had someone else to play a game or two with. Without his
library, I’m afraid he is as lost as you are without Marrow.”

“They are coming back, aren’t they, Jail?”
Emily asked quietly and tried to ignore how much her voice sounded
like Devony as she spoke the words. I’m not a scared little
child anymore, she reminded herself sternly.

“I think right now we all qualify as scared
children to a point Emily, and yes they will return. Keep faith in
them,” Jail said with another gentle squeeze to her arm.

“Faith,” Emily echoed softly as she followed
after him. Faith was one of the human concepts she had the most
difficulty with. The entire concept was lost on her, but it seemed
to mean a great deal to her companions. “I’ll try to,” she
offered.
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The metal panel opened with a loud crack and
Shade staggered forward as the pressure he had been applying gave
suddenly. Straightening slowly, he wiped sweat from his brow and
surveyed his spell hawk with mixed feelings. On one hand it looked
only slightly better than a wreckage heap at the present. On the
other, it would keep him distracted from the ruin of the city for
several more days while he repaired it.

Tossing his crowbar down beside the panel, he
moved closer and examined the welds on the ship. The frame itself
was still solid. It was simply a few panels and the view screen
that would need to be scrapped and replaced. He leaned farther into
the hole he had created in the side of the ship and examined the
neighboring panels closely. Two more on this side and three on the
other, he decided, and reached to pick up his crowbar once more and
frowned. It wasn’t on the ground where he had dropped it.

Looking up, he found Charm sitting
cross-legged on top of the ship with the crowbar balanced neatly on
his lap. The rogue was dressed plainly today in a simple green
tunic and brown breeches. The change of attire made him seem oddly
normal. With the exception of his long blond braid and the delicate
features of an Elder Blood, Charm could have passed as any of the
workmen in the city in his current clothing.

“Planning to help with repairs?” Shade asked
skeptically. If the rogue had any mechanical inclination he had
seen no sign of it yet. “You appear to be dressed for it. I’m not
used to seeing you in any color other than black.”

“Actually I came to get you. Lutheron would
like to have a word with both of us, and its grey I prefer rather
than black. Grey blends with the shadows easier,” Charm replied,
tapping the crowbar lightly on his leg.

“Is he finally going to admit that there is a
traitor in the Fionaveir?” Shade asked dryly. He had expected that
something would be done, once the fighting in the city was over, an
investigation at the very least. As far as he had seen, though,
nothing had changed. If the Fionaveir elders even acknowledged that
they had problems, they weren’t admitting it to anyone.

“I don’t think you truly understand the
nature of leadership, Shade. You see, Lutheron is our superior in
the Fionaveir, so when he says jump, we don’t question why we
should jump. We simply jump, and hope it’s high enough to please
him. So you see, I didn’t ask what he wanted to talk to us about.
He said fetch you and I jumped,” Charm explained calmly, though
there was a hint of sarcasm in his voice.

“Ahh. I have no problem with jumping for him,
Charm, as long as he can promise me that no one is going to put a
bear trap under me while I’m hopping around,” Shade returned with
equal sarcasm and a charming smile. “I understand leadership all
too well, Charm. Myth taught me the lessons clearly. I’ve also
learned that when your leaders are corrupt it’s simply best to walk
away.”

“Are you going to walk away then, since you
believe our leaders are corrupt?” Charm asked, tapping the crowbar
once more as he stared down at Shade.

“Are you going to hit me with that if I say
yes?” Shade asked, motioning toward the bar.

“I’m considering it regardless of your
answer,” Charm returned with a smile.

“Ahh. Friendship is such a beautiful thing.
To answer your question, no I’m not planning on walking from the
Fionaveir yet. I’m going to give them time to see if they will sort
out the problems. I know I’m low ranked and not privileged to
certain information. So I’m going to give them the benefit of the
doubt and believe they are working to find the traitor and I’m
simply not high enough rank to know about it,” Shade said with a
sigh and glanced back toward the Justicars hall where the Fionaveir
had set up their headquarters. It was difficult to keep his eyes
from straying to the charred buildings or the wagons that were
loading the dead. Sanctuary had been his home for most of his life
and seeing her in this state was painful. The clean-up had been in
progress for days now and they were still finding dead under the
rubble. So far, he hadn’t heard an actual body count but he knew it
was high.

“C’mon Shade,” Charm said quietly. By his
tone it was clear that he understood Shade’s feelings perfectly. He
dropped the crowbar back to the ground and then jumped down from
the ship.

Shade flicked his gaze from the crowbar to
Charm and raised an eyebrow. “I think that’s the most noise I’ve
ever heard you make, well aside from all of the bitching when we
bombed Eldagar.”

Charm gave him a scathing look and moved past
him with a shrug. “I don’t like it either, Shade. None of the
Fionaveir do. Symphony will be sick when she sees the state of the
city. I want you to remember that we aren’t the ones that caused
the majority of this damage and we didn’t kill most of these
people. Your friend did on her little rampage. Her spells were
aimed at the Justicars, but the destruction she unleashed is what
caused the buildings to collapse. Havoc started the fire in the
Upper Market. Jala and Valor did most of the rest.”

“I haven’t seen Havoc since the fight. Did he
not survive?” Shade murmured in a faint effort to change the topic.
He didn’t like to consider that Jala had changed that much in the
short time she had been with Finn. The Jala he had known and helped
would have never created such a disaster.

“He is serving penance for the fire,” Charm
said, his expression growing grim. He turned his gaze away from
Shade, his mouth firmly closed.

Shade nodded silently and followed the rogue.
He wasn’t sure if Charm was upset with Havoc or upset with Havoc
serving penance, but it obviously wasn’t a topic he wished to speak
of. His steps slowed as he watched two Fionaveir pull a body free
from a pile of timbers. The girl looked to be in her twenties, with
long dark hair. One side of her head was caved in but the features
were still recognizable and painfully familiar. “I knew her. She
worked at the Millstone Café on Trader’s way. I had breakfast there
every morning and she always knew just what to bring me without my
asking.” He watched them move the body to join the others lining
the road. “Her name was Elise. She was saving money for her
apprenticeship with a tailor.”

Charm had stopped walking as well and was
watching Shade with a look of sympathy. “No matter how hard you
try, Shade, you can never save them all. Death demands her due and
she is a greedy bitch. Remember her. That is the best you can do
now. “

“I’ll be remembering quite a few, I suppose.
I knew most of the people in the inner city,” Shade said softly as
he continued toward the Hall.

“We all will be, Shade. Most of the
half-blood Fionaveir are from Sanctuary. You are remembering
acquaintances or perhaps a few actual friends. They are remembering
family and childhood playmates. It isn’t just you that is finding
this painful,” Charm scolded gently as he fell into step beside
Shade once more.

Shade nodded in acknowledgment as he pulled
open the door to the hall. A few people milled inside and from the
expressions on their faces, something was wrong. He watched the
furtive glances toward the double doors on the back way that led to
the office Lutheron had chosen and then glanced back at Charm again
in question.

“Is he busy?” Charm asked to the closest
Fionaveir.

The woman blanched slightly and nodded.
“Victory returned. There has been some yelling. I’m not sure what
is going on, but Lutheron is not pleased at all,” she said softly
as if she was afraid Lutheron could somehow overhear her words
through the thick oak doors. Nervously, she brushed a stray lock of
blond hair from her face and looked hopefully at Charm. “You have
good news for him though? I really don’t want to make my report
until he is in a better mood.”

“I’m here for assignment, not to report. I
doubt he will be in a better mood from that, but I’ll do what I
can, Gretchen.” Charm assured her with a smile.

She brightened a bit at the gesture and Shade
had to fight the impulse to roll his eyes. It seemed as though
every Fionaveir somehow believed Charm was capable of any miracle.
It was even worse with the women. If the rogue so much as smiled in
their direction, it was as if the Aspects themselves had arrived to
offer blessings.

“Just out of curiosity, where was Victory
returning from?” Charm asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Merro. From what I gather, he was supposed
to bring the Merrodin girl back with him,” Gretchen answered
softly.

Charm nodded and bowed his head to her
slightly. “Thank you Gretchen. I’ll see what I can do to sweeten
his mood.”

“You aren’t going in there now are you?”
Gretchen asked, quickly grabbing his arm before he could take a
single step.

“I had intended to.” Charm began slowly with
another smile forming on his lips. “I’m sure it will be fine and
Victory will no doubt appreciate the back up,” he assured her,
patting her hand lightly before freeing himself from her grasp.
“Come on Shade. He needs a new victim and you are perfect for the
role.”

“Thanks so much,” Shade agreed, casting his
own smile in Gretchen’s direction. It had nowhere near the same
effect, he noticed. Rather than looking charmed the woman simply
looked at him with pity clearly written on her face. “I begin to
understand your name more,” Shade murmured to Charm as they walked.
“Do you actually have some sort of enchantment you use on
them?”

Charm regarded him dryly as he pulled open
the first of the double doors and motioned him inside. “Yes it’s
insidious. I call it manners and courtesy.” Charm whispered as
Shade stepped past him.

“Smart ass,” Shade shot back quietly before
turning his attention to the room’s occupants.

Lutheron stood glowering beside a table. From
the expression on his face it was clear that he had not expected
anyone to be foolish enough to enter without knocking. Victory sat
at the table and by his expression it was clear he had been praying
for someone to open the door. Across the room from them, leaning
against the wall, stood Vaze, still wearing the strange black armor
and not bothering to look up at the sound of the door. He was
holding a glass globe in his hands and turning it over slowly,
staring at it with an absorbed look in his dark eyes.

The sound of the door closing drew Lutheron’s
gaze off Vaze and onto Charm. The rogue brushed past him and smiled
at Lutheron whose glare softened to mild displeasure. “Sorry it
took me so long to bring him back,” Charm offered and dropped down
in the seat beside Victory.

“It would seem things have changed a bit more
than I had expected. I had planned for you to help the Fionaveir in
another way but that apparently can’t happen,” Lutheron began, his
voice close to a growl.

“Oh, really? How so?” Charm asked, his tone
bright as if everything was perfect in the world.

“It’s true, here they are,” Vaze spoke up,
his voice sounding monotone and distant. Lutheron’s eyes snapped
that direction and he crossed the room quickly and leaned over the
other man’s shoulder to peer into the dark glass.

“What the hell?” Shade whispered to Charm who
shrugged and looked to Victory for answer.

“Jala has gone to the Darklands to retrieve
Finn’s soul,” Victory said softly, his voice filled with misery.
“Lutheron sent me to bring her back to the city. Merrodin isn’t
strong enough to stand on its own, but she was already gone.”

“Bloody, buggering hell.” Lutheron growled,
his face turning a darker shade of red and one vein standing out on
his forehead. “Is that Troyelle’s boy with her?” He snarled.

Vaze nodded slowly, apparently unfazed by
Lutheron’s display of temper. “It is, though I don’t know the
Darklands well enough to tell exactly where they are. I believe
they may be near the Forgotten. It’s impressive that they are still
alive thus far.” His voice was slowly regaining its usual
pitch.

“It’s true then, and not some line of
bullshit as I had hoped.” Lutheron let out a long sigh and paced
back to the table. Plucking a bottle from the center he opened it
and began to pour a drink as he locked his gaze on the three men
across from him. “This knowledge does not leave this room. Is that
understood?” He spoke in a flat voice that brooked no argument, but
Shade could see Victory squirm in his chair.

“I will have to tell Havoc. She is his
family.” Victory began but fell silent as Lutheron’s dark gaze
locked on him once more.

“You will not tell that hot-headed fool a
thing.” Lutheron growled slamming the decanter back down on the
table. Silence fell across the room once more as Lutheron raised
the glass to his lips.

Shade stole a glance at Charm and found the
rogue looking uneasy. That was certainly not a good sign. Of all of
them in the room, only Vaze seemed at ease. Shade flicked his gaze
to the warrior and watched him, hoping to get some sort of sign as
to how to act.

Vaze had lowered the globe and was watching
Lutheron with a thoughtful expression. “I could go after her,” he
offered finally. “I know the Darklands better than anyone living
that I know of.”

“Absolutely not. She has made this mess. I
can’t risk losing you over it as well,” Lutheron grumbled. His
temper seemed to be cooling.

“Actually, whoever killed the Sovaesh boy
started the mess,” Vaze corrected, his dark eyes locked on
Lutheron.

“Ridiculous. People die. That doesn’t mean
you go traipsing off into hell to collect them when they do.
Chances are if they go to hell when they die they don’t bloody well
need to be brought back to life,” Lutheron snarled.

“That is a very good point,” Shade agreed
quietly, drawing the eyes of everyone in the room.

“Shade, shut the hell up,” Charm hissed, eyes
flicking back to Lutheron with a meaningful look.

“She has very little chance of success
alone,” Vaze pointed out quietly.

“Then we have to factor her out of future
planning. I regret it, Vaze, I truly do, but she made the choice,”
Lutheron said in even tones. His anger had apparently passed as
swiftly as it had risen.

“What do you need of me that is more
important than Jala Merrodin?” Vaze asked, his voice level, but
holding a hint of warning in it. His posture had changed too, Shade
noted silently. The warrior no longer lounged. Instead, he stood
rigid with every muscle coiled as though he expected a fight.

“I expect you to secure the city. There are
Blights running loose within the bounds of Sanctuary. I expect you
to kill them. I’d give the task to another, but they would die,”
Lutheron replied with faint smirk. He knew he had won the argument
with those few words.

Letting out a long sigh, Vaze nodded slowly
and relaxed against the wall once more. “As you say, Lutheron. Do
we have a location for them?”

“No, which brings me to another matter.
Charm, I had planned to send you to help the Merrodin girl. That
was before I realized what a fool she was. Now I will keep you
close to help someone that is more worthy of your skills. You and
Shade will both be assigned to guard and help Symphony when she
arrives. Shade, I understand you have more practice with the Blight
form. Is it true they can sense their kind when they draw near?”
Lutheron spoke with a calm authority and it seemed the matter of
helping Jala would be forgotten.

“You know, I could go in Vaze’s place. I’m
not irreplaceable to the Fionaveir and Jala is a friend of mine,”
Shade offered. He knew he was treading on dangerous ground by
ignoring Lutheron’s question completely, but he wasn’t willing to
let the topic of Jala simply slide away so easily.

“No, you are needed here. Now can you sense
the Blights?” Lutheron said with a bit of irritation.

“No, I can’t. I’ve heard they can sense each
other but I haven’t figured out how they use that particular skill.
I can camouflage and that’s about it,” Shade answered bluntly
allowing a bit of his own irritation to seep into his voice. He
understood leadership well enough, but Lutheron wasn’t so much a
leader as he was a tyrant. The man simply refused to listen to any
logic other than his own.

“Then you will accompany Vaze on his first
hunt to see if you can master it,” Lutheron said with a nod and
then looked back to Charm as if in dismissal. “You will stay by
Symphony as much as she will allow it. Watch everyone that speaks
with her and take notes of what they speak about. There is a
question of trust in the Fionaveir right now and I don’t want
Symphony being fed lies. If you see anything questionable, make
note of it and inform me at your first opportunity. When she
dismisses you, ensure that Shade is there to take your place. In
the Blight form, of course, and unseen.”

“Wait! You want me to watch her without her
knowing I’m there?” Shade objected, stepping closer to the table as
he spoke.

Lutheron looked back toward him with
annoyance gleaming in his dark eyes. “For her protection, Shade.
She won’t allow a guard on her night and day, as she should. I do
what I must to keep her safe. Without Symphony, there isn’t much
point in this rebellion now is there?”

“I won’t do it,” Shade said firmly. “I’ll
guard her if she knows I’m there, but I won’t skulk in the shadows
with her oblivious to my presence.”

Lutheron gave an exaggerated sigh and looked
back to Charm. “I will leave it to you to explain it to him. See
that you are prepared for her arrival. Until then I have no further
orders.”

“When should we expect her to arrive, Sir?”
Charm asked politely as he stood from his chair and cast a
withering look in Shade’s direction.

Shade glared back at him and shook his head
in silent refusal. The simple idea of spying on Symphony was
appalling to him. He didn’t want to invade her life in that way. To
put himself in her place and know that someone was watching him
twenty-four hours a day, was horrifying.

Lutheron pursed his lips and glanced out the
window toward the wreckage of the city, then let out a long breath.
“Three days, I would guess. I want most of this mess cleaned up
before she arrives,” he answered and then motioned toward the door.
“You may go. I have a few things I need to discuss with Vaze and
then I’ll send him to Shade to arrange a hunting time.”

“Yes Sir, good day Sir,” Charm said crisply
and headed to the door with Victory and Shade in tow.

“I thought he didn’t like the sir
treatment,” Shade mumbled as they left the room.

“When he is in that sort of mood, it is best
to be proper. By the way, never object openly like that. If it’s
something you truly cannot stomach, than give it time and speak
with another of the councilors. Remedy would have listened to you
and likely agreed,” Charm said in a voice that seemed
exhausted.

“When he is in that sort of mood it’s best
not to speak at all, let alone object,” Victory sighed and smiled
weakly at Charm. “My apologies for leaving him in such dark spirits
before you arrived. Had I known you had an appointment with him I
would have delayed my arrival.”

Charm shrugged. “Lutheron has a mean bark,
but very rarely ever bites. You have to be a complete moron to
provoke him into physical violence.”

“Why did you look at me when you said that?”
Shade asked, noting that the rogue’s eyes were still on him, even
as he spoke.

“The answer to that should be obvious. You
need to learn to read the tides better, Shade. There are days when
you can press your luck, and then, as Victory says, days you should
just shut the hell up.”

“I’m not scared of him,” Shade pointed out as
he motioned behind him with a sweep of his hand. “I’ve seen
scarier,” he added and then frowned as he noticed everyone in the
room staring at him. “I’m going back to my ship. If you want to
convince me you can do it there.”

“Did you do an inventory of the ships there
as Remedy asked for earlier?” Charm asked before he could
leave.

Shade paused by the door and nodded. “Four
Eagles, three hawks, eight doves and a sparrow though I have no
idea who had a sparrow. They stopped making that class years
ago.”

“What?” Victory and Charm said in unison both
of them staring at him as if he had spoken complete gibberish.

Shade cleared his throat and sighed then
began again. “Four Eagles or transport ships. By the look of these
I’d say they have been used for cargo vessels rather than passenger
transport. Three hawks such as my own ship in size. Eight doves
which are the same as a hawk in size but have no weapon systems.
The doves are generally used for luxury transport for the wealthy.
Then the sparrow which is a one person ship very small and not very
useful. They were originally designed for spying but failed in that
purpose as they give off too large a magical signature,” Shade
explained with exaggerated patience and then nodded his farewell to
them.

Stepping from the door, he gazed upward and
inhaled deeply. It was a beautiful day out. The air was the crisp
cold of early winter and the sky was a blanket of blue without a
cloud in sight. If he could simply keep his gaze upward and away
from the ruin of the city and manage to keep his mind off Jala’s
plight, he could possibly enjoy the day. Neither seemed likely,
however. The idea of traveling into the Darklands hadn’t been a
pleasant one, but he would have. He wasn’t entirely sure if it was
to help Jala or to redeem himself. His actions in Rivana still
haunted his conscience and surely retrieving her from hell would
have made up for it.

With a heavy sigh he crossed the streets
toward the Sky port and scanned the ships there once more. With the
exception of the Eagle class the rest barely looked as though they
had been flown. They were in immaculate condition. His own ship
looked like a heap next to them. With its battered panels and lack
of paint it was truly a sparrow among songbirds. Even the actual
sparrow class looked better than his own ship he noted with a
smirk.

“Shade, a moment before you start your work
again.” Vaze’s voice came from just behind him.

Pausing, Shade turned and looked at the man
with open curiosity. “Lutheron finished with you quickly,” he said
with a nod of greeting.

“Lutheron dismissed me early because he
didn’t like what I was saying,” Vaze replied with a shrug. “He
doesn’t like to be corrected,” he added and motioned for Shade to
continue walking.

“So, what do you need to speak with me
about?” Shade asked cautiously.

“These ships, actually. Have their owners
come forward yet?” Vaze asked as he ran his hand across one of the
Doves they were passing.

Shade shrugged. “Not that I’ve seen, but then
with all of the activity over the last few days they may be afraid
to. Why?”

“I’m going to announce that if they are not
claimed within one week they will be considered property of the
Fionaveir,” Vaze began and grinned at Shade. The expression seemed
out of place on the normally expressionless face. “I’ve informed
Lutheron of this and he isn’t happy with what I have in mind.”

“What do you have in mind?” Shade asked,
growing cautious.

“I plan to have you teach Symphony to fly, as
well as a few others. I wouldn’t expect you to use your own ship
for such things, though, so wait, and pick the best of the
unclaimed ships. That should keep Lutheron’s gaze firmly on you. He
will be frantic at the idea of Symphony flying,” Vaze
explained.

“Uhh. Why would I want Lutheron’s gaze firmly
on me?” Shade began, his caution shifting over to outright
distaste.

“Because it will keep his eyes off me while
I’m in the Darklands,” Vaze finished, looking to Shade with a
raised eyebrow. “Three days from now we will eliminate the Blight
problem. Once that has been dealt with, I will leave the city. You
will begin flight lessons that day even if it’s simply teaching her
the parts of the ship and not actually flying.”

“On the day she arrives in the city? We
aren’t even going to give her a chance to get settled?” Shade
asked, incredulous.

“Afraid not. Time works differently in the
Darklands, and while its only three days for us, it’s much longer
for Jala. Symphony will need the distraction anyway. It will keep
her mind off the dead,” Vaze answered with a sigh.

“So you convinced Lutheron to let you go?”
Shade asked, shaking his head slightly. Lutheron had seemed quite
firm on the subject.

Vaze regarded him with deep purple eyes and
the smile slowly returned to his face. “I didn’t ask him, Shade. I
follow the orders he gives me. I will kill the Blights before I go,
as he asked. Whatever I do after that is my own business. I’m a
councilor of the Fionaveir, not a lowly grunt to hang on his every
word.”

“He seemed so adamant,” Shade began but Vaze
cut him off with a quick gesture of the hand.

“And so am I. I have been remiss. She is my
blood and I shouldn’t have left her as I did. When Magdalyn died, I
should have collected Jala myself rather than allow her to be left
at the temple. I don’t think she was foolish in the least for
entering the Darklands. I think she was bold as our line should be.
I won’t see her die because of it.” Vaze stopped walking and looked
to Shade. The smile was no longer on his face as he spoke. “Will
you assist me with Lutheron’s attention until I’m out of the
city?”

“If you will answer one question for me,”
Shade said quietly as he looked around for anyone that might be
listening.

“And what would that be?” Vaze asked. He
raised an eyebrow at Shade and then made a quick gesture with one
hand. The shadows of the street seemed to lengthen around them and
the area grew silent of all other noise. “Speak freely, no one will
overhear. The Shadows guard our words now.”

“What is the council doing about the traitor?
Surely you will admit there is one after the night of the assault.
The Justicars were bloody well waiting for us,” Shade said, his
eyes locked on Vaze’s face. He’d always been good at reading
people, just not so good at acting according to what he read. Vaze
however was difficult to read anything from. The man had a guarded
way about him, not giving any hints to his thoughts.

“I will tell you this. There were only four
people that knew the staging points for the assault. Lutheron, who
planned the attack, and the three group leaders he chose. Myself,
Caspian, and Faramir. The common belief around the council is that
the plans were overheard. I, however, have turned down two lunch
invitations from Faramir since that night,” Vaze said and then
smiled faintly. “Take what you will from my words and use it
discreetly.”

“I see. Thank you for the honesty. I will
distract Lutheron for you,” Shade said with a nod. The answer was
cryptic of course but he had expected as much. Still it was more
than Charm had given him in answer so far.

Vaze’s smile widened. “Of course, if I’m the
traitor that was fabulous misdirection,” he whispered and flicked
his hand. The shadows died away and the noise of the day returned.
Giving Shade a wink, he turned on his heels and headed back toward
the Justicar’s hall.

“Bloody intrigue. It’s like bread and water
to us,” Shade sighed and picked up his crowbar from the ground.
Vaze’s words still rang in his mind regarding the traitor. Only
four people had known and those four should have been the most
trustworthy members of the Fionaveir. Caspian had founded the
organization. It was extremely doubtful that he would be the
traitor to his own cause. Then Faramir of course was Caspian’s wife
and had been a founding member as well. That left Lutheron and
Vaze, and Lutheron seemed a fanatic when it came to Symphony. Vaze
was the only one that didn’t have rock solid reasoning for loyalty,
which made his parting words even more ominous. He had, of course,
never actually said the traitor was Faramir. So what if Faramir
suspected him, and he knew. That would be reason enough to refuse
lunch with her. “Bloody intrigue,” Shade repeated with a growl of
frustration and turned his mind to the ship. At least his ship was
something he understood clearly, unlike Immortals.
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“Are you sure that’s Fiona Veirasha?” Jala
hissed as the pale knight stopped several feet from them.

“Positive. She was a childhood hero of mine.
I have several books regarding her and they all have pictures
looking like that,” Valor replied in a hushed voice, motioning
toward the woman. “With the exception of the blood of course,” he
amended just as softly.

“I’m afraid they don’t let you choose your
attire in the afterlife. I count myself quite fortunate that my
head is on my shoulders, considering.” Fiona broke in. Her voice
was a loud whisper with a faint hissing to the words. She looked
them over critically from Jala leaning on the horse, one leg
suspended behind her, to Valor’s rather ragged appearance, and made
a clicking noise with her tongue. “Not what I expected in
champions, but I suppose you will do,” she sighed and gave a slight
shrug.

“Champions?” Jala asked, unsure exactly what
the woman was talking about. They were not champions of any cause
other than rescuing Finn.

“You will both need rest before you face the
Dark lady. Come. I will show you to relative safety.” Fiona
motioned for them to follow and turned toward the trees without
another word.

“Wait. We have no reason to hold faith in
you. Why should we follow?” Valor asked, challenge ringing in his
words.

Fiona glanced back over her shoulder at him
and a faint smile creased her pale lips. “The smaller creatures are
at bay because of my presence. Once I leave they will attack.
Choose your odds, Arovan. One of me or hundreds of them,” she said
with a trace of amusement.

Valor let his gaze sweep over the clustered
demons surrounding them and then looked back to Jala. “She makes a
valid point,” he said quietly and raised an eyebrow at her in
question.

“Well, we at least have to figure out why she
is calling us Champions, don’t we.” Jala said with a sigh and
shrugged at him.

“So we follow,” Valor agreed and moved to
help her onto the horse.

“And quickly because she is still walking,”
Jala said, moving quickly to gain the saddle. Pain lanced through
her leg and she inhaled sharply. “A couple of minutes to heal would
have been nice,” she hissed.

Valor nodded quickly and handed her the reins
before moving to follow Fiona. “Would have been, but apparently we
aren’t getting them. Let’s go.”

“Wait. You aren’t riding? You are hurt too,”
Jala called after him. Valorous gave a soft snort and trotted along
behind his master. She could feel mild irritation through the
reins. Apparently she wasn’t the only one baffled by Valor
walking.

“If there is a fight I’d rather be on foot
for it in this terrain,” Valor replied, and by the way his gaze was
fixed on Fiona’s back it was obvious who he expected to be
fighting.

“Valor, she died over three hundred years
ago. Why is she still in the Darklands and why is she here for us?”
Jala asked, her words just loud enough to reach him.

He shrugged in response. “I suppose we will
find out soon,” Valor replied. He lengthened his stride to gain
ground on Fiona, though the quick movement must have pained him. He
offered no complaint, however, and his expression remained
neutral.
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“Careful now,” Valor murmured as he helped
her down from the saddle.

The ride had been a very lengthy and dull one
through rough terrain. Her ankle throbbed steadily as did the burn
on her wrist. Jala glanced past Valor irritably to where Fiona
stood waiting for them outside a small dark cave. “Thank you,
Valor,” she mumbled as she started to hobble toward the cave. The
path leading up to it was too narrow and steep even for the nimble
footed Arovanni.

“Hold on a second,” Valor called after her
and she paused to look back to him. He had removed the bridle from
his horse and thrown it over his shoulder casually. Patting the
Arovanni on the neck he walked up behind her and without so much as
another word picked her up, one arm behind her back the other
behind her knees.

Jala squirmed a moment and shook her head.
“Valor, I can walk,” she insisted. The thought of being carried
around like an invalid was humiliating. She squirmed in his arms
again trying to force him to set her back down.

“On a broken ankle up a steep path with loose
rocks and moss. That seems like a disaster waiting to happen. Quit
squirming before you make me lose my footing and we both suffer for
it,” Valor snapped impatiently and continued the climb to the
cave.

“I feel like an idiot being carried about,”
Jala objected again.

“And you will look like one when I fall on
you and the combined weight of me and my armor flattens you,” Valor
shot back. His breath was coming in shallow rasps from the effort
of the climb and their long walk.

“You shouldn’t be doing this with broken
ribs,” Jala scolded but ceased squirming.

“And you shouldn’t be forcing me to talk at
the moment,” Valor replied, his words clipped short by the exertion
of getting them both to the cave.

“So, how long have you two been married?”
Fiona asked dryly as they reached the cave entrance.

Jala snapped her mouth shut and stared at
Fiona, eyes wide while Valor simply scowled at the woman. “You know
perfectly well that we aren’t married,” Valor snapped as he
carefully sat Jala down at the edge of the cave entrance.
“Personally, I’d like an explanation as to what is going on. While
I appreciate your holding the smaller demons at bay, I think we
deserve some answers as to what you want from us.”

“Inside, and then we will talk,” Fiona said
with a smile that held no warmth to it at all. She turned away from
them and disappeared into the dark interiors of their make-shift
shelter.

“I suppose we do bicker a bit too much,” Jala
mumbled. The loss of Finn was a deep wound and Fiona’s words had
prodded it sharply with her words.

“She was being a bitch,” Valor replied,
offering her his arm for support as they headed into the cave. “I
will cut her some slack on it, however. Having your head removed by
your husband no doubt makes you bitter toward matrimony as well as
being dead for three hundred years. I suppose she has a right to be
nasty tempered.”

“Speaking of bitchy,” Fiona drawled turning
to look directly at Valor with a smile, “I suppose hobbling around
with broken bones has the same effect on you. Sit down while I
rummage about in here and see if I can find anything useful.”

“What is that smell,” Jala rasped, turning
her head away from the innermost part of the cave. The air was
fetid and the worst of it seemed to be coming from that area.

“The rotting dead. This was Nasurai’s lair,”
Fiona replied calmly and summoned a light spell above her hand.
Raising her arm she held the light aloft for them to get a good
look at their surroundings.

“Nasurai Blackwolf?” Valor asked in
astonishment. He barely seemed to notice the tangled bones and
rotting flesh that littered the floor of the cave. Jala however,
found her gaze fixated on the grisly display and felt her stomach
lurching in response.

“The one and only. You just destroyed what
remained of him, but don’t trouble yourself over it. Anything that
was good in him died long ago. Death saw to that. He was one of her
five guardians. With luck I can guide you around the other four so
you do not have to fight them,” Fiona replied in a distracted voice
as she prodded the pile of bones with her boots.

“I thought the Darklands held spirits. Yet,
you aren’t a ghost and those certainly have a bit of flesh left to
them,” Jala said weakly, her stomach still complaining at the
stench.

“If you are going to vomit, hobble back
outside for it, please. There is enough filth in here without
adding more,” Fiona said without so much as glancing up. She kicked
aside another pile and a wave of putrid air rose from the tangle of
bodies. Small white forms wiggling through the rusting armor drew
Jala’s eye and she stared in disgust at the maggots until Valor
stepped in her path of vision.

“Take out the bottle of brandy I have and
hold it under your nose,” Valor suggested quietly before turning
back to Fiona. “Answer her question. The Darklands is supposed to
hold the souls of the dead not the bodies. Explain why everything
we have faced so far is flesh and bone.” His voice took on a
sterner note as he addressed her and she stopped rummaging through
the pile long enough to look up at him with amusement.

“Ahh. That’s adorable. Does it work in the
sunlit lands? When you growl and snarl, do the puppies above
cower?” Fiona asked, her tone mocking. “The more powerful of the
dead can emulate bodies,” she began, motioning down at herself. “As
thus. They are by no means our true forms however. We don’t eat,
breathe, or piss as mortals do. We are simply solidified essence,
and we don’t like to discuss it. Nasurai however was a demon. One
of Death’s little creations. As I said, she has five guardians so
those would be greater demons and then all of the little creepy
crawlies you have seen would be lesser demons. The ones near the
edge of the forest were animals in life. The ones by the boundary
where you came in were formerly goblins. The deeper you go in, the
bigger and badder they get.”

“Animals? According to the scriptures all
animals are innocent in the eyes of the gods and thus pass
immediately into the life stream once more to be reborn,” Jala
objected, her nausea finally starting to subside. She leaned
forward to watch Fiona but was careful to keep her eyes locked on
the woman’s face rather than the pile of death she stood in.

“Be sure and tell Death that when you see
her. She seems to have real difficulty letting anything return to
the life stream. Now these sorry bastards that I’m wading in
currently were like the two of you – living creatures that crossed
the boundary. A few of them might have actually been heroes who
came here to set things right, but most of them had darker
purposes…” Fiona’s voice trailed off as she stooped and plucked a
rotting leather bag from the pile. Lifting the flap she began to
dig around inside, mumbling to herself as she did so.

“Let me try healing your ribs,” Jala said
quietly to Valor as Fiona’s attention was distracted.

“Your ankle first,” Valor insisted as he sat
down beside her and leaned back against the wall. “My ribs will
keep but you need to be able to walk,” he added when she started to
protest.

“Don’t heal anything. Every time you cast a
spell you give Death an exact location as to where you are.” Fiona
cut in, her head coming up sharply. “Give me a moment or two and
hopefully we can get you healed. Most come in here a bit more
prepared than you two have.”

“Do you ever say anything nice at all?” Jala
snapped, her temper fraying a bit at the edges. The pain combined
with Fiona’s constant cutting remarks was putting her in a foul
mood quickly.

“No, not usually, but then my company is
typically snarling demons. Let me adjust over to having snot nosed
brats as company and I’ll see if I can be nicer,” Fiona replied
dryly, her eyes still fixed on the bag she held.

“Bitch, if you were like this in life, I see
why he chopped your head off,” Valor snapped as he took the flask
of brandy from Jala’s hand and swallowed deeply from its
contents.

“Weren’t you the one murmuring about
childhood heroes earlier today?” Fiona grumbled.

“History books don’t capture personalities
well. Had they written this particular chapter about you, I believe
I would have found another to emulate,” Valor replied.

“Ahh. Here we go. Smear this on your wounds,”
Fiona said in a triumphant voice as she produced a bottle from one
of the bags. Tossing it lightly to Valor she dropped the bag at her
feet and wiped the worst of the grime from her gauntlets onto the
trailing ends of her cloak.

Valor regarded the bottle suspiciously and
carefully sniffed at its contents. “It smells like a three week
dead skunk,” he complained as he shook his head in disgust.

“Well, be glad I didn’t tell you to drink it
then.” Fiona replied.

“Bitch,” Valor repeated and carefully set the
bottle down beside him and began to unbuckle his breastplate. “I’ll
try it on the ribs first. If it doesn’t kill me we will use it on
your ankle next,” he said to Jala softly.

“You will find most inhabitants of the
Darklands make me seem pleasant,” Fiona said with a bitter smile on
her pale blue lips. Sitting down cross-legged she regarded them
both once again and let out a long sigh. “Why are you two here? You
are both too young for this,” she said in a quieter voice that was
almost pleasant sounding.

“Death has my husband’s soul and won’t
release it. I’ve come to retrieve it.” Jala said cautiously. She
fully expected Fiona to lash out with another comment but the woman
simply sat there staring off into space. “We will succeed in this,”
Jala added after a long moment of silence.

Fiona’s eyes seemed to focus again and she
swept her gaze across the countless bodies that littered the floor
behind her. “They all say that, every last one that comes here. But
then I suppose you two did survive against Nasurai, so that says
something for you at least. Still, you would be better off going
back home now while you still can. Nasurai was the weakest of her
guardians.”

“I won’t leave without Finn,” Jala said
firmly, her eyes locking onto Fiona’s.

“Then you may not ever leave,” Fiona said
softly and turned to regard Valor. “What about you, Arovan, will
you die here too?” Fiona asked.

Valor looked up from his broken ribs and
raised an eyebrow at her. “With what I have learned of the
Darklands and its citizens I will do everything in my power never
to die. The knowledge that I could spend eternity with your
sunshine sweet personality is more motivation than I ever needed.
Not that I intended to die before now, mind you. Jala and I will
succeed and return home with Finn. Of that there is no
question.”

Fiona smiled and the expression seemed
genuine. “Well then, I suppose there is a slim ray of hope. I
promise you both this, though, if I help you and you fail, I will
haunt you both mercilessly.”

Valor gave a mock shudder and handed the
bottle to Jala. “It seems to be helping the ribs and I haven’t
fallen over in convulsions yet, so I think it might actually be a
healing tonic.”

Jala gave a slight nod and accepted the
bottle, her eyes still fixed on Fiona. “We need to go soon, Fiona.
I’m running out of time. I’m not entirely sure how long we have
been in here but I only have three moons to find Finn before I have
to return to the sunlit lands. I made a blood oath swearing I would
be back by that time. I can’t risk breaking my word on it,” she
explained, trying to convey her needs as clearly as she could.

Fiona nodded slightly and tilted her head to
one side still watching Jala. “Do you think you could win against
her now in the condition you are in?” she asked.

“With Valor’s help, yes,” Jala answered
firmly, though she did have doubts on her own capabilities at this
point. Having to be carried up to the cave had done nothing for her
confidence.

“I don’t. I have very strong doubts you can
win against her in perfect condition but we shall see. I’ll be nice
though and put your fears to rest. Time travels differently in the
Darklands. It has to, you see, or she would never be able to tend
to the dead properly. There are five days to every one in the
sunlit world. You two have been in the Darklands for thirty-one
days so far. Not even a week has passed above. You have time. Well,
as far as your blood oath goes. As to your pregnancy, I couldn’t
say. This would certainly not be the place I would want to bear a
child.”

Jala blanched at the thought and looked up
sharply as Valor took the bottle from her hands. Silently he pulled
what remained of her boot from her foot and began to apply the
tonic himself. “Valor, I can do that,” she objected but he ignored
her completely. With a heavy sigh she rolled her eyes and looked
back to Fiona who was watching her.

“You are a Dasharan,” Fiona said with
a faint smile. “Once upon a time so was I. That didn’t end well at
all,” she added in a voice that was near whisper.

“I don’t know what that is or what even
brought it up. Unless it means ignored by those that you travel
with,” Jala began, but paused as she noticed Valor had ceased
moving and was eyeing Fiona with an unreadable expression. It was
obvious he knew what the word meant.

“You will learn eventually. I hope it ends
better for you than it did for me,” Fiona said faintly and turned
her attention away from them as she began to dig through the pile
of dead once more, her eyes searching for anything that might be of
use.

“It’s not a bad thing,” Valor murmured and
returned to smothering her ankle in the foul smelling liquid.

“Are you sure? Because neither of you seem
inclined to tell me what it is. If it was something flattering,
surely there wouldn’t be hesitation,” Jala protested, quietly
biting back a yelp as he straightened her foot.

“It has to be aligned to heal right. You
don’t want to limp for the rest of your life. Hold still a moment.
This is going to hurt like bloody hell,” Valor warned as he pulled
gently on her foot with one hand and braced the bones of her leg
with his other.

White fire shot through her leg and she
closed her eyes, reeling. “Oh gods, I hate you right now. Once my
foot heals, I’m going to kick you for that,” Jala whispered through
short breaths.

“And when you don’t limp tomorrow, I hope
that sentiment changes.” Valor replied calmly as he applied more of
the tonic to the swollen, bruised flesh surrounding her foot.

“How far do we have to go before we reach the
city?” Jala asked Fiona, her voice still quavering a bit but she
was desperate for something to think about aside from the throbbing
pain.

“We have to skirt around the Forgotten. That
will take us at least two weeks. Then we will be in Trystan’s
domain, which will require caution if you two want to avoid a
fight. So figure another week or two there depending on how
actively they are searching for you. That will put us on the
outskirts of the city which is guarded by Davrian who we will most
likely have to fight. I don’t see any way of getting around that
particular bastard,” Fiona explained and then shrugged. “Pray he
doesn’t injure you too badly though, because at that point there
are no holes to crawl into for healing.”

“What is the Forgotten?” Jala asked. None of
the names Fiona mentioned meant anything to her, so starting at the
head of the list for questions seemed the best option
available.

“The Forgotten dead, not even Death can
remember who they were. Over the course of centuries everyone has
forgotten who they were, including themselves. They are bitter and
vicious. Even the demons avoid the Forgotten,” Fiona explained.

“The Trystan you mentioned is Trystan
Veyetta?” Valor asked quietly as he at last finished with her ankle
and leaned back once more.

“Yes, you are Hai’dia aren’t you? So that
would make him, what, a cousin of yours?” Fiona asked. She glanced
up briefly at Valor as she spoke but quickly returned to
rummaging.

“Uncle,” Valor corrected and looked to Jala.
“He was a Shadow mage. We don’t want to fight him,” he warned.

“What about Davrian?” Jala asked, looking
between the two of them.

“DavrianDelvayon I’m guessing. I don’t know
many others with that first name.” Valor offered glancing at Fiona
to see if he was correct.

“Someone trained you well Arovan.
DavrianDelvayon, a renowned Spellblade as well as an accomplished
war leader. Father of RenDelvayon, the current ruler of Delvay. He
fell against Nerath the red, consort of Queen Wilamere of
Nerathane,” Fiona said, her voice taking on a scholarly note as she
recited the history.

“So, expect something like Neph from him?”
Jala asked Valor who shook his head with a frown.

“Neph is more spell than blade. A true Delvay
Spellblade uses magic to enhance his sword work rather than just
magecraft. Davrian will use his magic to make him faster or
stronger as well as protecting himself from magic, but he likely
won’t be hurling bolts of fire at us.” Valor explained.

“Sounds easier than facing Neph,” Jala said
with a shrug.

Fiona laughed and looked up at her with a
grin. “Easy for the mage to say. It’s the one carrying the sword
that will suffer the brunt of Davrian. You ready for that fight
Arovan?” she asked looking to Valor.

Valor let out a long sigh and glanced at his
ribs. “Not at this very moment, but I will be,” he said, though
there was a note of doubt in his voice.

“You don’t sound so sure about that,” Jala
pressed gently.

“Davrian was undefeated when he lived. It
took a very large red dragon to kill him finally, and the dragon
nearly died from that battle, if the books are to be believed,”
Valor explained, then shrugged. “But then, as far as the books
explain, he never faced a Stormlord so we shall see.”

“Stormlord?” Fiona asked with another faint
chuckle. “I only see two elements branded on your armor. That
doesn’t exactly qualify you as a Stormlord now does it? Gusty wind
lord perhaps. Your father has command of all of the Elements as
well as the Paraelements. You are a far cry from him yet, pup.”

“I am really going to hate traveling with
you,” Valor sighed as he began digging through his packs with a
disgusted expression.

“Going to hate it even more when Davrian
makes you a permanent resident of the Darklands and I am your
constant companion,” Fiona chimed in bitter amusement.

Valor glanced up long enough to glare at her
and went back to digging through the bags.

“Death can’t keep Finn and you can’t have
Valor,” Jala cut in, causing them both to turn and look at her. She
raised an eyebrow at them daring either to object.

“Well said, I agree she can’t have me,” Valor
mumbled and began digging through their bag once again, at last
pulling free a small silver container and lifting it out with a
triumphant smile. Pulling the lid free he carefully removed a cigar
and grinned faintly at Jala. “Most people complain about their
smell. Here I think it can only be an improvement.”

“I’ve never seen you smoke those before, but
by all means,” Jala agreed with a wave of her hand. Shaking her
head she leaned back against the cave wall once more trying not to
think of what might be coating the stones behind her.

“I bought them for my brother, actually. I
had planned to give them to him before he left the city, but I
didn’t have a chance to see him before he left. So I’ve been
carrying them around,” Valor explained and then smiled sadly as he
tapped one on his hand and glanced toward her again. “It’s somewhat
of a tradition my father started. After every victory you smoke one
of these. Normally, Honor and I tease each other with it and give
half-smoked cigars. He was going against the Blights when he left,
though, so I bought him a dozen.” He fell silent again and then lit
the cigar taking a long drag from it.

“I’m sure he has already had more than one
victory so you can save the ashes for him and give them to him on
your return and thank him for winning. The smoke does smell much
better than this cave,” Jala offered as she stretched her leg out
before her. It was difficult to find a comfortable position to rest
the ankle, without propping her foot on the pile of bones before
her. She could feel the tingling of the healing though. Despite how
foul smelling was the tonic Fiona had found, it did seem effective.
She looked up to find Fiona still silently watching her with an
enigmatic expression on her face. “What?” she asked after a long
moment of the woman’s unflinching stare.

“Nothing to discuss now,” Fiona murmured,
shaking her head as if she had been deep in thought. With a last
glance at them she went back to scavenging the cave in silence.

Valor leaned back beside her and took a long
drag from the cigar. Jala glanced over at him and smiled faintly.
He returned the gesture with a weary sigh and nodded to her.

“At the very least, we will never forget this
trip,” Valor mumbled with a slight shake of his head. “It may not
be fond memories, but I’m sure we will find something suitable to
say about them when others ask.”

Jala’s smile faded a bit and she nodded
slowly. Turning back to Fiona she cleared her throat. The fragile
pieces of a plan were forming in her mind and it was difficult to
keep from growing too hopeful. “Fiona, are there those among the
Forgotten that are like you. I mean strong undead such as yourself
that have an actual form or are they all wailing banshees?” she
asked, trying to keep her voice neutral.

“There are a few among them that are
formidable, their leader being the foremost in that. He is quite
powerful. Not even I would care to fight him. That’s why it’s best
to avoid them,” Fiona answered, looking up from a rotting bag that
was her latest find in the bone heap.

“I don’t want to avoid them, then. I’d like
to go see them before we continue on,” Jala said with another faint
smile forming on her lips. If what she had in mind worked,
retrieving Finn was about to get a lot easier.

“What do you have in mind?” Valor asked
quietly. If he was at all concerned he didn’t show it.

“Finding a suitable way to remember them,”
Jala replied quietly.
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“This is their border. Are you sure you wish
to continue in this? I don’t think they will listen to you,” Fiona
said.

Jala nodded slowly, her eyes roving over the
terrain ahead. Tall black pines covered the ground as far as she
could see, while heavy fog blanketed the forest floor. That,
combined with the ever-present gloom of the Darklands, and it was
nearly impossible to see anything in the Forgotten territory. “I
still wish to speak with them,” she said quietly.

“Your funeral,” Fiona said with a shrug and
motioned a gauntleted hand toward the forest. “I will wait here for
you. If you cannot return to this exact point, I will find you
along the borders. If you return that is.”

“Not coming with us, then? I do so hate to
part with your charming company, Fiona.” Valor said
sarcastically.

Jala turned in the saddle to look back at him
with a slight shake of her head. “Don’t mock the dead, Val,” she
scolded lightly.

“Especially when you are about to be one of
them,” Fiona added dryly, offering a last tight smile to the pair
of them as they rode across the border.

“Is it just me or did the temperature drop
another ten degrees once we entered the fog?” Valor asked
quietly.

“Twenty, you must not have noticed how severe
the change was through all that metal,” Jala replied, pulling her
borrowed cloak tighter around her.

“So the plan is to offer them a name?” Valor
asked, quietly his eyes roving the terrain.

“Somewhat,” Jala agreed, not bothering to
scan the area herself. She would have to rely on Valor and Valorous
to spot anything approaching. Their vision was much better in the
low light than hers and she had come to rely on them as her eyes in
the past few weeks of travel. “I have to say, I don’t really mind
the cold as much as I did when we first arrived. The cold seems to
deaden the sense of smell and I don’t think I want to smell myself
after countless weeks of travel and several days of sleeping in a
cave with dead bodies,” she said softly. There was no real point to
being silent here. Fiona had warned them that no matter how much
stealth they tried to use, the Forgotten would know where they were
once they crossed the border.

“Don’t forget the demon blood that we have
both been thoroughly doused in. I know I practically got a shower
of it when we fought Nasurai,” Valor added with a sigh.

Jala glanced back at him and smirked at his
look of disgust. Valor was typically fastidious about his
appearance and he was absolutely filthy right now. “I’ll pay the
cleaning bill for your armor,” she offered.

“There won’t be a bill on this armor. It’s
too damaged already. I will be melting it down when we return to
Merro. It’s something that should have been replaced before now,
anyway. It is my father’s colors. I should have armor in your
colors.” Valor said with a sigh, his eye still searching the
forest.

“That’s not important to me you know,” she
pointed out quietly and fell silent as the fog ahead of them
swirled. “Did you see that?”

“And that.” Valor motioned with his hand to
the left. “And that, and that,” he said again pointing to their
right and then above them to the left. “I would imagine they are
moving behind us as well,” he said, though he didn’t shift in the
saddle to look behind them.

And that, and that, and that. Mocking
voices hissed from the surrounding trees. See the living, soon
to be forgotten. The voices hissed louder. The words seemed to
echo out of the fog.

“I will never be forgotten. I am High Lady
Jala Merrodin and I will be eternal in the minds and hearts of
everyone that knows me,” Jala called back to the voices which fell
silent at her words. Angry murmurs began to build from the fog in
their place and Valor shifted in the saddle behind her.

“Whatever you plan to do you had better do
it. I wouldn’t simply taunt them and leave it at that,” Valor
hissed in her ear.

“I can make you eternal as well. I can make
sure you are always remembered and never forgotten again,” Jala
called, her voice pitched loudly to carry through the trees. “I’ve
come to make an offer to you; an offer that will ensure you will
always be remembered.”

“This is a first. Would you have me believe
that you didn’t simply wander into our lands? That you actually
sought us out?” a man’s voice called from the fog louder and
clearer than the rest had been.

“It is the truth. We have come here seeking
you, though our guide bid us to go around,” Jala replied. “Are you
the leader? The one that holds the Forgotten together?” she asked
loudly.

“I am the one they follow,” the man replied
as he stepped from the mists and regarded them. In life he must
have been impressive. In death he was terrifying. His skin was
bleached as white as old bone, while his eyes remained sunken and
black. Large spikes extended from the armor on his shoulders with
skulls impaled upon them. Most were simply bone, but others still
had traces of flesh clinging raggedly to them. Had Valor stood
before this man, the Forgotten Lord would have towered over her
knight companion and the axe he held looked as though it could
shatter any sword.

“Then I name you Axis, for you are their
center and thus I will remember you,” Jala said calmly, hoping her
plan worked.

The man froze, his expression filled with
distrust. “You cannot simply do that. You cannot simply name a man,
and say that it is his,” he began, though there was a note of hope
in his voice.

Jala tilted her head and raised an eyebrow at
him. “Can I not? I was once told by a dear friend that we have
three names in life. The first is given by our mothers when we are
born, the second is a nickname that is given by friends, and the
third is earned through our deeds. In my eyes you have earned your
name by leading your people. Thus I grant you a name and promise
you will no longer be forgotten.”

Murmuring filled the fog though it was no
longer filled with anger. In places, the mist parted enough for her
to catch a glimpse of another figure. Here a woman watching them
curiously; there a small child.

“Step forth and tell me of yourselves, so
that I might remember you all,” Jala offered, her eyes locked on
the small blond haired child watching them from beside a tree. In
life the girl had likely been adorable. In death she was a mockery
of innocence. Her small pursed lips were blue and her skin was the
color of a fish’s belly. Her eyes were the most disturbing,
however. Unlike the other dead Jala had seen, this child’s eyes
retained their original color of pale blue. There was no childlike
light in them, however. They were cold and held nothing but
hatred.

“Why would you do this?” Axis demanded loudly
and the murmuring ceased at once.

“Because I need your help,” Jala replied
simply and truthfully.

Axis laughed a bitter cold sound and swept
his gaze over his people. “The living High Lady wishes the
assistance of the lowly dead,” he called in a mocking voice.

“The living High Lady requests the help of
the Forgotten,” Jala corrected. “The ones that are so feared in the
Darklands that my guide refused to cross their borders. The ones
that even Death’s demons will not approach.”

Axis’s expression changed a bit with her
words and he took a step closer, his head cocked to one side in a
parody of her own. Jala straightened in the saddle and felt Valor
tense behind her. “For the love of god don’t draw your sword,” she
hissed to him.

Valor let out a long breath and nodded though
it was obvious he didn’t want to agree with her. “I trust you. If
you believe this will work, I will have faith,” he whispered.

“Don’t have too much faith. If he raises that
axe, draw your sword,” Jala replied quickly in a hushed voice as
Axis continued to advance. He moved with quick bursts that seemed
unnatural to watch and Jala could well imagine what he must be like
when fighting. His simple walking was covering twice as much ground
as a living man would.

“Who is your guide who would not cross our
boundary?” Axis asked, his voice low. He had stopped walking
several feet back from them and seemed more curious than hostile at
the moment.

“Fiona Veirasha, a legend among the people in
the sunlit world,” Jala replied loudly, so that all that were
gathered could hear. “If Fiona Veirasha fears you, how could I
possibly fail to remember the Forgotten? Even if you choose not to
help me, I will remember you all.”

Axis shifted where he stood and gazed around
at his people once more. “Axis.” He breathed the name, almost
seeming to savor the sound of it. Slowly he looked up at Jala again
and the same distrust as before crossed his features. “What would
you have of us?” he asked.

“I go to face Death. I confront her for her
corruption. I ask that the Forgotten help me breach her city. I do
not ask you to face the Dark Lady herself. That is my task. I ask
only that you help me with her minions that guard her. The demons
that already fear you.”

“I think had you asked for anything else I
would have let my people rip the flesh from your bones and added
your skulls to my armor. For this though…” Axis paused and gave her
a hideous parody of a grin that stretched his gaunt face horribly.
“For this, the Forgotten will help. Death has wronged many here and
we will gladly pay her in turn,” he hissed and hatred filled his
voice. Turning away from her, he held his arms up and turned in a
half circle. “Come forward and tell your story, the High Lady has a
name for you all she says,” he called in a loud booming voice that
seemed to shake the trees around them.

The mists parted revealing hundreds of forms.
Most were ghostly and translucent, but some held the solid form as
Axis himself did. They moved forward quickly swarming around the
horse and all began speaking at once in a range of voices from
yells to harsh whispers.

“I hope you are really inventive with names,”
Valor whispered as he shifted again in the saddle.

“Me too,” Jala replied quietly. She had never
expected there to be so many. The sight both impressed and saddened
her. To have so many to help them breach Death’s city would be more
than she had possibly hoped for, but to know so many had been
utterly forgotten by everyone was incredibly depressing. “One at a
time please, I cannot understand you all at once.” She spoke loudly
as she carefully swung down from the horse. Valor dismounted
quickly as well and stood by her shoulder, keeping a close watch on
the dead surrounding them. She wasn’t sure what exactly he planned
to do against so many, but she knew if any of the Forgotten moved
against her, he would fight.

The dead grew silent and then all began
speaking at once again. With a sigh, Jala held up a hand for
silence and the air grew still once more. “You, tell me your story.
Not all of it, mind you. Tell me what you remember best about the
sunlit world,” she said as she pointed to the blond haired girl
with the cold blue eyes.

“I remember pain. I remember yelling. I
remember cold, hunger, and dark rooms,” the child hissed, her gaze
unwavering on Jala.

Bloody hell Jala thought as the child
stared up at her with those hate filled eyes. There was no good
name for such memories so she chose the first one that came to mind
from the child’s words. “I name you Misery for your suffering in
the world above and thus I will remember you,” she promised and
hoped she would never have to remember another child in such a
fashion again. “You. Tell me what you remember best,” Jala said
motioning to a slender woman with dark hair and darker eyes. It was
going to be a very long night. Of that there was no question.
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Sunlight filtered down through the clouds
granting feeble warmth to the day. Emily moved to sit on the edge
of the flat roof and watched the people below scurry about their
errands. The town itself had grown considerably in the short time
they had been here, but still there was so much to be done before
the snow fell. With a silent sigh Emily turned her gaze toward the
northern road, hoping, but not truly expecting to see Jala
returning. Sunlight flashed on the hillside and she froze, thinking
her eyes were playing tricks on her, showing her what she wished to
see. Valor’s armor flashed like that in sunlight. Leaning farther
over the edge she focused her vision, willing to see the flash of
light once more.

“Well this pair doesn’t work,” Sovann said
with a disgusted sigh behind her. There was the sound of him
sorting through his bag and more mumbling.

Emily ignored him and continued staring
hopefully toward the distant trees. Another flash came followed by
several more. Faint shapes were visible now, just coming down out
of the trees. Far too many to be Jala returning, her hopes sank
even as her curiosity grew. “Sovann,” she called quietly.

There was a heavy sigh behind her. “Well this
pair doesn’t work either apparently. Unless you are no longer on
the roof, that is.” Sovann grumbled followed by the sound of him
shuffling through his possessions once more.

“Sovann,” Emily called a bit louder, her eyes
still intent on the approaching soldiers. There were more visible
now and judging by the speed they were progressing they were
mounted, though they were still too far away to tell for sure.

“Well at least you are still here,” Sovann
said with a sigh. “Two more pairs to go and then it’s back to
drawing board for both of us.

Emily turned with a disgusted sigh to stare
at the mage as he pulled a pair of goggles on. The lenses were
shaded so dark she doubted he could see the sun if he stared right
at it. The lenses themselves were not the project however, the
runes carved into them were. Those combined with his magic and her
blood had been what they had spent countless days attempting to
perfect. “Sovann!” Emily snapped loudly, attempting once again to
get his attention. When he was focused on his work it was like
talking with a wall.

“Emily! They work!” Sovann crowed happily,
still oblivious to her attempts at gaining his attention. “I see
you perfectly. You are right on the ledge. Well not perfectly, per
say, but I do see you! Emily, why are you not wearing clothing?”
Sovann’s voice trailed off into puzzlement with the last but he was
still staring right at her.

“Sovann! If you can see me then look at what
I’m pointing to!” Emily snapped and whipped her arm in the
direction of the approaching soldiers that were close enough now to
tell that it was far more than a patrol.

“Actually I can’t see anything other than
you. I made the lenses dark enough that I wouldn’t be distracted by
others while attempting to see you. You didn’t answer my question
however. Where in the bloody hell are your clothes?” Sovann said,
his voice holding more distress than she thought was actually
called for over such a trivial thing as clothing.

“Jail said I should be comfortable and I am,
but Sovann take off the damned glasses and look at the northern
road,” Emily said in exasperation as she turned back to scan the
town for Neph. By the calm mood on the streets no one else had
noticed the approach yet.

“Soldiers.” Sovann said in a stunned voice as
he moved to stand behind her. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?
Neph must be warned, go find him quick.”

“And Jail wonders why I wanted to knock you
in the back of the head,” Emily grumbled as she stood and dropped
down from the ledge of the roof. There were only a couple of places
Neph was likely to be at this time of day. Without so much as a
glance behind her, she sprinted toward the closest of them.

“I said, raise the god damned timber, not
drop it on my fucking head,” Neph snarled ahead of her and she felt
herself break into a smile. While his constant snarling did make
her want to knock him in the head as well, it did make him easy to
find. She slowed as she rounded the corner and paused long enough
for Neph to secure the beam of the house into place with his magic
before moving up behind him.

“Neph,” Emily whispered, trying to get his
attention without alarming the men working with him on the
construction.

“I’m busy, find Jail,” Neph grumbled
quietly.

“Jail is with Wisp in the fields while she
restores the land. This requires you, anyway,” Emily replied in a
slightly louder voice and jabbed him in the back with a talon to
emphasize her point.

“Everyone take a break, there is something I
must attend to,” Neph said loudly to his work crew. “Like breaking
your damned finger. Now what is more important than this?” he added
in a much softer voice as he turned away from his men.

“There are soldiers approaching from the
north. I have no idea whose they are but there are a lot of them,”
Emily explained quietly.

Neph’s expression changed at once. With a
muffled curse he dropped the blueprints he had been holding onto a
stack of wooden beams and moved off quickly toward the northern
side of town. “How many would you estimate?” he asked quietly.

“Well over a hundred, all mounted,” Emily
replied without hesitation. Normally the fact that he knew she was
still around would have annoyed her into sullen silence, but
somehow it didn’t bother her at the moment. Perhaps it was simply
her preoccupation with the soldiers approaching, or maybe Jail was
right and she was getting used to Neph’s personality.

“Did you see any banners?” Neph asked, his
strides lengthening as they grew closer to the northern road.

A small crowd was gathering at that end of
town. The soldiers were close enough now that the sound of hoof
beats and clanking armor echoed through the streets.

“By the size of the dust cloud, I’d say we
are looking at close to three hundred, if they were riding two
abreast? Were they?” Neph said, a bit distracted as he shook his
head at the gathering people. “Idiots, if it’s a hostile force they
have lined themselves up for the slaughter.”

“I didn’t see any banners. They weren’t
wearing red and gold like the Avanti. They wore silver armor and
yes, they were riding in two ranks,” Emily answered quickly before
they reached the onlookers. Once they were among the people she
would have to fall silent again. After seeing Devony’s fear at her
disembodied voice she didn’t care to think how the average citizen
might react. Devony was Elder Blood and should have been used to
the unusual simply from the amount of magic she had been subjected
to in her life. The majority of Merro’s common folk had witnessed
very little magic and had a plentitude of horror stories about the
Blight infestation that would guarantee her a painful death if they
found out about her.

Neph pushed his way through the crowd and
came to a stop near the edge of town. “Bloody hell,” he whispered,
though she wasn’t sure if he was actually talking to her or
not.

“What? Are they hostile?” she asked,
practically breathing the words in his ear to keep from being
overheard by the closely gathered people. Neph absolutely despised
it when she used a mind link with him. It didn’t seem to bother any
of Jala’s other companions, but Neph hated it.

“Worse. They are Arovan. Why are they here
now?” Neph grumbled in a disgusted voice as he watched the column
shuffle to a halt just outside of town.

“Valor’s knights, I would imagine by the look
of them,” Sovann said as he pushed his way through the crowd to
stand beside Neph.

“So it would seem,” Neph grumbled.

A woman dismounted from one of the lead
horses and handed her reins to her companion before turning to
approach them.

“Brings a whole new meaning to breastplate
doesn’t it,” Sovann said quietly as the woman drew nearer. Emily
snickered quietly while Neph simply glared in response.

The woman was quite favored by the gods if
the shape of her armor was any indication of her true form. Though
covered with dust from the road the armor was obviously of fine
make with intricate details tooled into the polished silver. She
removed her helm and shook out long chestnut hair as she drew
close. Stopping several feet away she bowed her head in greeting
looking between Sovann and Neph as if she was trying to determine
who to address.

“Welcome to Merro, Lady knight,” Sovann said,
and bowed his head in return.

She smiled and seemed relieved that he had
chosen to speak first. “Thank you. I am Bridgette of the Order of
the Phoenix here to report to Lord Valor.”

“Sorry, he isn’t here.” Neph said curtly, his
eyes scanning the knights lining the road behind her. “From what I
understood, he was expecting a thousand knights. Are there more on
the road behind you?”

Bridgette blinked, looking first to Sovann
then to Neph, and shook her head slightly. “No, I’m afraid this is
it. Pardon, but did you say he isn’t here? We were informed that
Lord Valor left the city of Sanctuary for this land over a week
ago. We set sail the very day the word was received.” She spoke
politely, but Emily could hear dismay clearly in her voice.

“I’m afraid he is in hell at the moment. Who
is in charge of the knights currently and why aren’t there a
thousand?” Neph replied, ignoring her distress as well as the
expression that crossed her face with his newest words.

“I suppose I would be in charge at the
present time. Most of the division requested reassignment when they
learned what our orders were to be and who would be in charge.
Given the current state of unrest in Arovan most preferred to
remain fighting at home. The three hundred and forty-seven left in
this particular division are the less desirable, I’m afraid,”
Bridgette explained, looking desperately toward Sovann as if she
hoped he would show some sign of superiority over Neph and take
control of the conversation.

“Less desirable? Explain.” Neph snapped, his
eyes flashing back to her.

“The craven, the lazy, the dishonored. May I
ask exactly who you are and what exactly you mean by Lord Valor is
in hell?” Bridgette said with a bit of bite to her own voice.

“Oh, this could get good,” Emily whispered to
Neph, whose expression darkened further.

“Which are you?” Neph asked, raising an
eyebrow and ignoring her questions completely.

“Pardon?” Bridgette replied sharply.

“Craven, lazy, or dishonored? Which are you?”
Neph asked, speaking slowly as if to a thick witted child.

“Dishonored I would suppose, I left my
position with my own regiment to join this one. I’m afraid my
superiors were not pleased and my current rank reflects that
displeasure,” Bridgette snapped in response as she shifted her
position to rest one slender hand on her hip, her eyes narrowing as
she glared at Neph. “Now my answers if you please?” she said in a
voice that was close to demand.

“My name is Nephondelvayon. I am currently in
control until High Lady Merrodin returns from her quest with Valor
in hell,” Neph replied sweetly, then turned his attention back to
the knights.

“Of course. A Delvay. That explains it,”
Bridgette sighed and relaxed her posture as if there was no point
in fighting any longer.

“I’ll ignore that remark,” Neph grumbled,
still searching through the knights as if looking for a familiar
face. “You say they are mostly culls. Can you name three in that
mix that are worth their salt?” Neph asked in an almost
conversational voice.

“Savy, that’s the woman holding my horse
currently. She is probably the best lance among them all. Noble.
That would be the dark haired man just behind her, and Foster, the
blond man on the black mare three ranks back,” Bridgette answered
without hesitation.

“Why are they in this mix if they are worth
their salt? What vices do they have?” Neph asked, his gaze moving
from figure to figure as Bridgette spoke.

“Savy was caught trading her personal favors
for favors from the Supply officer. Noble has a gambling problem
and Foster’s mouth works much better than his ears do,” Bridgette
explained with a bit of a smile.

“What’s your vice? Why would you ask for this
assignment? Are you craven and wanting escape from the Blights?”
Neph asked letting his eyes fall on her once more.

“You are such an ass,” Emily whispered to him
as she watched fury flash across the Lady knight’s face. To her
credit, though, Bridgette regained her composure quickly. Emily
grinned and nodded with approval. Neph hated it when people
wouldn’t rise to his remarks.

“My vice is loyalty. If you are asking why
I’m here, I owe my armor and knighthood to Valor. I am here to
serve him,” Bridgette explained stiffly.

“From what I’ve seen, Valor is much better at
getting women out of armor than putting it on them,” Neph replied
with a smirk.

A spark of emotion flashed across Bridgette’s
face but it was gone too quickly for Emily to identify it. Clearing
her throat the knight nodded slightly and let out a short breath
before speaking again. “I heard that he had become a raving drunk
and spent more time whoring than fighting. I thought it was rumor,
however. There is truth to that gossip, then?”

Neph shrugged slightly and glanced at Sovann
before answering. “I think I’ve only seen him raving a couple of
times. As to whoring, well I don’t think any of them were actually
charging him for sex. Had they been charging, I doubt he could have
afforded a gold bit for his horse or all of his pretty
clothes.”

Bridgette nodded but kept all emotion from
her face as she looked back toward the waiting cavalry. “Well, I
suppose I will see for myself upon his return. Until then, I will
accept you as the commanding officer. What orders do you have,
Sir?”

“You’ve shown me the best three. Now show me
the worst three.” Neph said, moving to stand beside her, his
attention on the knights once more. Apparently he had decided that
he wasn’t going to get a rise out of this woman and had given up
pursuit of it.

Surprisingly, once Neph figured out he
couldn’t get under your skin with his words he was actually fairly
easy to deal with. That fact had taken Emily until very recently to
figure out.

“Jesson. He is the slender man near the
wagons. He is violent and has several charges against him that
could never be proven. Nob. He is the rather large man also by the
wagon…” Bridgette’s voice trailed off as she leaned a bit to get a
better look at the man she was speaking of. “He appears to be
eating a ration of horse grain,” she continued, sounding baffled.
She shook her head slightly and sighed. “He isn’t violent but he is
quite thick and very lazy and usually drunk. I’m amazed he is still
allowed in armor but I think he has become somewhat of a mascot for
the disgraced. The last would be Tessa. She is the one closest to
Jesson. They are friends for a reason. Jesson is a jackal and she
is a viper. They work well together.”

Neph nodded silently and motioned for her to
follow as he made his way toward the wagons. Bridgette glanced
toward the town before turning to follow Neph with a puzzled look
on her face.

“Well, let’s not miss the fun,” Emily said
softly to Sovann, and followed along quickly. She studied the
knights as she passed, noting the looks of distaste that they gave
to Neph as he moved through their ranks. That in itself was a bit
confusing to Emily. Usually people had to get to know Neph before
they had disgusted expressions on their faces at his approach. Neph
was pleasant to look on and was always clean and well dressed, even
if he did prefer his dark somber leathers. Most women found him
handsome. Until he opened his mouth, of course. Once the first
words were out of Neph’s mouth all attraction ended.

Neph stepped up on the closest wagon and
moved to the highest point atop several stacked grain bags. With a
hand he motioned for the knights to assemble closer. Emily quickly
hopped up beside Neph as the knights began to close in and watched
anxiously until Sovann secured a place on the wagon’s bench well
away from the crushing mass of war horses. Bridgette had regained
her own horse and watched silently from the edge of the crowd with
the same puzzled expression on her face.

“Pay attention because I will only say this
once,” Neph began in a loud voice, causing the area around him to
fall silent aside from the shuffling of horses. “High Lady Merrodin
and Lord Valor are not currently in Merro. They are on a quest and
should return soon. Until that point I am in charge of Merro and
therefore in charge of you all. My name is Nephondelvayon. As you
all well know the Delvay think that Arovan knights are a bunch of
armor clad bitches and Arovan knights typically think that the
Delvay are rude assholes.”

The crowd of knights shifted again and there
was a good deal of disgruntled murmurs from their ranks. “Silence
while he is speaking,” Bridgette bellowed, though by her expression
Emily guessed she had a few choice words she would like to say to
Neph herself.

Nodding slightly in her direction Neph
continued in the same loud voice. “Due to that difference in
opinion I am going to assign temporary officers to your ranks until
Valor returns to sort this shit out himself.” Neph paused and
scanned over the crowd and then pointed toward Bridgette.
“Bridgette will be the Officer in Charge until Valor decides
otherwise. She is the only one of you bastards that is authorized
to speak to me unless I initiate the conversation. Is that
understood? Just nod. Don’t bother speaking. I don’t have time for
it.”

Grudging nods issued through the crowd as
Emily dropped down on the bench beside Sovann. “Whose idea was it
to put Neph in charge again?” she asked quietly.

“Jail’s, I believe, or Neph’s. One of them
anyway,” Sovann replied with a shake of his head. “He certainly has
a way with people doesn’t he?”

“If that’s what you want to call it,” Emily
replied with a soft chuckle.

“There will be three officers below
Bridgette,” Neph continued, once the grumbling had died down again.
“Noble, Savy, and Foster. That is your chain of command for now. If
you have questions or problems take it to one of your officers. If
you have a problem with one of the officers take it to Bridgette.
If you have a problem with Bridgette, fucking wait until Valor gets
back. I’m sure he will care, I don’t. Are we clear? Just nod.” Neph
paused again his eyes scanning the crowd of knights once more. His
gaze lingered for a bit on the two closest to his wagon that
Bridgette had pointed out as being dangerous. “That said, let me
tell you what will happen if I have a problem with you.” Neph began
once more, his gaze still lingering on the two knights who were
glaring at him in turn. “If it is a minor problem, I will speak
with Bridgette. If it is a major problem, I will bury your ass and
point out the gravestone to Valor on his return. In Arovan you
answer to a military tribunal; here you answer to me. If I have
proof of your guilt, I will not hesitate to act and I may not warn
you in advance. The safest course you have is, if you think it is
wrong and you may get in trouble for it, don’t fucking do it.”

“They are praying for Valor’s swift return.
You know they are,” Emily whispered in amusement.

“May I ask exactly where Lord Valor is?” One
of the knights near the wagon called with anger thick in his
voice.

Neph glared down at the man and looked over
the crowd once more. Pointing a figure toward the man he cleared
his throat. “Here is a perfect example of not listening. I clearly
stated that if you have a question take it to one of your officers.
I am not one of your officers. If you are speaking to me, chances
are you are screwed and I’m about to put you in a hole. Bridgette
is appraised as to Valor’s current location. If she feels like
telling you all, you will know.” Neph paused and lowered his hand
as he shook his head in disgust. Letting out another deep breath he
motioned toward the town. “As you can all see we are in a process
of building right now. My priority is building shelter for the
commons. If you all want a cozy place for your pretty ponies
outside of the snow you will be building it yourselves. We have
materials available but we do not have the manpower to spare. I
know most of you are noble brats and don’t know which way to hold a
hammer, but I highly suggest you try to learn. There are no
barracks, either, though if you build a stable that may not bother
you. From what I hear the knights of Arovan sleep with their
horses. Suit yourselves on that matter.” Neph shrugged and dropped
down from the grain sacks then paused and looked to Bridgette. “If
you would like materials for building you can find me near the
center of town. I will see that you get all that you require.”

“Think they are going to lynch him?” Emily
asked softly as she watched Neph drop down from the wagon and turn
back toward town.

“Or trample him.” Sovann suggested. “I came
with him, however, so I’m following now before they get the
mistaken belief that I echo his sentiments toward them. I can see
Jail and Madren at the edge of the crowd. I’m going to follow Neph
just long enough to reach them and pretend I don’t know Neph if the
knights go for their swords,” he added softly as he dropped down
from the wagon and moved quickly to follow in Neph’s wake.

Emily watched him go but remained sitting
perfectly still where she was. There was no doubt in her mind that
interesting conversations would follow that speech.

“Bloody bastard,” a woman sighed loudly,
followed by a sniff of disgust. “Surely they have enough commons to
build barracks.”

“Lord Neph, a moment please,” another woman
called loudly over the buzzing of the crowd. Emily turned quickly
in that direction in time to see the woman Bridgette had named as
Savy dismounting from her horse and approaching Neph with a smile
on her beautiful face. Her long red hair was pulled back neatly and
her armor shone brightly in the fading sunlight. To any other man,
her appearance alone would have brought a smile. Neph however
simply glowered at her.

“I was wondering perhaps if there might be
some sort of arrangement we could come to in regards of Officer’s
quarters,” Savy purred, giving Neph a smile that would have melted
most men in their boots.

Neph let out a long sigh and glanced back
toward the town. Pointing at the small crowd of onlookers Neph
looked back toward Savy. “Do you see that goat the boy over there
is holding?” Neph asked in a voice filled with mock patience.

“Yes,” Savy answered, sounding a bit confused
as she glanced between Neph and the goat the pretty smile faltering
on her lips.

Emily clamped her mouth shut tighter to keep
from laughing aloud. She knew Neph well enough to know what was
coming next. The Delvay mage was crude and reliably an asshole even
to perfect strangers such as the poor unsuspecting woman before
him. Sovann apparently knew what was coming as well as he was
edging quickly back to stand beside Jail who didn’t look all that
pleased himself.

“Well Savy, if given the choice between
bedding you and bedding that goat, I would choose the goat, for the
simple reason that I know where that goat has been. You, on the
other hand, I can only guess where you have been, and it is a very
long list that does not flatter you at all. So, as to any special
arrangements you might like to make, just remember in my mind the
goat ranks higher,” Neph said with exaggerated kindness and patted
her gently on the cheek before turning to walk away once more.

“I have a house! I’ll make arrangements!”
Madren yelled loudly as he stepped forward toward Savy waving a
hand to get her attention.

Neph planted a firm hand on Madren’s chest
and shoved him back toward Jail as he walked past. “By the gods,
Jail, I thought you fixed that,” he grumbled.

“I helped him overcome his lack of confidence
and his fears Neph. Not even the greatest Mind mage can overcome
the fact that he is nearly forty and still a virgin,” Jail sighed
as he took Madren by the arm and pulled him back toward town.

“Wait, Jail, wait! I don’t mind sharing my
house with their officers. Wait! Let go!” Madren protested, his
feet dragging in the dirt as Jail continued to pull him along. “I
have a house!” Madren called over his shoulder loudly, nodding with
enthusiasm toward Savy.

“That’s seven minutes and fifty-four
seconds,” Noble called loudly to the assembled knights. “I bet
under ten minutes before she was offering her charms. So pay up you
bastards. The next closest bet was fifteen minutes and that is
nowhere near mine.”

“For the love of the Aspects, Noble at least
let the Delvay get out of earshot before calling out the bets,”
Foster sighed and pushed his horse forward toward Bridgette who was
rubbing her face with her hand.

“Not at all what I expected.” Bridgette
sighed as she lowered her hand and inhaled deeply. She watched with
a weary expression as Noble made his way through the crowds
gathering coins from his various companions. “He really bet on that
then?” she asked Foster with a frown.

“And on whether or not they would take her up
on the offer,” Foster explained with a smile.

“What else did he bet on?” Bridgette asked
sounding a bit worried.

“If Valor would be a drunk. If Lady Merrodin
is as generous with her charms as the rumors in Sanctuary imply and
if Nob survives the first week in Merro,” Foster answered as he
leaned back in his saddle.

“Why would Nob not survive the week?”
Bridgette asked with an upraised eyebrow glancing toward the large
man that was still happily eating grain.

“He had a few mishaps on the trip here that
he is likely to suffer for,” Foster began then shrugged. “Minor
things really. Pissed on Connely during the ship ride. I really
think he meant to aim it over the rail though. Ate most of Noble’s
card markers on the ride south from Brannaford. They do look a bit
like candy squares though. You know like the hard candy they sell
in the Amdany sweet shop. Honestly, I’m surprised Nob didn’t die
from that. They were glass markers. Ahh. And then there was the
incident with using Tessa’s undergarments as a pillow because they
smelled nice.”

“When were you going to inform me of this?”
Bridgette asked in a voice that held no anger, simply
resignation.

“Shortly after we found his cold bloated
corpse,” Foster replied with another smile.

“Five hundred and sixteen silver for guessing
the time. How sweet is that?” Noble chimed happily as he moved to
join them and leaned against Foster’s horse.

“How much is your cut?” Bridgette asked
Foster quietly.

“What makes you think I have a cut of that?”
Foster exclaimed softly sounding rather indignant.

“I saw you prod Savy and whisper now’s
your chance,” Bridgette explained dryly, looking between the
two of them with a glare of parental impatience.

“Oh well, in that case, thirty percent,”
Foster answered with a shrug, his former indignation forgotten.

“Well considering your good fortune today I
don’t suppose the two of you would mind sorting through our people
and finding any that know how to build. It would seem that I will
need to requisition supplies from Lord Nephondelvayon and I am not
at all sure what I need,” Bridgette said in a tone that brooked no
argument.

“Wood and nails and a lot of them would be my
guess.” Noble offered as he tossed the coin purse from hand to
hand.

Foster snickered lightly and bowed his head
to Bridgette. “We will see what we can find out,” he assured her
with a smile.

Emily watched the two of them ride off and
slowly backed away from the assembled knights. She would return
later to watch them. For now she wanted to know what her companions
thought of the new arrivals. A smile grew on her lips as she moved
quickly back to town. Merro had been getting rather dull recently.
It was good that new entertainment had arrived.


Chapter 6

 


Sanctuary

 


 


Shade watched with mixed feelings as the
spell hawk put down in the center of the Sanctuary Sky port.
Symphony was on board that ship and so far he hadn’t managed to
convince Charm that spying on her was wrong. Leaning back on his
ship, he lit a cigarette and contemplated what her reaction would
be if he simply told her what they expected him to do. Most people
would be indignant or angry over such a confession, but he wasn’t
sure about Symphony. He had only spoken with her on a few occasions
and she had seemed very serene. Not at all the sort to lose her
temper easily.

“You look as though you are in deep
contemplation,” Vaze said from just behind him.

“For the love of Fortune, you too? It’s bad
enough having Charm always sneaking up on me. I must be the most
oblivious person in the world,” Shade sighed as he stood straight
once more and looked over his shoulder toward the warrior.

Vaze grinned and shrugged slightly. “If it
makes you feel better, I stepped through the shadows so there was
no way you could have heard me approach,” Vaze offered as he moved
forward into the sunlight, his eyes fixed on the ship as the side
door was opened.

“That actually does make me feel better.
Charm just randomly pops up everywhere and I know he isn’t using
magic to do it,” Shade agreed, relaxing back against his ship once
more. “I don’t want to spy on her, Vaze. I know what it feels like
to be watched constantly. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. I spent
close to twenty years of my life with every action I took being
watched and judged.”

“Symphony has lived like that for longer. She
is used to it and it really is in her best interest if you approach
it in that fashion,” Vaze replied his gaze returning to Shade.

“What do you mean if I approach it in that
fashion?” Shade asked.

“If you are there to watch out for her,
rather than to watch her it is in her best interest. If you keep
your ears open for approaching threats rather than for what she is
saying in private, it is guarding, not spying,” Vaze explained.

“Is that what you do? I’m guessing you are
typically the one spying on her with all of your shadow tricks,”
Shade said, his words coming out harsher than he had intended. The
entire assignment had his nerves on edge and it was showing more
clearly than he would have liked. In all honesty, he would have
been more comfortable had Lutheron sent him straight into the heart
of the Glis conflict alone and unarmed. At least, he wouldn’t have
a guilty conscience over it.

Vaze shook his head slowly. “I have guarded
her once or twice but I’m not usually in the Fionahold. I travel
often. My shadow tricks, as you call them, are more useful bent to
other tasks.” If Vaze was offended, he didn’t show any sign of it.
His words came out open and friendly with no trace of aggression to
them.

They both fell silent as Symphony emerged
from the Spell hawk and looked around the city. Even from this
distance Shade could recognize the expression of distress on her
beautiful face as her eyes found the damage to the city. Despite
the Fionaveir’s best efforts of cleaning up the city, it was
difficult to cover all trace of such destruction in a matter of a
week’s time.

“Someone is going to have a lot of explaining
to do,” Vaze murmured with a slight shake of his head. He ran a
hand through his dark grey hair and smiled faintly at Shade. “Glad
it isn’t going to be me,” he added.

“Lutheron, then?” Shade asked, as he watched
Lutheron and Faramir approach to greet Symphony. A small crowd of
people had formed around the Spell hawk now, and from the looks of
things the future Empress would be busy for a while.

“Or you, or Charm. Won’t be me, though, I’ll
be gone,” Vaze replied with a shrug.

“I thought you had to kill the Blights
first?” Shade objected, turning his attention to Vaze who was
already stretching as if he was about to leave.

“Already did. There were only seven of them
that I found in the city and they were a rather pathetic bunch
compared to the ones in Glis,” Vaze answered, sounding a bit
bored.

“What?” Shade demanded incredulously. “When?
How?” he added quickly, determined that if Vaze was going to answer
his first question he would answer the others as well.

“Who, where?” Vaze said with a faint chuckle.
“Last night and with magic. It’s done.”

“Why aren’t you in Glis mopping them up then?
If it’s so easy for you to kill Blights why not rid the world of
them?” Shade asked, the anger in his voice surprising even him. It
didn’t seem right however that two countries were at the brink of
utter destruction from the Blights and this man killed them
easily.

“These were underground where the shadows are
thickest, and I did say they were a pathetic bunch compared to the
ones in Glis. Which implies that I have, in fact, been in Glis and
Arovan fighting them. You have quite the temper on you, Morcaillo,”
Vaze explained, with a shake of his head.

“I go by Shade now, not Morcaillo,” Shade
reminded him.

“As you wish. Are you still going to distract
Lutheron for me as we discussed before?” Vaze asked.

“I don’t really think you need me to,
considering how busy it looks over there, but yes I will keep
Symphony with me and try to get her interested in the hawks,” Shade
agreed, letting his temper cool once more. He couldn’t really
understand why he had grown so angry so quickly. It wasn’t as
though Vaze alone could save Glis and Arovan, anyway. That was a
job that required more than one person.

“I need to go soon. Jala is rapidly
approaching something that she will need my help for. If I don’t
get there soon one of them will likely die if not both of them,”
Vaze pressed.

“There isn’t much I can do about it now,
Vaze, she is swarmed with people,” Shade protested and looked back
toward Vaze once more. “How is it exactly that you know the
Darklands well enough to find Jala anyway?” he asked, though he
didn’t really expect an answer.

“Eight years ago a small cult of mages rose
in Nerathane. They were practicing Death magic and necromancy and a
few of them decided to seek the ultimate power for their kind.
Lutheron sent me into the Darklands after them to make sure they
didn’t find what they were seeking,” Vaze answered.

“Damn! Not a task I would have wanted. I take
it you got them all,” Shade said with a nod of respect. He had
never actually met a Death mage himself, but there had been enough
material about them in the Academy’s library that he hoped he never
did.

“All but one. I think the demons got that one
though. I searched through the shadows for weeks for the bastard
but came up with nothing,” Vaze said and nodded toward Symphony
once more. “Once she clears that crowd, buddy up to her.”

“Why isn’t the current distraction enough?
Why do I have to be there?” Shade asked in confusion.

“Because I placed a few charms on you before
I let you know I was here, and I need you close to her so my charms
will affect Symphony as well as Lutheron. Faramir, too, hopefully,
I don’t want her having any clue as to what I’m doing,” Vaze
explained.

“Why me, exactly? Why not place your charms
directly on them?” Shade objected, turning fully to face Vaze.

“Because you agreed to help, which means
naturally that you agreed to accept my magic. They, however would
object to this entire endeavor, which means my magic would be much
more difficult to place on them. You really are making this more
difficult than it should be, Shade. I thought you wanted to help
Jala,” Vaze complained, the irritation finally seeping into his
voice.

“I do want to help Jala. I’m just not sure I
want to help you. I feel like there is something integral that I
should know that you are not telling me,” Shade replied with a
heavy sigh.

“Like what?” Vaze asked, the irritation
thicker in his voice.

“Like why you want to help her?” Shade
offered. “Like why Lutheron would object if you have already dealt
with the task that he gave you,” he added his voice growing a bit
louder.

“I want to help her because she is my blood
kin and I owe her that much. I don’t want Lutheron to know because
he sees her as a pawn that is no longer useful and has written her
off. He would see me going after her as a waste of a valuable
resource he could use elsewhere. Like in Glis and Arovan killing
Blights for example as you apparently believe I should be doing,”
Vaze snapped his own voice rising a bit.

“Damn, that is cold,” Shade said with a shake
of his head and looked back toward Lutheron. “Is that really how he
sees her?” he asked in a quieter voice. The more he learned of
Lutheron, the more he disliked the man. The Fionaveir were supposed
to be the good guys from what he had heard, but it certainly wasn’t
looking that way to him.

“That is how they all see her right now,
Shade. The moment this moved to war instead of a council vote, Jala
lost her value to everyone but a handful of people,” Vaze
explained.

“You don’t even know her, though,” Shade
pointed out. He had spoken with Jala of her family before and she
had never once mentioned Vaze. If she knew she had living family,
she would have told him about it, regardless if the man was
Fionaveir.

“Correction, she doesn’t know me. I know her
quite well. I probably know the true Jala better than you. I was
there the day Lutheron had the Mind magic worked on her so she
would behave properly. That magic is gone now and as you can see by
the fact that she is in the Darklands, she is no longer behaving
properly. She broke the magic herself. I told Lutheron to have it
removed when she came to Sanctuary but he refused. Serves him right
that she is using her own mind rather than obeying him,” Vaze said
with what sounded like pride in his voice.

“You think her going to the Darklands was a
good idea then?” Shade asked in disbelief. That had been the last
thing he had been thinking when he heard where she had gone.
Insanity had been the first thing that had come to mind.

“If she truly believes she can accomplish her
task, then yes,” Vaze replied, his gaze once more on the crowd
around Symphony as if he was waiting for the slightest chance to
shove Shade toward her.

“But you don’t think she can…” Shade pointed
out, letting his words trail off.

“I never said that. I said she needed help or
one of them would likely die, if not both. Likely, Shade, that
means there is a possibility not a certainty. Jala has a rough road
ahead. She can’t afford to lose any friends even a lush like Valor
Hai’dia. I sincerely doubt I will have time or opportunity to help
her in the future. I have to offer her what I can now and try to
insure that she keeps what assets she has,” Vaze explained and
nodded once again toward Symphony. “Go now. She is heading toward
the hall. If nothing else, ask her about her flight. Just stick by
her. Lutheron won’t object to your presence, given the task he
assigned you.”

“Good luck,” Shade said with a sigh as he
pushed off the ship once more and began to make his way toward
Symphony. There was no reply behind him and when he glanced back
Vaze was already gone. Shade shook his head and tried to sort
through the feelings stirring through his chest. Disappointment,
trepidation, and more anxiety than he cared to admit. The
disappointment was easy enough to understand. He could have
redeemed himself fully in his own eyes by helping Jala and wiped
his failure in Rivana from his mind completely. The trepidation and
anxiety were no doubt revolving completely around Symphony and his
task of spying. He had a fragile friendship with her as far as he
knew. How long would that friendship last, though, if she found out
he was watching her and reporting back to Lutheron?

“Shade,” Symphony called in greeting, a warm
smile lighting her face. “I understand you handled yourself quite
well during the battle of Sanctuary. Lutheron tells me that if not
for you, Vaze’s squad would have suffered much heavier casualties.”
Her gold eyes were filled with nothing but welcome as she spoke and
the smile on her face seemed genuine.

“I did what I could under the circumstances.
How was your flight?” Shade replied, not quite believing he had
taken Vaze’s suggestion of lamely asking about her flight.

“Filled with the reading of scout reports
from the troubled countries and Lutheron’s reports involving the
city. So depressing mostly,” Symphony answered with a shrug. “Now
that we have the city though, we have a better foundation for
bringing this all to an end. The city of Sanctuary is a heavy
bargaining chip. Or so I hope.”

“It is the center of the world’s commerce and
every country has a stake here. I can’t see how it could be
anything other than an asset to your cause,” Shade agreed as he
fell into step beside her.

Lutheron was watching him with a look of
approval on his face and nodded slightly when he noticed Shade
glancing at him. Lutheron fell back farther behind, allowing Shade
to take his place beside Symphony as they walked. No doubt Lutheron
believed he was simply ingratiating himself to make his task of
spying easier.

Shade smiled faintly and offered the barest
of nods in return as he pointed the ships on the sky port out to
Symphony. “Vaze suggested that I teach a few people how to fly so
the Fionaveir would have more pilots. Would you be interested in
learning as well?” Shade asked, pointedly not looking at Faramir or
Lutheron as he spoke. Vaze had been clear enough on what Lutheron
had thought of the idea and he didn’t think Faramir would like it
much either.

“If I have time, I’d love to. I understand
they run off your skill with magic?” Symphony paused in her steps
to study the ships closer.

“They do,” Shade agreed with a nod. “The
stronger you are with magic the faster and more maneuverable you
can make the ship. I dare say you would give me a run for my money
Milady, and I am the best pilot I know.”

“Humble, aren’t you,” Symphony laughed and
smiled at him once again.

“My father often said that the world is
filled with people willing to offer you humility so when you speak
for yourself, speak with flattery to balance the conversation,”
Shade replied with a smile.

“Why not speak truthfully instead?” she
asked.

“Ahh. I asked the same thing. It was my Uncle
Kiernan that answered that for me. In his words the truth is
reserved for your funeral when you can no longer dispute what is
said about you. In the case of my piloting though the truth is
conveniently also flattering. I am the best. Once you’ve had a
chance to take a few lessons with me, I’m sure you will recognize
the truth of my words,” Shade said with a wide smile as he bowed
ever so slightly in her direction.

Symphony laughed and nodded slightly. “You
have the Morcaillo silver tongue. Kiernan is quite charming when he
isn’t in a foul mood. I’ve had to watch my conversations with him
closely to make sure I’m not being led astray by his wit on the few
occasions I have dealt with him. I can see I will have to watch
myself just as carefully around you.” She waved a finger at him in
mocking rebuke and began walking again. “I do thank you though,
Shade, for distracting me with conversation. Seeing Sanctuary as it
is was a shock despite the reports I have gotten. Faramir and
Lutheron both assure me that the majority of the damage was
structural though and the casualties were light considering.” She
glanced over at him as if to gage his reaction but he kept his
features perfectly schooled and nodded in agreement.

With Faramir and Lutheron right behind them
now was not the time to tell her the truth of things, despite the
subtle hint she had given before mentioning the topic. He would
have to pay closer attention to everything Symphony said from now
on. Apparently she was well schooled in her words and even when it
seemed she was teasing there was merit to what she said.

“You’ve grown quiet,” Symphony said with a
raised eyebrow.

“The mention of the damage to the city. It’s
been difficult for me to see it change so much. Sanctuary has been
my home for a very long time. I knew everyone and everything here
very well. Most only notice the obvious damage, but I know every
brick of this city and see all of the changes clearly. You’ve read
the reports, though, I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you about
it. As you said you need distracting, so let me distract us both
with a lighter topic,” Shade said casually, catching her eye just
long enough to see that she had read what he wanted her to from his
words. I’ll tell you what they didn’t, but not now.

“Such as?” Symphony asked the smile once
again placed perfectly on her face.

“Such as when are you going to have your
first free time? I know you are going to need a day or two to
settle in and then of course you no doubt have a mountain of
reports to read. Surely you can find an hour or two free to see the
Hawks up close, though,” Shade said with a smile of his own.

“I believe I can find time later today,
actually. I read my daily reports on the way here and I have very
little to unpack as of now.” Symphony offered. “I would like some
food, though. I’m afraid I haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

“Excellent. I know a café near here that is
still open for business. We can grab a bite of food and you can
tell me which Fionaveir you think would be suitable to learn
piloting,” Shade suggested and began to steer her away from the
others. He noticed a few dark looks from the group of people behind
them but chose to ignore it. If they wanted to speak up, then
Symphony could handle it.

“That sounds like a winning plan, Shade. I
have a feeling we will be making a habit of these luncheons in the
future,” Symphony agreed with a nod. Then glanced over her shoulder
to the small group following them. “I will be at the hall in two
hours. Have the meeting set for then and we will discuss what needs
be done next,” she ordered and turned back to Shade. “Now, show me
this café and tell me all about the ships and perhaps you can tell
me a bit about the city as well. I’m afraid I’ll get lost here.
This is my first time in Sanctuary.”

“No fear of that, Milady. I can tell you
about every district here,” Shade assured her and smiled once again
more faintly.

“Tell me about this district first. This is
where the common grounds are, correct? The neutral quarter where no
house holds power,” Symphony began, her gaze sweeping over the
surrounding city as if she was determined to memorize every
detail.

“That is correct. The arena and the Academy
are in this district, as well as the Justicar hall and Council
hall.” Shade began and pointed out the various features as he
mentioned them.

A memory surfaced of giving Jala the same
tour in the spring. Jala had been wide eyes and wonder, whereas
Symphony seemed to be storing his words away carefully, nodding
often as he spoke to indicate she understood. The difference in
their reactions was remarkable. Jala had seemed so innocent then,
that he had trusted her almost before they had left Brannaford.
Symphony, however, seemed confident and poised and somehow more
capable than he had ever noticed before. This was someone that
could change things. This woman was on the brink of becoming the
most powerful person in the world.

It was possible that he had just found
exactly what he had been seeking for most of his life – a confidant
that shared his concerns. He had seen Symphony’s expression when
she first stepped from the ship. No one else had been close enough
to see that initial reaction so he didn’t think it had been faked.
It was possible that Symphony cared as much about things as he did,
but didn’t have the resources to know exactly what was going on.
The idea of spying on her made him sick, but the idea of spying for
her had merit. She seemed to have the wit for the intrigue ahead.
All he had to do was make sure she truly had the compassion. He
would do everything in his power to help her rule the world if she
sought to improve it. The trick would be finding out her true
motives. Symphony had already proven she was clever. Thanks to
Lutheron and Vaze, though, he was apparently going to have plenty
of time to find out what she was truly like.


Chapter 7

 


The Darklands

 


 


When we first stepped through the shadow
arch into the Darklands there was at least four inches between me
and the front of this damned saddle. Jala mused. Now with every
step the horse took, her stomach rubbed and her armor was starting
to chafe her skin.

She supposed she should be grateful that the
armor was enchanted and therefore still fit her. At the moment,
however, she was not feeling grateful at all. She was feeling
irritable and nauseous. Her stomach roiled again and she stifled a
groan. It was getting increasingly harder to keep down the small
amount of food she ate.

They were dangerously low on supplies,
however, and she couldn’t afford to waste what little she had
eaten. There wasn’t enough for a second meal today. They had been
on half rations for days now, and it looked as though she would be
forced to use magic to create food soon.

An incline in the path sent her against the
front of the saddle again and she had to hold her breath to keep
from heaving her stomach’s contents over the side of the horse.
Closing her eyes, she took several short breaths, and had to fight
to keep from bursting into tears. What the hell am I doing here?
How am I supposed to win Finn back when I can’t even ride a damned
horse at a slow walk? At this rate, the most I will be able to do
to Death is vomit on her. She exhaled slowly, her breath coming
in shaky bursts, and tried to compose herself once more.

Fiona was still walking silently ahead and
showed no indication that she had witnessed any of Jala’s distress.
For that minor miracle, Jala found herself overwhelmingly grateful.
The dead woman was full of scathing remarks and would have no doubt
had one at the ready had she noticed Jala’s eyes growing
glassy.

Jala let out another slow breath and felt
herself growing more steady as the horse slowed to a stop. Glancing
over her shoulder she looked at Valor in question. Fiona had shown
no indication that anything was wrong and the expression on Valor’s
face seemed calm enough.

“I’m going to walk.” Valor whispered.

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s your horse. If
anyone should walk, it’s me.” Jala snapped, and instantly regretted
her tone. It wasn’t fair to take her misery out on Valor and she
knew it. “I’m sorry. It’s just, well I’m wickedly over-emotional
today, I suppose,” she sighed, and felt the tears welling again as
she let out a shaky sob or laugh, she wasn’t really sure which it
was.

“I’ll walk,” Valor said cautiously and
started to swing down from the horse.

“Bullshit,” Jala snapped and kicked Valorous
hard in the ribs sending the horse into a trot. Valor shifted
quickly behind her, taking the reins up once more and slowing the
speed, but not before her stomach had managed at least three flips
toward her throat. “Oh, why did I do that?” she moaned softly and
bent forward over the saddle resting her forehead against
Valorous’s thick mane.

“Because you are stubborn and insane right
now,” Valor replied with a sigh.

“Insane?” Jala snapped, whirling her head to
look at him once more all tears forgotten.

“Oh, for the love of the Aspects. You were
calling yourself insane not too long ago. My sister was the same
way when she was pregnant. Mood swings, sickness, strange food
cravings, pain in the back and legs. Honestly I don’t why anyone
calls pregnancy beautiful. From what I’ve seen, it turns perfectly
sane women into vomiting tortured loonies with a penchant for
eating things that normally aren’t edible,” Valor said softly in an
exasperated tone that somehow still held sympathy. Shifting the
reins to where they were resting on the front of the saddle he
leaned back away from her and began to undo the buckles on his
gauntlet and bracer.

“I’m sorry. I know this must be difficult for
you.” Jala sniffed and let out another shaky breath. “What are you
doing?” she asked as he placed the pieces of armor into his saddle
bag.

“Hush loony, and try to focus on something
pleasant for a bit. I know it’s rather difficult given where we
are, why we are here, and what we are going to do, but try it
anyway. It’s called mind over matter. Think positive, focus on
things like I will not vomit on Valor; he is filthy enough,”
Valor said with a sigh and took the reins up once again in the hand
that still bore armor. Moving the other hand carefully he placed it
between her stomach and the hard leather of the saddle. “At least
you won’t be bumping him this way. I’d hate to see Finn’s firstborn
come into this world with a dented head.”

“I’m so sorry, Valor,” Jala said softly, her
head bowed forward once more. She felt the first of the tears trace
a path down her face and squeezed her eyes shut tightly as if she
could trap the rest before they fell.

“Do you remember what I said about this place
feeding despair into you, Jala? It’s hitting you double because of
your heightened emotions. You have nothing to apologize to me for.
You have done nothing wrong,” Valor assured her.

“How can you constantly stay so calm?” Jala
asked through sniffles, glancing back at him through blurry
eyes.

“I try to keep a constant picture in my mind
of Finn back and you smiling again. When that image starts to blur
in my thoughts, I ask myself would I rather tell your son stories
about his father or watch his father tell him stories. For that,
all the gloom, darkness, and pain is a trivial cost,” Valor
answered, as he carefully steered the horse around another
incline.

“Do you two even have the faintest clue what
stealth is?” Fiona hissed from ahead of them. The fury on the dead
woman’s face was enough to silence Jala of words and sniffles.
Fiona had warned them that morning that they were drawing close to
Trystan’s domain and stealth would be essential once they were
there.

“Are we in Veyetta’s domain then?” Valor
asked softly.

“Not yet but by afternoon we will be,” Fiona
replied, her eyes scanning the area behind them.

“Then bugger off, Fiona, she is having a
rough day. When we must be silent we will be. Do remember however
that while you have existed for centuries in silence, we have not,
and the living still find comfort in the spoken word,” Valor said
in a louder voice, though not loud enough to carry far.

“It’s OK, Valor. I can go back to silence
now. I’m starting to feel a bit more rational,” Jala assured him,
her voice barely a whisper.

“I want to know how she expects me to know
when the bloody hell afternoon is when there is no god-forsaken sun
in this place,” Valor snapped and shook his head in disgust. “And
as I told her, I will be silent when I have to. You may be feeling
more rational, but I still find comfort in talking.”

“I don’t think she wanted us to know exactly
when it was, actually. I think she just wanted us to shut the hell
up now,” Jala said with a shrug. Her stomach seemed to be calming
with Valor bracing her in the saddle. “Do you ever want to just
kick me off the horse so you can actually sit in your own saddle
rather than behind it? That has to be uncomfortable in armor.”

“The blanket is folded back here. I think it
might be more comfortable behind the saddle than it is in the
saddle.” Valor replied with a shrug. “And no, I have never had the
desire to kick you off the horse. I did have the desire to shove
you off the air pad you were sleeping on last night, but that was
spawned from the memory of your shoving me off a bed at Anthe’s. I
decided, however, I will wait until you are not pregnant and then
strike.”

“You wouldn’t wake up at Anthe’s. What was I
supposed to do?” Jala replied, glancing back at him once more.

“Something other than push me off the bed
perhaps? I pity your child when he oversleeps. The poor boy is
going to have the most horrendous fear of falling by the time he is
grown,” Valor said with a note of sympathy in his voice.

“Fiona has stopped walking. Do you see
anything?” Jala said her voice dropping to a hushed whisper.

Valor pulled the horse slowly to a stop and
scanned the area ahead of them. After a long moment he shook his
head slowly. “I don’t, but Valorous smells something,” he
whispered, sounding puzzled.

“What?” Jala asked, glancing back at him.

“Uhh. I’m not sure that he is right. Give me
a moment.” Valor mumbled and moved his hand from her stomach to
rest on the side of the horse’s neck.

“Blackberries, perhaps?” The shadows to the
right of their horse parted revealing a man crouched atop a rock.
Valor let out a curse behind her and dropped quickly from the
horse, already reaching for his sword.

“Wait, Valor. I know him,” Jala blurted,
reaching down quickly to grab Valor by the shoulder before he could
draw his steel. “Vaze, what the hell are you doing here?” she
snapped. It had been so long since she had him, but there was no
forgetting someone like Vaze. With the eerie black armor and the
veritable armory of swords Vaze had a way of stamping himself into
memories.

Vaze stood slowly on the rock and dropped
down to the ground in front of Valor. The knight was slightly
taller, which seemed to amuse Vaze who smiled up at him and winked.
“Visiting. How are you finding the Darklands?” he replied in a
perfectly conversational tone.

“What are you doing back here?” Fiona
demanded as she stalked toward the three of them. Her gaze was
locked on Vaze with an expression that made her earlier fury seem
like mere irritation.

Vaze glanced toward Fiona and then back up to
Jala. “You found the bitchiest guide in the Darklands. Well done.
Here, Shade said these were your favorites.” He tossed a small sack
up to her and turned to face Fiona. “Hello, Fiona. How have you
been?” he asked sweetly.

Jala caught the bag and looked down at Valor
who was staring up at her in disbelief. “He is one of the
Fionaveir,” she explained with a shrug. “I didn’t expect to see
him, though. I haven’t seen him since I was twelve.”

“Vaze, what are you doing here? I really
doubt you are simply visiting.” Jala pressed.

“You are going to need Valor in the city. So
I’ve come to deal with Davrian for you. I suppose Trystan, too, if
we have the misfortune of running into him. He is a bit of an ass,
though. Best to avoid that one,” Vaze explained as if he were
offering to help with minor chores.

“Ahh. Just that easy, eh? Well, then, why
don’t you clear the bloody city for her as well?” Fiona snapped and
rolled her eyes at Vaze.

“I have to leave something for the Forgotten
to do. It wouldn’t be right to take all of the fun,” Vaze replied
lightly.

“You are such an egomaniac,” Fiona snapped
again. “Worse than before, and I didn’t think that was
possible.”

“Wait, you’ve been here before?” Jala asked,
dumbfounded.

“And you were actually willing to come back?”
Valor added sounding just as incredulous as she was.

“It’s been eight years and this place isn’t
nearly as tedious for me as it has been for you two. That’s good
though. Had your progress been faster I wouldn’t have been able to
get here in time. As it stands, it was a near thing. You are about
two days from Davrian now,” Vaze explained.

“Are you saying Valor couldn’t handle it?”
Fiona asked with a smirk.

“I’m not really sure that I could have
handled it cleanly. Davrian is a legendary warrior that is
centuries old. I’m a twenty-five year old tourney knight,” Valor
cut in before Vaze could reply.

“You could have,” Jala said quietly. She had
seen Valor’s determination and courage, and there was no doubt in
her mind that if she needed Valor to accomplish something he
would.

Fiona looked up at her sharply and opened her
mouth to reply, but Vaze’s hand clamped down over her mouth before
a single word could be formed. “Eat your tarts before they get
cold, Jala. There are two in that bag in case you are in a sharing
mood,” Vaze ordered and then looked to Valor. “I’ve brought
supplies. How long since you’ve had a decent meal?”

“Decent? Well, we left Merro around
forty-three days ago so I’d say about forty-four days,” Valor
answered and leaned back against the side of his horse.

Vaze nodded quickly, his hand still clamped
over Fiona’s mouth. The woman was glaring at him coldly enough to
freeze the blood in just about anyone else. Vaze, however, ignored
her completely and motioned with his free hand toward the rock he
had been perched on. “Set up a small camp over there and we will
eat. There are a few things we need to talk about before we go on,”
Vaze offered and then glanced to Valor once more. “You have water
as an element, don’t you, Valor?”

“Yes,” Valor replied, sounding a bit confused
with the abrupt topic change, but Vaze simply nodded and motioned
them both off toward the rock before pulling Fiona aside for an
apparently private discussion.

Shrugging, Valor took the reins and led
Valorous to the rocks and helped Jala dismount. “How well do you
know him?” he asked quietly as he glanced toward Vaze once
more.

“Are you asking me if we can trust him?” Jala
asked as she pulled one of the tarts from the bag. Just the smell
of the food was making her mouth water. She couldn’t remember the
last time she had eaten anything other than dried beef. She started
to offer the other to Valor but he had turned away, back toward the
horse.

“Essentially. Can we?” Valor asked as he
untied the blanket from the saddle and dropped it to the ground for
her to sit on.

“I don’t know. Like I said, I haven’t seen
him since I was twelve, but the memory I have of him is a good one.
Do you remember when…” Jala paused as her mind registered what she
had been about to say. Swallowing her bite of tart she wiped her
mouth with the back of her hand and cleared her throat. “Do you
remember just before we found Finn in the Justicar’s hall, outside,
when I grabbed my head?” Jala asked, the image of Finn lying in a
pool of blood branded freshly onto her mind.

“I remember, “Valor said quietly and from his
expression he was focusing on the same fragment of that moment as
she was.

“That was from a mind block coming down.
Lutheron, another of the Fionaveir had placed it there to make me
behave. Vaze objected to it and encouraged me to keep standing up
for myself. That was the last time I saw him,” Jala explained.

“Ahh. But that’s because I’m not seen when I
don’t wish to be. It wasn’t the last time I saw you though, Curly.
I did check on you,” Vaze said as he walked over and leaned against
one of the rocks. “Forgive my delay. That was a bit of Fionaveir
business that I thought she should be apprised of, given that we
are her namesake. She is checking on something for me now and
should return soon. In the meantime, let’s see about getting you
some food cooked.” He moved away from the rock once more and
shrugged a bag from his shoulder and dropped it to the ground
lightly. Crouching down beside it he began to pull various items
from it and sort them on the ground beside him.

“I mean no offense, but I find your arrival
rather suspicious, so forgive me if I’m slow to trust and hesitant
to eat the food you offer,” Valor said quietly, his eyes locked on
Vaze’s every movement.

Jala froze and looked down at the half eaten
tart and then to Valor with a look of mild pleading. “Please don’t
suggest it’s poisoned. It tastes too good to be poisoned,” she
whispered as she examined the tart critically.

“It’s not poisoned.” Vaze assured her.

“Which is exactly what someone poisoning you
would say,” Valor returned dryly.

“She is halfway through the tart. If I had
actually poisoned her and she asked that, I wouldn’t deny it was
poisoned. I would say ha-ha I win,” Vaze objected.

“He has a point,” Jala agreed as she took
another bite of the tart. The filling was still warm enough to
steam in the chill air.

“You are correct to be suspicious, though,
Valor. I commend you on that. You swore on your friend’s lifeblood
to keep her safe and a death oath is the most sacred word a man can
give. So what can I do to put your mind at ease?” Vaze stood slowly
and folded his arms behind him looking at Valor with a calm
expression.

“Tell me why you are here to help her, for
one,” Valor said, his tone still rigidly formal. His eyes had
narrowed at the mention of the oath, and Jala couldn’t really blame
him. She had been the only witness to those words, and she had told
no one of them.

Vaze leaned closer toward Valor and summoned
a small globe of light in his hand. Holding it just under his chin
he pointed to his eye with his free hand and blinked a couple of
times. “Do you see that?” he asked. “Purple or violet eyes. It’s a
mark of his blood. Magdalyn had violet eyes just as her daughter
does, though Magdalyn chose to hide them.” Standing straight once
more Vaze flexed his free hand and the shiny black armor began to
ripple and then parted like oil on water revealing the muscular
pale flesh beneath. “So is this.” Vaze said quietly as he drew a
small line across his forearm and watched pale gold blood well in
the wound.

“We are kin?” Jala breathed, staring at Vaze
in shock.

“Your Uncle, to be precise. Magdalyn was my
half-sister. War tends to breed during every conflict. Most of the
children die in their mother’s wombs but a scant few have lived.
Magdalyn was a product of the Goswin fall; I am a product of the
Veyetta war,” Vaze explained. “Three Divine were locked in the
Barrier. Of the three of them, only one has chosen to bring progeny
into existence. You and I are proof of his determination to spread
his blood.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Jala whispered,
trying to force down the growing pain in her chest.

“How cruel would that be to a child? To tell
you who I truly am, and then leave you behind, regardless. Had I
told you then, you would have believed yourself unworthy and that
simply wasn’t the case,” Vaze said with a shake of his head and
crouched once more in front of his pile of assorted goods. “Sit,
Jala. I’ll explain a few things as I cook. Listen closely because I
will not repeat what I say and these words stay between us.”

Jala sank slowly to the blanket and stared at
Vaze, her mind reeling. How different would her childhood have been
had she known there was someone that actually cared about her.
Father Belson had cared, of course, but as a priest cares for an
orphan. It hadn’t been true love and she had known it. Then of
course, there was no guarantee that Vaze actually cared more than
what was required, either.

“I said listen, Jala. I can see your mind
working. You are forming your own conclusions before I have time to
explain. You might as well sit too, Valor, rather than lurking
above me with that glare of disapproval on your face,” Vaze said as
he motioned toward the blanket Jala sat on.

“Make it good or I may help Davrian in the
fight against you,” Valor growled and sat slowly down beside Jala,
his glare fixed on Vaze.

“Where to begin?” Vaze sighed and began
making a small fire in front of him. “I was born in Veyetta when it
still stood. I was three days old when Lutheron took me from the
castle. The following morning the Stormlord descended on the city
and killed everyone that showed loyalty to my line. Lutheron raised
me in Fionahold. For years he was like a father to me. A strict one
to be sure, but one that I respected.” He paused again and
carefully unwrapped a haunch of meat and spitted it. “I began my
training at age six. Wooden swords and then magic, and so it
progressed. When I was twelve I began to have strange dreams.” He
glanced up at Jala meaningfully and she nodded slowly. “At first
they were vague and unsettling and I took them as nightmares and
didn’t speak of them to anyone. No self-respecting twelve-year-old
boy wants to admit to being afraid to sleep. As it turns out I
didn’t need to say anything. After a week or so of sleeplessness,
my lessons began to falter and Lutheron scolded me, saying
nightmares were no excuse for clumsiness.” Pausing once more, he
seasoned the meat and glanced up at Jala again. “I hadn’t breathed
a word to anyone and magic is not allowed inside the Fionahold. I
had to travel into Faydwer for my lessons on magic and yet Lutheron
knew of my dreams. I let it go, simply believing he had broken
rules. He is second in command, after all, so I figured it was
allowed. As I grew, however, I noticed other instances with
Lutheron and his odd magics and eventually I determined what he
was.”

“What is he?” Jala broke in. She had thought
he was simply an Immortal like the rest of them.

“The Divine of Fear,” Vaze answered with a
faint smile. “He can read your fears all the way down to the
darkest secrets you have. He can locate you through your fears as
long as you walk in the sunlit world. He can cause fear and remove
fear with the flick of a finger. There are perhaps three
individuals that I know of that are completely fearless, everyone
else is under Lutheron’s thumb.” Vaze looked to Valor then Jala and
gave a bitter smile.

“I fail to see what this has to do with Jala.
This sounds more like your life history,” Valor pointed out in a
tone that showed he was not impressed.

“The youth have no patience,” Vaze sighed and
rotated the meat once before leaning back away from the fire. “Once
I had determined what Lutheron was, I acted with more caution but
kept my knowledge to myself. As I grew older, I began exploring my
fallen homeland for secrets of the Veyetta magic. Over the course
of several years I mastered the shadows, which led me to all kinds
of interesting secrets such as the other children of my blood. I
had thought I was alone, with no one else in the world outside of
the Fionaveir. More importantly, it led me to my father, War.” Vaze
looked to Jala once again with a knowing look on his face.

Nodding slowly, Jala fidgeted with the edge
of the blanket. “I’ve spoken with him once,” she admitted
quietly.

“What did he ask of you?” Vaze prodded
quietly.

“For War,” Jala replied.

Vaze nodded with a smile. “That’s what all of
the Divines as well as the Aspects are like, Jala. That’s why I
left you at the temple rather than bringing you home with me. It
took me a while to convince Lutheron to leave you be, but
eventually I did. The nightmares I had as a child, they weren’t
random. They were induced. We are divine blooded, Jala. Our prayers
are worth more than a thousand mortals. Each time you awaken from
sleep in a cold sweat you are praying to him. Every time you pick a
fight you are praying to War. Every time you kill, you whisper
praise to Death and so on. I convinced him to let you be feared by
thousands rather than know fear yourself. I convinced him you would
rise as a Merrodin and all who thought your line dead would know
fear. I put you in the wretched place you are right now because I
was trying to help you. You see, I no longer knew fear at that
point. I had the shadows and my own formidable skills by that time.
I was no longer useful in that aspect to him, but you were.” Vaze
trailed off and then looked to Valor and locked eyes with him. “So
you see, Valor, I’m here to help because I have a very guilty
conscience. I thought I was spinning a tale for Lutheron. I thought
at best she would attend the Academy and marry well. I thought the
only way she could find out who she truly was, required asking the
Fionaveir. I never even considered Anthe. As Fiona said, I am an
egomaniac and I thought I had the perfect plan. I never truly
believed Merrodin would rise again.” Vaze sighed and rubbed his
face then looked to Jala and nodded respectfully. “This is one of
the few times I will say this and likely the only time you will
ever hear it yourself from me. I was wrong and I am sorry.”

“I suppose, given the fact that you are here
to help that I should forgive you,” Jala sighed, trying not to
think of how she had pleaded with Victory and Havoc to take her
with them. If not for Vaze’s plan they most likely would have.

“Jala, what did you fear most of all,” Vaze
prodded gently.

“Losing Finn,” Valor cut in, his voice thick
with anger.

Jala’s gaze snapped up to Vaze and her mouth
fell open slightly. “Why? Are you saying I was feeding too much to
Lutheron so someone eliminated my fear?” she asked.

“Jala what do you fear most now?” Vaze asked,
ignoring her question.

“Failing at this quest,” Jala answered
quietly, unsure where he was leading her.

“Lutheron didn’t want me to retrieve you from
here. He was adamant about it. This might confuse you because when
you bring Finn back you will fear losing him again, right?” Vaze
asked.

“I know I will. If I lose him again there is
no way I could ever get him back. Death will not be robbed twice,”
Jala said, her voice filled with misery. “I am so bloody sick of
manipulations. I would like to think there is at least one aspect
of my life that isn’t a plot of some kind.” Rubbing her face, she
leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. She wasn’t
entirely sure she wanted to hear what else Vaze had to say.

“Do you know what happens when you are forced
to confront your fears too often?” Vaze asked.

“You become apathetic to them,” Valor
answered for her.

“Tell me Finn Sovaesh has learned his lesson
here. Tell me that when you bring him back he will live a sedate
life and retire as a swordsman.” Vaze looked to both of them.

“I can’t say that. I don’t think Finn would.”
Jala said quietly.

“So you are saying she is going to lose him
again?” Valor asked with a glare.

“I’m saying the possibility is so high that
Lutheron wasn’t willing to gamble. If you do lose him, Jala, are
you going to curl into a ball and cry yourself into oblivion or are
you relentlessly going to go after whoever killed him?” Vaze
asked.

“So I would be feeding War and Death but not
Fear,” Jala surmised with a faint nod. Everything was clicking into
place and she could see the manipulations War had hinted at, but
hadn’t actually mentioned.

Vaze nodded slightly and clicked his tongue.
“You got it, kid. It’s a balancing match between them. And you are
a risky bet for Lutheron right now. Better to let you die here than
risk your feeding War. He has been starving the hell out of War for
years. A skirmish here or there is natural of course, but what’s
coming…” Vaze paused and shook his head at both of them. “No, Myth
got him good with this one. Lutheron wanted the threat of war. He
wanted everyone scared, but he thought he could nip it in the bud
before it bloomed. Then Myth hit him with the coup de grace
of the Blights,” Vaze smiled bitterly. “The best part is, Lutheron
helped raise Symphony for bloodless revolution. He has been
planning this for years and Myth bent him over the table in one
quick move.”

“Myth is in league with War then?” Jala asked
cautiously. She wasn’t sure if she fully understood all of the
strings being pulled yet, and if she was going to avoid being a
puppet in the future she needed to know who was on what side.

“Nope, Myth has a little theory going and I
think she is trying to test it.” Vaze began and turned the meat
once more. “You see Myth believes that the Barrier surrounding this
world is so strong because it feeds off all of us. We essentially
power it by our existence. So if you kill us all off…” He trailed
off and looked up at both of them.

“The Barrier falls and Myth is no longer a
prisoner,” Valor finished, shaking his head slightly. “And I
thought House Politics were complicated.”

“Ahh. You optimistic boy. It hasn’t gotten
complicated yet. I’m getting to that part now,” Vaze said with a
grin. “OK, Jala, you and I are of War's bloodline, right?” She
nodded and he smiled and continued. “Offense is our specialty
because of that. I know you have noticed that it is easier to hurt
that heal by now. Me, I can’t heal at all. Frankly, I’m amazed you
have the ability. Now the more we kick the shit out of others, the
stronger our Divine blood grows. With me?”

“So, by War provoking me into starting a
fight, he is enhancing my Divine blood which in essence makes my
prayers to him stronger,” Jala said hesitantly.

“You got it. This makes the Divine sound like
horrible manipulating creatures, I know, but you have to look at
their nature. They aren’t evil. They aren’t good. They represent
their namesake. Don’t hate them for prodding you. Understand that
it is their nature to do so, and make your own decisions. In
essence they have the mentality of a child when it comes to their
Aspect. They want more candy. That’s all there is to it,” Vaze said
and shrugged at her.

“The way War explained it, though, I really
don’t have a choice in the matter if I want Merro to survive,” Jala
protested.

“Jala, they will always make it sound like
that. They are bullies. Sit back and look for other options.
Sometimes they will be telling the truth and there really is no
other alternative. Other times they are just trying to weasel more
candy from you.” Vaze smiled at her and gave her another wink then
turned to Valor. “This is where you come in, pretty boy. I am
Fionaveir, and because of that I won’t be around often. You need to
be her confidant on these matters. If she can’t see another way
out, look for one for her. This cannot become common knowledge or
the Divines will get pissy, and a pissed off Divine is an ugly
thing. Keep this between the two of you.”

“What about Finn? Surely I can tell him.”
Jala protested.

Vaze stared at her for a moment and then
sighed. “Jala, I know you love him and I respect the hell out of
Sovaesh for what he has made of himself with nothing to start on,
but hun, let’s face facts here and be brutally honest. What is
Finn’s common approach to problems?”

“Kill it,” Valor replied with a smirk.

“Or intimidate it,” Jala offered with a
sigh.

“Not a whole lot of examination toward the
nature of the problem though, eh?” Vaze shrugged. “A lot of times
that is OK. In most issues it can be solved with that approach.
It’s messy, but it works. In the case of determining the motives of
the Divine, though, I suggest you use a bit more discretion in your
choices,” Vaze finished.

“Can I ask one question?” Valor said quietly,
glancing to Jala once quickly and then to Vaze.

“Feel free,” Vaze replied with a shrug as he
began cutting strips of meat from the haunch and stacking them
carefully on a trencher of bread.

“Magdalyn, whom I’m guessing was Jala’s
mother, was from Goswin. Does that mean Jala is related to Madren?”
Valor asked quietly, taking care to avoid looking at Jala as he
asked.

Vaze snorted in amusement and bit his lower
lip to keep a smile from forming. “As funny as that would be to say
yes. No, they are not related. Magdalyn’s mother was a refugee from
Gaelyn, actually, and raised in Goswin. Twice damned, I
suppose.”

“It wouldn’t have been that bad. At least
Madren would have stopped flirting with me,” Jala sighed. “I feel
sorry for him. I really do. He is always so scared and it’s obvious
how lonely he is. I know what it’s like to be lonely. Granted, I
didn’t handle it quite the same as Madren does.”

“Well now that we have the suspicion
hopefully out of the way and you understand why I’m here. May I
explain why I asked if you had water as an element, Valor?” Vaze
began as he set the meat carefully down by the fire and wiped his
hands.

“I’ll admit I was rather curious,” Valor said
with a raised eyebrow.

“Because you have both been in here for over
forty days without a bath and while I am used to rough crude
warriors you both reek. Not trying to be rude but it’s the god’s
honest truth and if you can manage the water, I can manage the
shadow screen that will allow you both to bathe very close to this
camp so you aren’t in danger from the denizens of this plane,” Vaze
said looking up at them.

“Are you serious?” Jala asked, leaning
forward hopefully.

“I’d rather do that than use arcane magic to
clean you and tell Death right where we are. The shadow magic is
innate as is his elemental magic. It shouldn’t trigger any alarms
at all. With the way you both smell currently, the demons will know
when you are within a mile of the city. Not only will it improve
your mood to be clean, it will help with the element of surprise,”
Vaze said with a shrug and pulled a set of clean clothes from his
bag holding them up before her. “They will be big, but they smell
like soap rather than blood and bile,” he offered.

Valor smiled at her expression of hope and
stood, slowly looking around. Selecting a place near the rocks he
wove his hands in an intricate circle and the wind around him
picked up slightly. Nodding with approval he focused again and drew
his hands upwards slowly. The air in front of him shimmered
slightly and water began to seep upwards through the ground to pool
in the funnel of air he had shaped. His eyes narrowed as he
concentrated. The water began to swirl slowly and then faster until
the bottom of the make-shift tub was darker than the top. Pulling
his other hand slowly downward he drew the darker water out of the
pocket of air and then allowed the swirling motion to subside.
Steam rose from the water as he motioned her toward it. “Purified
and heated.” he said as he sat down once more.

“Thank you so much,” Jala breathed, moving
toward the water quickly.

“Hey,” Vaze called behind her. Turning to
look back she barely caught the package he threw to her. “Soap and
such. Enjoy the bath.” Vaze explained as the shadows around her
began to thicken blocking out the campsite from her view
completely.

She could hear them speaking softly but paid
no attention to what they were saying. Since they had entered the
Darklands she had only been able to sponge bathe a few times and
that hadn’t been any time recently. Their water supply had become
too low for such niceties, and while there was water in the
Darklands, neither she nor Valor was inclined to drink it. As far
as bathe in it…the thought of stopping for a bath had never even
crossed her mind until Vaze had suggested it. There simply hadn’t
been any place that seemed safe enough, until now. The knowledge
that both Valor and Vaze sat only a few feet away gave her the
security she needed to simply slide into the water and close her
eyes. All fears had fled her mind as Vaze had explained everything
to her. Not even the impending fight with Death seemed too much
anymore. After all, as Vaze said, conflict was her birthright. It
would all be over soon. Within a day or two she would be back in
Merro and Finn would be raised. She allowed herself a faint smile
and sunk lower in the water. “Just a bit longer, Finn, and we will
have you out of there,” Jala whispered.
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“You know I don’t really know why I feel
inclined to point this out now, other than perhaps so you
understand in the future. But you do realize Vaze sees through
Shadow screens as easily as I do water and air right? So that
little bit of privacy you just had wasn’t truly private at all,”
Valor said softly as he helped her back onto the horse.

Jala paused and looked back at him. “Did you
just say you both watched me bathe?” she asked in a dumbfounded
voice.

“I didn’t, but I could have. I don’t know if
he did, but he could have. It’s just good knowledge to have in the
future I suppose,” Valor replied.

Jala nodded and shrugged. “Even had there not
been a shadow screen and the area had been well lit, I still would
have bathed. I feel twenty pounds lighter now and ready to face
whatever may come,” she said and was surprised to realize it was
the truth. She was less than half a day from facing Death and a
fortified city held by demons and she wasn’t concerned in the
least. Vaze would deal with Davrian; the Forgotten would deal with
the demons. That left only Death for Valor and herself. In
comparison with how it had seemed at the beginning of their quest,
this was actually going to be easier than either of them had
thought.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t wait for Fiona?”
Valor asked looking back at Vaze before he actually mounted.

“We don’t need her as a guide and she won’t
be helping in the fighting,” Vaze pointed out with a shrug.

Valor nodded slowly and climbed onto the
horse behind her. “Which way then?” he asked as Vaze picked his
pack up from ground and swung it onto his back.

Looking up, Vaze smiled slightly and shook
his head. “Oh, I’m afraid I don’t have time to give an actual
walking tour, Valor. Listen close both of you. I will open the
shadows for travel. Ride through after me. I will engage Davrian.
Jala, call the Forgotten once I have, and allow them to assault the
city first. Once the gates have been breached, ride hard for the
center of the city. You will find her there. Don’t wait for me, I
will follow to help if I can, but do not wait. You can’t afford to
risk the Forgotten losing the fight and missing your opportunity.
You cannot face Death and her host of demons at once. You must
engage her while the Forgotten are still fighting. You will not be
able to kill her; she is Death. You will be able to weaken her
though and that is when you strike. Take Finn back and leave the
Darklands with all haste. Understood?”

“Understood.” Jala agreed and felt a flutter
in her stomach. It wasn’t fear she realized with a faint smile. It
was excitement and anticipation. They were so close to their goal
now. She glanced back as Valor whispered something and raised an
eyebrow at him. “What was that?” she asked curiously.

“A prayer.” Valor replied with a shrug.

“To who?” Jala asked, turning to face him
fully with a look of astonishment on her face. She had never heard
Valor pray or even show reverence toward any of the Aspects.

“To you, for you, I’m not really sure how to
explain it,” Valor said with a shrug. “You are Divine blooded so it
can’t hurt.”

Jala stared at him for a long moment, then
blinked and shook her head. “Well, uh, I suppose you are right, it
can’t hurt,” she said after a long pause and turned back in the
saddle again to find Vaze watching them both with a bit of a
grin.

“It would seem Valor paid particular
attention to our talk,” Vaze said with a salute to Valor. “Long
live the Hai’dia. They are a clever line and the world would be a
poorer place without them. Good luck to you both. May we meet again
under the sun.” He bowed with a flourish to the pair of them. As he
stood, he drew the swords from his back and brandished them in
front of him in a graceful arc. The shadows before him seemed to
thicken as they slowly wove into a tunnel. With another brief nod
to them, Vaze stepped into the center of the swirling mass of
shadows and disappeared.

“Valor, is failure still your biggest fear?”
Jala asked as the knight guided their horse toward the tunnel at a
swift trot. Her heartbeat had increased and she could feel her
blood pumping strongly.

“More than ever,” Valor answered quietly as
the shadows enveloped them.


Chapter 8

 


The Darklands

 


 


“Behold Despair, capital of the Dark Lady’s
domain.” Vaze gestured toward the massive walled city that stood in
the distance. “Not really sure if that is the name she gave it, but
that’s what the shadows call it.”

Jala nodded absently, her attention fully
focused on the city before them. The walls surrounding it were so
large that they seemed more like a cliff looming against the
horizon. If not for the soft glow the city was emitting, she
doubted she would have been able to see the walls at all. Their
stone was as black as the rest of the Darklands. She had given up
trying to fathom what was creating the glow beyond the wall. She
somehow doubted it was the customary lights that most cities held.
Her eyes were now riveted instead on the sea of dead that seemed to
surround the massive gates. Thousands of spirits milled as they
waited for entrance to the fortress city. She had expected the
gates to be sealed with a barrier. She just hadn’t expected a
barrier of the dead.

“How big is the city?” Valor asked
softly.

“Not as big as Sanctuary, but larger than any
other city in the Sunlit world. If either of you have second
thoughts, now is the time to act on them. Once we pass this point,
there is no going back,” Vaze said, looking between the two of
them.

Jala shifted in the saddle to look back at
Valor. He met her gaze and shook his head slightly. Nodding, she
shook her head at Vaze. “No, we’ve come too far to turn back now.
We will finish this,” she said and looked back toward the city.
“Are those the dead of Glis?”

“The ones toward the front of the gate likely
are. The ones near the back are the dead of Sanctuary,” Vaze
answered as he stood straight and flexed his grips on his
swords.

“So many from Sanctuary, but those don’t look
like soldiers, Vaze,” Jala whispered. She couldn’t see many details
from their current distance, but many of the forms in the crowd
were small or appeared to be women in dresses.

“You can’t unleash the kind of devastation
you did without casualties, Jala. Your quarter of the city was
evacuated, the rest wasn’t. The buildings you crushed had people
hiding within,” Vaze explained gently. He watched her as he spoke,
his expression filled with concern.

“I did that,” Jala breathed as her eyes raced
across the spirits, her mind frantically searching for a number.
There were so many and constantly shifting. It was impossible to
count the dead accurately, but she knew it was in the thousands.
“By all the Aspects,” she whispered shaking her head in revulsion.
“I didn’t know…” She let the words die in her throat. She wasn’t
sure really what she had been about to say. She hadn’t known they
were there, but that seemed a pathetic excuse. She had known
Sanctuary hadn’t been evacuated beyond her quarter. She had seen
civilians in the streets running from the fighting. She should have
guessed they were hiding there as well.

“We did that,” Valor corrected. “I destroyed
as much as you did.” His voice was hoarse as he spoke.

“This is what happens when you unleash your
power carelessly, Jala. Take it as a lesson, not as a burden. You
don’t have time for the guilt right now,” Vaze spoke firmly and
elbowed her knee lightly. “Make their deaths meaningful with your
actions. Build something better than what they knew.”

Jala nodded slowly and looked down at Vaze.
“I feel like a monster right now and you are telling me to build
something better from this.”

“Feel like a monster, eh? Well,
congratulations. You are finally becoming a High Lady. When you
know for sure you are a monster you have fully attained your title.
High Lords and Ladies don’t have the luxury of guilt or remorse for
their actions. On one side of the war you have the lords that have
done what they had to do, no matter how much they hated it. On the
other side you have the ones that don’t give a rat’s ass what they
have done. Be one that does what has to be done no matter the cost,
Jala, and we will be fine.” Vaze smiled at her and winked before
flexing his swords once more. “Now if you will excuse me, I believe
I need to find Davrian. If I’m guessing correctly, he is near the
city gates. Let me engage him and then summon the Forgotten.” His
armor began to ripple around his neck as he spoke. Vaze closed his
eyes and tilted his head back as the inky black metal crept up his
neck and then face. Within moments the armor had covered his head
completely, leaving only a shiny black mirror where a visor should
have been. There was no sign of eye slits or holes for air. The
final effect was wholly unsettling. He twirled his swords once and
bowed to them in farewell.

“Good luck, Vaze. May we meet again under the
sun,” Jala said as she watched him move down the road toward
Despair. He moved casually as if he were simply on a stroll through
the park.

“Should we move closer?” Valor asked, his
gaze following Vaze’s approach.

“I think so. I don’t think the Forgotten will
take long to arrive, once I summon them,” Jala answered.

“If they answer at all,” Valor sighed and
urged the Arovanni forward at a slow walk.

“They will answer,” Jala assured him.

Vaze had moved to a slow jog ahead of them
and his path seemed to be leaving the road. His form blurred as he
increased speed and she watched in amazement as his other four
swords were drawn by what seemed to be living shadows. The forms
moved with him, only the occasional shift from his body and the
additional weapons revealing their presence.

“That’s a nice trick,” Valor whispered.

“I’ve never seen anything like that before,”
Jala said, her eyes locked on Vaze as she tried desperately to
decipher the spell he had used before he grew too distant for her
to see the weave. It was an innate ability she was sure, but if she
could just study the way it was done for a moment longer, she might
be able to roughly duplicate it with arcane magic.

“That must be Davrian,” Valor breathed, his
words barely audible over the murmuring of the spirits.

Reluctantly, Jala pulled her eyes from Vaze
and looked past him to the massive form that was emerging from the
gloom beyond him. Davrian towered over Vaze in height and muscle.
The demon had lost nearly all semblance of humanity beyond the
basic human shape. His skin was covered in scales that she could
see even from her distance. Spines covered his shoulders and arms
and seemed to run down his massive back. He drew twin axes from his
belt as he lumbered toward Vaze and Jala shook her head in dismay.
“Those things look big enough to cleave a horse in two,” she
mumbled.

“If he had swords, I would worry. With the
size of those Axes, Vaze will be able to dodge nearly every blow.
Those are not maneuverable weapons. Once he picks a direction to
swing he is committed,” Valor assured her.

Jala nodded in understanding, though she
wasn’t sure if she truly believed what he told her. To her, it
seemed as though the axes were so big that Davrian couldn’t
possibly miss. Vaze sprang forward to strike as the demon raised
its axes in what looked to be a challenge. The shadowy duplicates
moved as well, splitting to the left and right as Vaze’s swords
struck sparks from the creature’s scaly hide.

“Call the Forgotten,” Valor urged her with a
gentle nudge to her back. “He said to waste no time.”

Jala pulled her gaze from the fight and
quickly wove a message spell to all those she had given names.
“It’s time.” She felt their response echo back in the form
of raw fury.

The air in front of them shimmered and the
gentle murmurs of the shuffling spirits before them was drowned by
the banshee squall of the Forgotten as the tormented dead appeared
on the road ahead of them. Demons poured through the gates in an
effort to keep the Forgotten from the city. The gentle spirits that
had been milling calmly, exploded into chaos as the first of the
fighting erupted. The Forgotten ignored the frantic spirits
completely and threw themselves at the demons with a savagery that
made her skin crawl.

“We are supposed to ride through that?” Jala
asked in disbelief. From her vantage, there was no way through the
mass of dead.

In answer, Valor pressed his heels deep into
the Arovanni’s sides and the horse sprang forward. He leaned
forward, forcing her toward the horse’s neck, his armor digging
painfully into her back. “Stay low,” he ordered, though there was
no need for the words. She had no choice but to stay low with the
way he was pushing on her.

Hands reached for her as they thundered by,
their icy grasp tracing paths across her armored legs. Jala shrank
back farther against Valor and willed the horse to run faster.
There were too many faces among the recent dead that she
recognized, and that itself was far more painful than the chill of
their grasping hands. She heard Valor let out a rough chuckle
behind her and tried to look up at him but couldn’t turn her head
from the way he pressed on her.

“What in the name of all of the Aspects are
you laughing about?” Jala demanded. Her own emotions were ranging
from disgust to anger. There was certainly no amusement in anything
she saw.

“Devron Rivasa was back there. His spirit
made a rather rude gesture to you. I don’t think he cared much for
the results of your brief duel with him,” Valor answered as he
slowly lifted the pressure from her back.

“May he rot here eternally and if fate is
generous I’ll send Cassia to keep him company soon,” Jala hissed as
she sat up cautiously. They were through the gates now and past the
worst of the fighting. More spirits milled in the streets here, but
they seemed inclined to let them pass without threat. Glancing down
at her legs Jala noted the crystals of frost coating her armor. She
could still feel the cold in her skin below, but it was passing
quickly. Just a brief touch had left ice however. Should one of the
spirits decide to do more than brush against her, she would have
problems.

“Of course there would be,” Valor muttered
behind her as he turned his horse toward the center of town.

“Would be wha…” Jala began but her words died
as she realized what he had been speaking of. Ahead of them, rising
above the rest of the city, loomed what was no doubt their
destination. The palace stood looming above the rest of the city,
its high roof crowned with crystal-peaked spires. The spires were
the source of the glow she had seen from beyond the walls. Forms
circled the palace in the air, though she couldn’t tell what they
were, between their speed and the blinding glow.

“Of course there would be dragons,” Valor
repeated, his voice filled with disgust. “If they land for a fight,
continue on. I’ll deal with them alone while you get Finn.”

“Out of the question,” Jala snapped, the
words out of her mouth before she had considered what she was
saying or what tone she was saying it in.

“If we both stop to fight, we waste time,
Jala. Vaze said to move quickly before the Forgotten are defeated,”
Valor reminded her gently.

“Bugger the Forgotten and the dragons and the
demons and Death her bloody self, I’m not leaving a friend behind,”
Jala growled daring him to object again. “You promised me, Valor
Hai’dia. We come in together, we leave together with Finn,” She
reminded him firmly.

“Damn, nearly my full name. I feel like my
mother is here suddenly. Well, we are running out of time to argue.
What do you propose if they land?” Valor asked with a heavy
sigh.

“I propose we make quick work of them
together, and continue on together, and rescue Finn together, and
leave together!” Jala replied angrily.

“Sounds perfect. Let’s hope it goes that
way,” Valor agreed.

“It will,” Jala snapped, her eyes following
the path of the creatures above the palace. They didn’t seem to
show any inclination to land, which seemed a very good sign to her.
Unless, of course, they landed after Jala and Valor entered the
building, thus trapping them inside with Death.

“I will have to dismiss Valorous when we
reach the doors. I can’t leave him alone out here,” Valor informed
her as they neared the front steps.

The spirits were thicker in this area and
Jala shuddered at the thought of passing through them on foot.
Valor was right, though, they couldn’t leave the Arovanni alone.
“How about you dismiss him on the stairs,” Jala suggested as the
spirits began to move toward them.

“Deal,” Valor agreed without hesitation as he
reined his horse directly toward the palace with no indication that
he planned to slow from the dead run before they reached the
stairs.

Icy hands grasped at her legs and arms as
Valorous plowed through the spirits. With a massive push the
Arovanni launched himself toward the stairs clearing more than half
in the single leap. His hooves skittered on the stones as he
scrambled for purchase on the too narrow stairs and she felt him
sliding back as he lost his balance. Valor dropped quickly down
from the saddle and pulled her down beside him as the Arovanni’s
hind legs lost their purchase. The massive horse let out a squall
that echoed through the city as he crashed down to the stone
stairs.

“Valorous be gone!” Valor bellowed as he
pushed Jala toward the double doors at the top of the stairs.

Jala barely glimpsed the Arovanni fading
before her attention was focused on the doors themselves. She knew
there would be protection wards lacing them and she didn’t have
time to unweave them gently. Drawing her power in, she held a hand
up for Valor to wait as she prepared a blast of raw magic. Lifting
her hands before her she ignited the magic in the focus gems Sovann
had given her and held her breath. Focusing her gaze, she pulled
her hand back to release the magic as the doors opened silently,
revealing a soft glow of firelight beyond them. Jala let the power
slide from her grasp and stared in disbelief at the obvious
invitation before them.

“Well done! That was much neater than what
you did to the gates in Sanctuary,” Valor said quietly with an
impressed look on his face.

Jala blinked and then looked over at him in
annoyance. “That’s because I didn’t open the doors. She did,” she
explained dryly.

“Ahh. Well, then, that’s unsettling isn’t
it?” Valor said hesitantly. He placed one hand on his sword hilt as
he moved forward cautiously to take the lead.

“Valor, no, wait. Let me go first in case
there are spell traps,” Jala said quickly as she moved in front of
him.

“I don’t like the idea of your being in the
lead,” Valor protested.

“And I don’t like the idea of being
splattered with bits of Stormlord if you step on a trap,” Jala
replied calmly, her eyes already scanning the ground ahead.

“Well, when you put it that way.” Valor
relented and motioned her forward with a nod. His words were
followed closely by the sound of his sword being drawn.

“There doesn’t seem to be any traps at all,”
Jala whispered as she looked up from the floor and gazed around the
entry hall of the palace. The room was massive and most of it was
lost in shadow to her gaze. Torches flickered along the walls at
intervals but their light did little more than add an eerie flicker
to the dark stone. The faint edges of curving stairs were barely
visible along both sides of the wall, but it was the steady glow
that emanated from the open doors between them that drew her
eye.

“No guards either,” Valor said softly, his
eyes scanning the room as well.

“I think I would prefer traps and guards,”
Jala admitted and let out a light breath as she squared her
shoulders and began walking toward the open doors before her.

Spirits drifted along the walls and corners
of the room, but they paid no attention to Jala or Valor as they
entered. Their attention was fully devoted to the dark robed figure
that sat comfortably on a throne at the far end of the room. Jala
scanned the room once more, her eyes briefly lingering on a pillar
of dark flames near the throne. She wasn’t sure exactly what it
was, but it didn’t seem to be a threat. In fact, nothing in the
room looked threatening, not even Death herself. If anything the
Divine looked relaxed and showed no indication that she even knew
her city was under siege.

“Have you come to make another deal with me,
Jala Merrodin?” Death asked, her voice rasping and hoarse.

“I’ve come for Finn,” Jala replied loudly,
her back straight as she approached the throne. She could hear
Valor’s footsteps behind her and by the sound she knew he was as
determined as she was.

“He is mine now. What have you to trade? The
Arovan?” Death asked, leaning forward.

“Finn swore his soul to me three times. You
have stolen what is mine and I’m here to take him back. I haven’t
come to trade or deal with you,” Jala pressed as she stopped
several feet from the throne, her eyes locked on Death.

“All dead are mine, foolish girl, no matter
what words they speak in life. Besides, Finn made a deal with me.
I’m sure you remember it. The same time you agreed to break a
curse, Finn offered me something else entirely. His service after
death in return for your safety from my domain,” Death said, her
voice filled with amusement. “You have wasted your time if you have
simply come to make demands. I’m feeling generous today, though.
The harvest has been good this year and it’s not often that I have
guests. I will not accept the Arovan alone as a trade. I will
however take the child and the Arovan for the one you seek.”

“You will not have either!” Jala snapped.

“I told you she was difficult to deal with,”
a familiar voice drawled behind her. She heard Valor utter a curse
and turned to watch the grey cloaked figure slowly cross the room
to stand by Death’s throne. “It took me so many visits to get her
to be willing for barter and still she was a bit of a bitch about
it, despite how good a deal I made her.” There was no mistaking
Hemlock’s voice, no matter how much Jala wished she could forget
the sound of it.

“You bastard,” Jala hissed, her power already
rising for a spell.

“Tut, tut. Let’s not be hasty there, Jala. Do
you really want to end the conversation that way?” Hemlock shook a
finger at her, a smile barely showing beneath the grey hood of his
cloak. “How about this, Death. In honor of Jala’s former reverence
for Fortune, how about you offer her a wager? Perhaps a duel. That
would honor Finn as well, given his former occupation.”

“Mmm. That could prove interesting,” Death
agreed and leaned back in her throne once more. “Your champion
versus mine. If you win, you get Finn and I allow you to leave my
domain. If I win, I get the Arovan and the child and I still allow
you to leave. That’s more than fair, I think.”

“Leave the child out of it and you have a
deal,” Valor said from behind her.

Jala whirled and stared at Valor, an
expression of disbelief on her face. He lifted his visor and met
her eyes. There wasn’t a trace of doubt on his face. “Valor, you
can’t…” she began but he shook his head slightly.

“I remember my promise and I fully intend to
keep it, Jala. I am not going to sacrifice myself in this fight, I
promise you. I’d love a chance to kill that bastard.” Valor assured
her, his gaze moving past her to settle on Hemlock.

“The child remains in the bargain. Take it or
leave here with nothing,” Death pressed, her tone sounding
annoyed.

“Done,” Jala agreed before Valor had a chance
to speak again.

“Jala!” Valor gasped in objection.

“You said you intended to keep your promise.
Now you have more incentive to do so. My trust and faith are fully
with you, Valor. I know you will not fail me,” Jala spoke softly.
Turning back to Death she squared her shoulders once more. “Show me
Finn before we pursue this. I will know that you truly hold his
soul before we continue,” she demanded.

“Difficult to deal with indeed,” Death
muttered and motioned a clawed hand toward the pillar of dark flame
beside her. The black fires receded, revealing the limp dark
skinned form that hung suspended beneath them. His arms and legs
were already showing the scaled skin of the Darklands demons, but
there was no mistaking Finn.

“Finn,” Jala gasped, her eyes locked on the
closed eyes willing them to open.

“Murderers and rapists. Really, Jala with the
taste you have in men, we should get along much better. Judging by
the standards you have, I may be your ideal man,” Hemlock
chuckled.

Jala heard Valor shift behind her and looked
back as he closed his visor. She only saw a glimpse of his face
before the helm closed but his expression was pained, not outraged
as she had expected. “I’d rather fight you than continue this
conversation,” Valor growled as he moved forward a few steps and
leveled his sword in a defensive position.

“I recall saying my champion versus yours. I
do not recall saying Hemlock was my champion, however,” Death said
with a rasping chuckle. “No, Hemlock is no warrior and we all know
that. He serves me in other ways. I had a bit more of an equal
fight in mind for you, Valor Hai’dia.” Death motioned toward the
back of the room and the air shimmered as a form began materialize.
Details began to take shape and Jala caught her breath as she
recognized the long silver hair and delicate build of Chastity
Hai’dia, Valor’s sister. With the exception of the blood stain on
the front of the woman’s dress, she looked as lifelike as she had
the last time Jala had seen her on the stairs of the Justicar’s
hall.

“Valor! What are you doing here?” Chastity
demanded, her tone filled with concern. Her eyes flicked across the
other occupants of the room briefly then back to her brother.

“Chastity.” Valor gasped as he pulled his
helmet free and stared in dismay at his sister.

“Touching, so very touching,” Death said, her
voice void of any emotion at all. “Chastity Hai’dia, your husband
lies on my very doorstep. He clings to life by the barest thread in
the sunlit world. He took a poisoned arrow in the last engagement
he fought in and no healers remain to save his life. I, however,
have the power to spare him if I choose.”

Chastity turned toward Death, her expression
one of desperation. Her eyes flicked back to Valor and then Jala in
confusion. “Why do you tell me this? What can I do to save him?”
Chastity asked in a cautious tone.

“Your brother is here to save Finn Sovaesh. I
have offered him a duel in return for Finn’s spirit. I name you my
champion. Defeat your brother, and your husband lives. Fail me, and
your child is an orphan,” Death answered, her voice still calm but
holding a hint of amusement.

“This is sadistic,” Jala breathed, her eyes
locked on Death.

“Valor, would you truly let Sebastian die for
Finn after all I have done for you? Would you leave my child an
orphan to save an exile?” Chastity asked, her gaze fully on her
brother now. She took a step closer, her eyes searching Valor for
her answer.

Valor inhaled deeply, his head bowed. Slowly
he turned to face Jala, his dark blue eyes filled with pain. “I
will honor my word and my promise to you,” he said quietly before
turning back to face his sister. He exhaled slowly and stood
straighter, squaring his shoulders before meeting Chastity’s
accusing stare. “I would not let Sebastian die for Finn, Chas. I
will, for Jala’s son, however. I’m sorry Chas, I truly am. If it
were only my life at stake, my answer would be different.” He spoke
quietly, his voice hoarse.

Jala whirled to face Death who was leaning
forward once more, her posture looking quite eager. “Name another
champion please, or let me fight in Valor’s stead. I’ll face
whoever you wish, just don’t force him to do this,” she
pleaded.

“Everything has a price, Jala. Do you think
your knight is willing to pay this one?” Death chuckled. Her
shrouded arm rose again and twin swords appeared hanging in midair
between the Hai’dia. The blades themselves appeared to be made of
glass and glinted wickedly in the flickering torchlight. “Those
will be the weapons for the duel. Both equal, both deadly. Fight
well Chastity. Your husband depends on it.”

Valor gave a slight nod and dropped his helm
to the floor. “A moment, before we begin Chas,” he said as he
sheathed his sword and carefully removed his sword belt. Turning,
he handed it to Jala and proceeded to remove the rest of his
armor.

“Valor, what are you doing?” Jala hissed as
she watched piece after piece of the battered plate mail fall to
the floor.

“I will have a hard enough time with this on
my conscience, Jala. I don’t want the added burden of believing I
won because my sister was unarmored. I will do this with honor,”
Valor explained quietly, his attention fully focused on the
remaining buckles.

“How noble. How ironic, too. I thought your
brother was the one named Honor. From what I hear, that name
wouldn’t suit you at all, Valor,” Hemlock chuckled.

“I’ll not be judged by the likes of you,”
Valor growled as his gaze briefly flicked to the Assassin.

“I thought you had already been judged. Isn’t
that why you were in Sanctuary?” Hemlock pressed.

“Shut your dog up before I do,” Jala warned,
her magic rising once more. She had no idea what Hemlock was
referring to, but Valor was tormented enough without added pressure
from the Assassin.

“Such a temper,” Death chided. “I’m tempted
to let you try, but later perhaps. I have entertainment for
now.”

The last bit of armor dropped to the floor
beside her and she looked up to find Valor’s gaze on her once more.
She stared back at him in silence, her heart hammering in her chest
at the thought of what he must be thinking. Bowing his head deeply
to her he turned and pulled one of the swords from the air. With a
practice swing, he tested the weight and balance and nodded with
slight approval as he watched his sister claim the blade’s
twin.

“You always did make the wrong choices,
Valor. Should you win this fight, may Sebastian’s death be branded
on your soul forever,” Chastity whispered as she twirled her own
sword expertly in her hand.

“Do you have your magic, Chas? If not, then I
will not use my own,” Valor said, his expression and voice devoid
of all emotion.

“I do not,” Chastity replied formally.

“Then strictly blades,” Valor decreed with a
slight bow to his sister. “It will be branded there, Chas, I
promise you that,” he added as lunged toward her, his sword moving
in a graceful arc.

Chastity dodged back, managing a clumsy
parry. Shifting her feet, she regained her balance and caught the
next blow evenly on her sword. Spinning to the left, she drove her
blade toward Valor’s unarmored side. Chastity let out a faint gasp
as Valor’s sword scored a long line across her shoulder, then drove
hard with her own blade leaving a scarlet trail across Valor’s
cheek. The knight didn’t flinch or even acknowledge the wound, his
face still as emotionless as stone.

Jala watched the two with held breath as the
swords clashed time and time again. She had believed Valor would
have the advantage, given all the practice he had against Finn, but
Chastity was holding even with her younger brother. Jala moved back
farther from the fight and wrapped her arms around herself. Her
hand brushed against the spirit stone in the pocket of her grey
cloak and she wrapped her fingers around it tightly. Her eyes still
fixed on the battle raging she focused on the magics Ash had placed
on the small gem stone. Only precious things work for spirit
stones. Gems are the most common things used. This only works once
however so whatever is used is destroyed when the spirit is pulled
free of the stone. His words rang in her mind and she turned to
look once more at Finn. He still hadn’t moved at all and the scales
were tracing farther across his skin as Death’s transformation
continued.

Jala shifted where she stood and felt another
heavier object in the cloak pocket brush her fingers. Her finger
traced across the heavy gold coin outlining the twin swords that
had represented Finn. Her gaze rose once more to the fight and she
stared hard at Valor’s face as he tried his best to kill someone he
had nearly died to save not so long ago. It wouldn’t be simply
Sebastian’s death that he carried branded on his soul after this.
How could he even look at his niece again with that kind of guilt
on his conscience?

Another gasp from Chastity made her decision
for her. “To hell with honor, I don’t need it,” Jala hissed as she
drew her power in a massive surge and unleashed it at the floor
beneath Death’s throne. She knew better than to cast the opening
spell against Death or her throne itself. There were simply too
many wards to get through to do enough damage for a distraction.
The air cracked like thunder as the stones exploded sending shards
raining down over the throne room. A cloud of dust rose to envelope
both Hemlock and Death making it impossible to see if either had
been harmed.

“Jala, what the hell?” Valor demanded behind
her. The ringing of swords had ceased and she could feel the eyes
of both Hai’dia on her back. She had no time for them however.
Pulling the spirit stone from her pocket she focused on Finn and
activated its magic as the black robed figure of Death emerged from
the cloud of dust.

“You treacherous bitch!” Death screeched as
the air around her crackled with power. “Kill them!” she bellowed,
her voice shaking the stones of the hall. The drifting spirits
swarmed at her command as demons began to pour through the
doors.

“So, perhaps you should fight together rather
than against each other. Demons would be good targets,” Jala
suggested calmly to the stunned duelists behind her. Pulling on her
power once more she hastily raised shields around herself and sent
a force bolt toward Death. She meant it as more of a delay than an
actual attack and was unsurprised when the Divine brushed it off as
if swatting a fly.

“If that is the best you have, you are
already dead, child,” Death hissed as she began to advance, her
hands moving in intricate patterns as she began her own spell.

“I wouldn’t if I were you, Hemlock. This is
their dance.” Vaze’s voice rang clearly from above and Jala glanced
up just long enough to spot the Fionaveir balanced above the door,
tendrils of shadow held at the ready.

“You heard the lady earlier, I’m sure. I’m no
warrior. I have no intention of fighting,” Hemlock replied,
sounding surprisingly amused, though she couldn’t tell exactly
where the Assassin was.

Jala’s shields rocked as Death’s spell
slammed into her. The Divine was within five feet now and closing
the distance quickly. Activating the focus stones in her hands once
more, Jala sent a wave of wind out from her in all directions
pushing the spirits back. She needed room and there wasn’t much to
be had here. Bile rose in her throat as the traces of Death’s spell
washed over her. There was no longer any threat to the magic but
the foulness of it sickened her. Neph had shown her necromancy once
and it had made her skin crawl, despite the minor spell he had
used. Death’s spell had certainly not been minor and had no doubt
been intended to be quite lethal.

Shadow tendrils rose from the walls to either
side of her wrapping two demons tightly in their grasp. The
tendrils snapped like a whip and she heard the sounds of shattering
bones behind her as the demons were crushed against the stone
walls. “C’mon kid, I’m waiting to be impressed,” Vaze called from
above.

Jala gave a slight nod and narrowed her
focus. Her magic roared in her ears as she launched spell after
spell at the Divine, sending Death reeling back from her. She kept
the pattern chaotic giving Death no opportunity to guess what would
come at her next. Moving forward, Jala continued the assault, her
magic gaining momentum until there was no break between blasts. The
noise of the swords and fighting behind her faded as she centered
her whole mind upon Death and let vent all of her frustrations and
anger.

Death staggered back once more, her robe
shredding on her frail form but the leathery skin beneath seemed
untouched by the magic. Snarling like an animal, the Divine surged
forward through the magic and slammed into Jala, knocking the
breath from her in a ragged gasp. Clawed fingers dug into her neck,
lifting her from her feet. Jala sucked air frantically and tried to
keep the rising panic from spoiling her next spell.

“Did you truly believe you had a chance?”
Death asked in a furious snarl.

Jala remained silent as she released a blast
of pure magic directly into Death’s chest. Her spell had been
spoiled and it was the best she could manage in her desperation.
The Divine rocked slightly from the impact and tightened her hold
on Jala’s throat. Pain flared through Jala in bright lances as
Death’s other hand tore into her stomach through the armor. Panic
washed over her once more as Jala realized the Divine’s intent. The
bitch meant to tear the child from her body.

Summoning all her remaining energy, Jala
brought her hand down hard covering Death’s shrouded face and sent
the last spell she knew she could manage through the focus stones
and into the Divine. Bright white light filled the room as the
spell exploded against Death. The Divine dropped her to the floor
and staggered back, both hands clutching her head.

Jala sucked in air in violent gulps and
stared down at her ruined hand in growing shock. The focus stones
had exploded and what remained of her right hand looked more like
raw meat than her flesh. Letting out ragged breaths, Jala twisted
the tattered folds of her old grey cloak around her hand and
staggered to her feet. Her mind reeled with the agony of her
wounds, but she forced herself to scan the room.

Demons swarmed the two Hai’dia who fought
back to back, their glass swords flashing with incredible speed as
they forced Death’s minions back from them. She could see Valor
trying to glance back toward her, his expression frantic. The
explosion of the spell must have left him thinking her dead. She
wanted to reassure him but when she tried to speak nothing but a
sob came from her mouth.

The throbbing in her hand and side increased
and she staggered to lean heavily against the wall. Her eyes
searched the room frantically for Vaze and spotted the Fionaveir
fighting several demons that looked quite intent on getting through
the door he blocked.

Her good hand fumbled in the pocket of her
cloak until she found the spirit stone. Pressing her fingers tight
around it she focused and let out another sob as she felt Finn’s
spirit stir within. Gasping, she looked around the room once more,
her eyes lingering on Death. The Divine had staggered back against
the far wall and was hunched over like an animal, her hands
clutching her ruined face. Jala took several sharp breaths and
searched inside herself. She had just enough magic for another
spell. With trembling fingers, Jala released the spirit stone back
into her pocket and cast her last spell. They would have to depend
on Vaze to get them out of here. She was in no condition to cast a
spell as complicated as a gate spell right now anyway.

“Valor, I need you,” she gasped as the magic
released. Darkness swam across her vision and she felt herself
sliding down the wall, her knees turning to jelly beneath her.
Strong arms pulled her back to her feet. Jala had no idea if he had
truly broken from the fighting that quickly or if she had fainted.
Her mind refused to focus on anything but her body’s complaints.
“Vaze get us out,” Jala gasped, praying the Fionaveir could hear
her.

“Jala,” Valor spoke frantically. His voice
wavered in her ears and his face blurred before her eyes. “Jala,
can you hear me?” he asked the words sounding distant.

Jala nodded her head forward as the shadows
around them thickened. The sounds of the throne room faded as the
world faded to pure blackness and then bright white light as the
forests of Goswin rose abruptly around her.

“Does she live?” a woman’s voice asked
distantly. Anthe, a small voice in the back of Jala’s mind
informed her.

“She lives and it’s no thanks to you. What
were you thinking, sending her into the Darklands?” Vaze demanded,
his voice sounding furious.

“I was thinking if I don’t help her she will
attempt it herself and likely die in the process. I dropped her at
the fringe of the Darklands, Vaze. I gave her plenty of time to
reconsider her choice.” The woman spoke again her voice low and
calm.

It’s Anthe speaking, the voice
informed her once more, louder. Marrow brushed roughly against her
leg and she looked down to meet his yellow eyes. Did you suffer
a head wound or something? he demanded, his voice rising in her
mind.

Every other wound but that, I think,
Jala replied, the effort of forming the words seeming nearly
impossible. “Finn, need go Merro,” she gasped, her words sounding
thick and clumsy even to her ears.

“Jala, you are in no condition to raise him
now,” Valor replied sternly, then turned to scan the grove jostling
her in his arms as he did. Jala fought back another wave of nausea
and pain, inhaling deeply. “Where is Chastity? Did you leave her
there, Vaze?” Valor demanded his voice rising.

“I would have brought her had I seen any sign
of her. She was gone, Valor. I looked,” Vaze replied, his voice
defensive.

“Ash’s magic. Finn, I need Finn,” Jala gasped
again, hoping they would hear her. Each word was a chore and she
hated him for forcing her to speak so loudly. “Death is just
weakened. Needs done before she has strength again,” she managed
and clutched her throbbing hand closer to her chest. The wound in
her stomach burned like fire, but she didn’t allow herself to look
down at it. That would draw attention to how severe her wounds
were. Freeing herself from Valor, she stood wavering beside him and
drew the hood of her borrowed cloak over her head. She could feel
the blood running down her collar bone from the claw marks on her
neck, but she only needed a little longer. Just enough time to see
Finn raised and then she would submit to any healer they found.

“You need a healer, Jala,” Valor said gently
as if she needed the obvious pointed out to her. Carefully, he took
her arm once more and tried to steady her on her feet. White fire
lanced through her as his arm brushed the stomach wound and she had
to clench her teeth to keep from gasping.

“Finn first,” Jala insisted stubbornly. Her
last magic hadn’t been directed at Death. She had cast the spell
for a different purpose and she knew she had limited time before
Death was at full strength again. Pushing feebly away from Valor,
she glared at Vaze. They were running out of time to act. Time
traveled so much faster in the Darklands that Death could already
be recovered. “I don’t have much magic left but I will take myself
if you won’t help me,” she mumbled, her words barely audible.

“Calm yourself, I never said I wouldn’t take
you. I simply had the audacity to try to speak reason to you,” Vaze
sighed and the shadows rose around them once more. “We will have
words about this later, Anthe,” he promised as Goswin faded to
shadows.


Chapter 9
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Jala staggered forward as the shadows
released them once more. Her vision wavered and the world seemed to
tilt drastically below her feet.

“Damn it, Jala, unwrap the cloak let me see
how badly you are hurt,” Valor demanded softly as he grabbed her
arm once more and steadied her.

Judging by the amount of blood I smell on
you and the way your thoughts are processing, I’d say there are
pigs hanging at the butcher’s shop that are in better shape,
Marrow observed in a level tone as he sat down in the street in
front of her, his yellow eyes holding a note of disapproval in
them.

Jala ignored them both, her gaze sweeping
across the town instead. When they left, Merro had been little more
than a scattering of half-built houses. Now there were buildings
everywhere. Footsteps sounded beside her and she glanced over to
see Vaze staring down at her with narrowed eyes.

“What if we raise Finn and you are so injured
that you die shortly thereafter? Do you suppose he will go on a
quest to rescue you? Perhaps the two of you can take turns at this
for the next year or so,” Vaze said his tone thick with
sarcasm.

“I doubt that would happen,” Valor muttered
and let out a long sigh.

“It won’t happen. I’m not going to die,” Jala
replied as fiercely as she could, which, judging by the expressions
her three comrades gave her, was not fierce at all. “Just help me
find Ash, please,” she mumbled. Another pain ripped through her
stomach and she bowed her head to hide the expression of agony.
She’d seen a late-term miscarriage once in the Bliss temple and the
woman’s screams had been terrible.

That is a horrible thing to remember at
the present. Is that the agony you expect to come? Marrow asked
as he stood once more and pressed his broad head hard against her
leg.

“Find Ash, please Marrow. Can you detect his
scent anywhere?” Jala pleaded, her hand clutching at the thick fur
around his neck.

The Bendazzi turned his head slightly and
lifted his nose to the air. His ears swiveled as he surveyed the
town and then shook his massive head. I don’t smell him but that
means nothing. I’m a cat, not a hunting hound. There are too many
scents here for me to pick a single one out easily. There are
horses approaching however.

Jala looked back up to the road and she
watched in confusion as several armored knights approached. The
lead rider swung down as they pulled to a halt and the woman
advanced quickly, her eyes barely glancing across Jala and Vaze as
she stopped in front of Valor. She stared up at his face for a long
moment, her expression unreadable to Jala.

I don’t think she even saw me. I’m getting
rather sick of that reaction. Bendazzi are to be feared, not
ignored. I think it’s the white fur. It makes me look peaceful.
When I had black fur even you feared me, Marrow complained,
shifting his position for a better look at the horses who most
certainly noticed him. Their restless shuffle and nervous whickers
seemed to soothe him and he settled back farther against her leg.
At least the animals have proper respect, he grumbled.

“My Lord Valor,” the lady knight said in a
voice that was near breathless. Dropping down to a knee before him
she bowed her head deeply. “I am here to serve,” she said with such
a fervent tone that both Vaze and Jala turned to stare at
Valor.

“Bridgette,” Valor said in a stunned voice,
looking down at the woman with an expression of shock on his face.
“Bridgette, by all of the Aspects, what are you doing here? Get up.
I have no time for dramatics,” he said as he shifted back from her,
looking rather uncomfortable. His gaze rose to the remaining
knights who seemed amused by the display.

“I’ve come with your regiment. I’ve been
Commanding officer in your absence, Lord Valor. I have reports for
you, of course,” Bridgette said quickly as she rose to her feet and
brushed the dust from her armor. She seemed to notice their
disheveled state then, her eyes locking on Valor’s torn clothing
and utter lack of armor, then moving slowly to Jala who stood
huddled beside him wrapped in the torn filthy cloak Valor had
loaned her. By the woman’s expression, though, she didn’t notice
the dirt and blood at all. Her attention seemed focused instead on
the black and silver color of the cloak, the colors of house
Hai’dia.

“No time for reports at the present,
Bridgette. Where can I find Neph?” Valor said impatiently. He still
seemed uneasy in the woman’s presence and Jala noticed his eyes
flick to the waiting knights more than once as he spoke.

“Not sure why you would want to find him, but
if you truly do, he is near the center of town at the big house
with the purple doors,” one of the knights offered with a
smile.

“Thank you, Foster.” Placing a hand carefully
on Jala’s back he urged her forward. “Come on, Neph will know where
Ash is,” he said gently, his other arm moving quickly to steady
her. Glancing over his shoulder, Valor nodded to the knights.
“Allow me time to see to Lady Merrodin’s needs and I will find you
for the reports, Bridgette,” Valor said in a louder voice.

“Well that could be interpreted several
ways,” one of the men behind them mumbled and there was a round of
muffled laughter.

Jala felt Valor tense beside her but he
remained silent. She fought back the urge to look up at him. Her
feet were too unsteady. It was better to simply focus on the ground
and moving as quickly as she could. With her good hand braced
solidly on Marrow’s powerful neck and Valor’s support at her side,
she urged her feet to move faster and ignored the stumbling.

She could feel Vaze’s eyes on her as she
walked, but didn’t spare time to glance at him, either. There was
only one thing she wanted to see right now and that was a large
house with purple doors.

“People are already muttering, Jala. You
aren’t making a very good impression as the returning High Lady,”
Vaze whispered beside her.

“Bugger their gossip,” Jala muttered, her
eyes moving from building to building desperate to see the color
purple.

“I’m afraid there is going to be quite a bit
of gossip after my unfortunate choice of words,” Valor sighed
beside her.

“Bugger that gossip too,” Jala muttered once
more. There was a time when words had cut her to the bone. Cassia’s
scathing remarks had hurt then. Now, however, it seemed laughable.
She knew what true pain was, now. Words were nothing when compared
to having someone you love die in your arms while you sat helpless
to save him. Insults seemed pathetic compared to watching a friend
agonize as Valor had when faced with the fight in Death’s hall.
They could gossip all they wanted, as long as she had Finn and her
friends safely beside her.

“There it is, not much farther,” Valor
assured her quietly. She nodded as they drew closer to the house
and nearly sagged with relief as the purple door swung open and
Neph stepped out.

“Neph,” Jala gasped, her eyes growing glassy.
The pain in her stomach and hand had become a steady, unbearable
pulse. “Neph, I need Ash, please,” she added frantically as the big
mage rushed down the stairs toward them.

“Jala!” Neph cried, his expression filled
with panic as he took in their appearance. “What the hell happened
to her, Valor?” Neph demanded in a tone filled with accusation.

“She fought Death. Be glad she still lives,”
Vaze answered before Valor had time to reply. “She also insists on
raising Finn before she is healed because she is a stubborn ass. So
could you please locate the missing Soulreaver before your High
Lady falls over from blood loss?”

“I have no idea where he is. I haven’t seen
him since you left Merro,” Neph answered with apology clear in his
voice.

I smell him now. The Soulreaver. The scent
is coming from the house, Marrow cut in, his head tilting
toward the open door behind Neph.

“Inside,” Jala gasped, pulling free of Valor
and stumbling forward. The child kicked inside her and her throat
grew tight. It was the first time she had felt her son move. The
muscles of her stomach tightened and pain ripped through her
savagely. Knotting her hand in Marrow’s fur, she staggered up the
stairs and through the door. She could hear the others behind her
but they didn’t matter now. All that mattered was Finn and her
unborn child. If she acted quickly enough perhaps she could save
both.

“Jala he isn’t inside. I just came from
inside,” Neph said as he quickly followed her up the stairs and
through the door, his words trailing off as Ash stepped out of a
side door and bowed his head to her. “Well he wasn’t in here,” Neph
muttered sourly. “I will have words with Sovann about his wards of
protection.”

“Ash, do you have his body still?” Jala
gasped as she stepped quickly toward the Soulreaver. Her feet
tangled as she moved, and had it not been for the massive Bendazzi
beside her she knew she would have fallen.

Ash studied her with his pale eyes and slowly
nodded. He was dressed, as always, in pure white tunic and pants
that seemed to flow around him. That, combined with his pale skin
and snow-white hair, made him seem like one of the spirits of the
Darklands. “I have him prepared. They told me you had left the
Darklands. I came here at once,” Ash said, his voice soothing and
calm. Stepping back, he motioned her past him into the dimly lit
room.

“I’m sending for a healer. I don’t like the
way she is staggering. I thought you were guarding her, Valor,”
Neph snapped as he turned back for the door.

“I was guarding her and I did what I could to
protect her,” Valor objected weakly.

“He protected me from everything he could,
Neph. This damage, he couldn’t save me from. I brought this on
myself,” Jala cut in before the conversation could turn more
heated.

Nodding to Ash, she stepped through into the
parlor. Finn’s body had been laid out carefully on the table and
she moved as quickly as she could to his side. “Soon,” she
murmured, tracing a finger across his face. Swallowing heavily she
withdrew the spirit stone from her pocket and handed it carefully
to Ash. “I’m not sure how much time we have. I didn’t kill her. I
only weakened her,” Jala told him quietly, her gaze never moving
from Finn’s too-still face.

Ash took the stone from her silently and
moved to stand on the other side of the table. He closed his eyes
as he turned the stone over in his hand and then tightened his
fingers around it. After a long moment his eyes opened again and he
tilted his head a bit to the side. “Jala this soul is damaged.”

Jala looked up sharply, panic rising in her
chest. “Damaged?” she gasped. “Can you fix it?” Her voice was
pleading and her heart was hammering at the thought that he might
say no.

Nodding slowly, Ash looked down at the stone
and nodded again more firmly. “I can, but I am more concerned with
how it was damaged. Did you have difficulty with the stone?”

Light-headed with relief, Jala barely heard
the question as she sagged against Marrow’s side. She shook her
head slowly. “The stone worked perfectly. I wasn’t even aware that
the soul was damaged, but if you can repair it there is nothing to
worry about, right?”

Ash shifted and his eyes locked on her
desperate expression. After a long moment he nodded once more. “We
will see,” he said quietly.

“Can it truly be repaired or are you soothing
her because of her condition?” Vaze asked as he moved to her
side.

“There could be complications,” Ash admitted
softly as he turned the stone over in his hand once more, his eyes
scanning it as if searching for damage to the stone itself. “It
truly depends on how the soul was damaged, to know what
complications,” he added and let out a long sigh. Looking up at
Jala once more he shrugged at her. “If you wish me to continue, I
will.”

Jala stared down at Finn’s body, her eyes
going glassy once more. Looking up, she searched Ash’s face,
looking for some sign of his true feelings on their chances, but
his expression was simply serene. She turned to Vaze and found him
frowning down at her. He gave a slight shake of his head. Slowly,
she turned back toward the doorway and found Valor leaning on the
frame. He had the look of someone preparing to meet the executioner
and she could relate completely. Simply the thought of everything
they had endured in the Darklands being in vain, was almost as
painful as the throbbing of her wounds.

Turning back to Finn, Jala pressed a hand
against the cold flesh of his chest. “I would give anything to see
Finn’s eyes open once more, to feel warmth in his skin, to hear his
voice.” Her throat was tight and she spoke each word carefully to
ensure she was fully understood. Moving slowly, she traced her hand
up his chest and rested it gently on his cheek and felt the warmth
of tears trace a path down her face. She swallowed heavily through
the tightness of her throat and looked back up to Ash. “If you can
give him back to me, I will owe you more than I can ever repay. If
there is any possibility that he can be raised, then I want to try.
I need Finn.”

“As you say,” Ash agreed with a slight nod.
Stepping back from the table he raised the stone in his hand and
met her eyes once more. “First, I break the stone, and then I
repair the spirit. Depending on how severe the damage is, that
could take a long while. It will be some time before he awakens,
though. Once the spirit is back in the body, he lives, however, so
when you see the rise and fall of his chest you will go to the
healers. Is that understood, Lady Merrodin?” His tone was firm and
while she wanted to argue to stay with Finn she knew it would be a
useless waste of her waning strength. With Valor and Vaze both in
the room, it would be three against one and she was in no condition
to win against those odds.

“Agreed and understood,” Jala replied weakly
as she slowly drew her hand back from Finn and crossed it over her
stomach. She felt the child inside her kick once again as if in
protest to her ignoring him and braced herself for another spasm of
pain. Her muscles seized and she let out a weak ragged breath as
Ash closed his fingers around the tiny soul stone and began to
chant in a language that was utterly foreign to her ears. “Soon,”
she murmured once again. This time to her unborn child as well as
Finn.

There was a sharp crack and a faint glow
emanated from Ash’s pale hands. Carefully the Soulreaver lowered
his cupped palms to the body on the table before him. With a touch
as gentle as new falling snow, he brushed his fingers across Finn’s
forehead and traced a path down the center of his face and neck to
rest on his chest. The glow faded from his hands and seeped into
the skin of the dead flesh. Ash continued to chant as he carefully
raised his hands back away from the body. There was a long moment
of utter stillness in the room and then the ever so faint rise of
Finn’s chest.

Jala choked back a sob and forced herself to
remain still. She wanted so badly to wrap her arms around him, but
the signs of life were still so fragile that she feared disrupting
the magic. His chest rose and fell again with more strength and she
watched the color slowly seeping back into his smooth bronze
skin.

“He lives. Now you go to the healer,” Vaze
said sternly beside her.

“One more minute, Vaze, please,” Jala
pleaded, her voice filled with desperation. She knew Ash said he
wouldn’t awaken for a long while but she could swear she had seen
his eyelid flicker. The motion came again and she held her breath
as his eyes fully opened staring blankly at first and then
blinking. “Finn,” she breathed, joy and relief rising so quickly
that a wave of dizziness washed over her.

“Soulreaver?” Vaze’s voice sounded cautious,
but she ignored him completely.

Finn turned his head slowly and looked up at
her with his beautiful dark green eyes. “Jala,” he murmured, his
voice thick and hoarse. He blinked and licked his dry lips with a
growing expression of confusion on his face. “Jala, what have you
done?” he gasped.

“I’ve brought you back, Finn. Everything will
be fine now,” Jala promised, her hand reaching to take his. She
felt his fingers wrap around hers lightly and the warmth of his
hand was more soothing than anything she had ever known before.
Tears coursed openly down her face but they were tears of relief.
Every fear and pain that she had felt in the past weeks had been
worth it simply to hear him speak her name once more.

“Jala,” Finn gasped as his body writhed on
the table. His expression of confusion was replaced with one of
agony and his grip on her hand became crushing.

“What’s wrong with him?” Jala gasped, her
eyes flying to Ash who had been steadily working his magic despite
Finn’s early awakening.

“Step back from him!” Vaze yelled as he took
hold of her arm roughly and tried to pull her back.

Finn’s grip on her hand tightened again and
she felt her bones scream in protest. “Finn!” she screamed, more in
concern for him than her own welfare.

Finn’s back arched, every muscle in his body
taut, then slowly relaxed. Still gripping her hand he slowly sat
up, his green eyes locked on hers once more but no trace of warmth
remained in them.

“What the hell is happening?” Vaze demanded
trying once more to pull Jala back from the table.

“Jala, step away. This isn’t right. He should
not be moving yet,” Ash’s voice called to her before breaking into
another chant that held no trace of the soothing tones of his
awakening spell.

“You stupid bitch. Do you have any idea what
you have done?” Finn demanded, his voice filled with hate as his
free hand caught her fully across the jaw in a backhanded blow.
“Did you really think you could meddle with the Divine and win?”
Finn snarled.

There was a flash of movement to her side and
then Valor was between her and Finn, his fist crashing into Finn’s
face with a sickening crunch. “Let go of her!” Valor commanded, his
voice filled with fury.

Finn’s hand released her at once as he turned
to face Valor fully, his eyes still cold and hate–filled, but a
smile forming on his lips. “Brave protector, eh Val? You have never
beaten me in a fight before. What makes you think you can now?” he
asked as he flexed his hand and formed a fist.

“This is not Finn. She is soulriding him,”
Ash called loudly with fear clearly written in his voice. “That is
the Dark Lady herself. Move away from him quickly!”

Finn lunged toward Valor with the savagery of
a hunting cat and Jala felt Marrow’s full weight pushing her
farther back from the fight. Finn’s first blow caught Valor in the
side and the breath exploded out of him as his ribs caved.
Staggering back, Valor reached for the sword he always wore at his
side, but it wasn’t there. The memory of handing it to Jala flashed
through his eyes as he clumsily dodged Finn’s next swing and landed
a glancing blow of his own across Finn’s jaw.

“Stop them!” Jala wailed as she struggled to
break free of Vaze’s grip. “Finn, no! Fight her! That’s Valor you
are trying to kill, your closest friend! Finn, please!” Her voice
rose frantically, but her struggles against Vaze were as futile as
her words to Finn.

Ash had retreated well away from the fight
and she could see him preparing another spell. The look on his face
was filled with doubt, however. She knew the fear the Soulreavers
had for Death, even speaking the words Dark Lady made Ash
nervous.

Shadows began to rise around the table and
Jala spun to look back at Vaze, her eyes searching desperately for
his intent. Perhaps if he could simply restrain Finn long enough
they could find a way to force Death from his body. The sound of
splintering wood brought her attention sharply back to the fight
and she saw Valor rolling quickly from the broken table. Finn
stalked after him, stooping to pluck a table leg from the wreckage
as he moved. He gave a wicked smile as he hefted the wood in his
hand and examined the jagged broken edge.

“Ready to see your sister again, Val?” Finn
asked as he kicked another piece of the table from his path.

Valor had regained his feet and squared his
shoulders. He watched Finn approach with no fear on his face at
all, despite the wounds he had already taken. Jala wasn’t sure if
the knight had noticed the ring of shadows slowly surrounding
Finn’s feet or if he simply did not fear the thought of dying.
Whatever the case, Valor simply nodded with a faint smile of his
own. “You always did spit on the most important things in life,
Finn. I know you have willpower, you bastard, but you never use it
at the right times.”

Finn let out a bitter laugh and raised the
table leg for a swing. “Sage advice, coming from you,” he chuckled
as the shadows rose swiftly from the floor completely shrouding him
in darkness.

Jala sagged back against Vaze and looked
hopefully at the shadows praying that they would hold Finn long
enough for Ash to cleanse him.

Valor staggered slightly and leaned back
against the wall, a trickle of blood coming from the side of his
mouth and more matting his fine silver hair. He looked across the
room toward her, his eyes filled with concern. “Are you OK?” Valor
asked softly.

Jala nodded slowly, her eyes moving back to
the shadows. It was too still there. There wasn’t even the sound of
Finn’s voice. “What did you do, Vaze?” she whispered as she began
to move toward the receding shadows. Vaze remained silent behind
her as she moved with faltering steps toward the empty place where
Finn had been moments before. “No,” she gasped, her eyes searching
for any sign of him. “No, no, no!” Jala wailed, dropping to her
knees. Her hands scrambled futilely over the wood searching for any
trace of the magic Vaze had used. “Finn.” The single word broke
from her lips in a sob that shook her. “What did you do, Vaze?”
Jala screamed as more sobs shook her body. Her wounds throbbed with
protest but she no longer cared.

Footsteps sounded softly behind her and Vaze
knelt in front of her. His dark eyes forced her to meet his gaze
and he carefully placed one hand under her chin, holding her
steady. “I’ve saved your life. Hate me if you must, but know this,
Jala. That was a Divine, not Finn. Valor would have died and you
would have died and the only one in this room that might have had a
chance at facing Death and winning was too wounded to fight.
Without you at full strength, we had no hope of winning. There was
nothing else I could do to stop it and you did scream for me to
make them stop.” He spoke calmly but there was a tone of sadness to
his voice. He watched her cautiously as if he expected her to pull
away or slap him.

Jala stared at him for a long while and then
slowly nodded. “My fault then,” she whispered, more tears coursing
down her face. “I should have listened to you and allowed the
healing. Then I could have fought.” Her eyes fell from his face and
her body slumped as another wave of agony ripped through her
stomach. “My fault,” she repeated. This time speaking for the child
that was coming too early.
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The eyes of the dead woman seemed to follow
him as he paced in the small circle his chains allowed. Havoc
glared back at her and then past her to the countless others in the
room. Each bore marks of flame upon them in some fashion. From
scorched skin to smoke blackened clothes. It was obvious what had
killed them. His breath fogged in the cold air as he let out a
disgusted sigh and kicked a rock toward the corpse with the
accusing eyes.

“Maybe you shouldn’t have huddled like a rat.
Maybe you should have fought! You might have lived had you not been
such a damned coward,” Havoc called and kicked another piece of
rubble toward the dead woman.

If Lutheron had meant to teach him remorse
with this ordeal, he had failed miserably. The only emotion that
stirred inside him was anger, and a lot of it. Had these pathetic
dead things been Firym they would have died in the streets with
blades in hand, not huddled inside buildings cringing in fear. It
wasn’t murder he had committed, as Lutheron said, it was a
cleansing of the weak. In Firym the weak died, either in training
or in the Scarlet Jungle, and no one mourned their loss.

With a faint snarl he pulled on the chains
once more as he paced another small circle in the freezing
warehouse. His fires coiled inside him, keeping his body warm, but
that was the best that they could do. The wards on the chains
prevented him from actually unleashing any of his fire or he would
have burned the bloody place down within his first day of
captivity.

“You remind me of a caged tiger,” Charm’s
voice echoed softly from the shadows.

“What in the hell do you want?” Havoc
snapped. He had nothing personal against the rogue, beyond his
profession. That was more than enough to earn scathing words,
however. His Aunt had died to a shadow hopper and then Finn had met
the same death. He had no use for any of them, rogues or assassins.
They were all the same, clinging to the shadows, afraid to stand
and fight.

Charm dropped lightly down from the rafters
and landed in a crouch without as much as a thump of his boots on
the wooden floor. Slowly the rogue stood upright and dusted his
dark leathers. He straightened his shoulders once and adjusted his
long blond braid to where it fell straight down his lean back.
“Jala lives. I thought you would want to know. She returned from
the Darklands yesterday.” Charm’s voice was hushed and his eyes
flicked to the door as he spoke.

“And they told you to not tell me,” Havoc
surmised in a low growling voice.

“You are in penance,” Charm pointed out with
a faint shrug. Glancing over his shoulder, the rogue let his gaze
trail down the corpse that lined the wall and then turned back to
Havoc. “I told Lutheron that remorse is not a word that is found in
the Firym language,” he offered quietly.

“Flames devour the weak,” Havoc said, quoting
a Firym proverb. To his people, fire was a lifeline and a test of
power. If you could not control it, you died. It was better that
way at any rate. For a Firym to be burned and not die would be
worse than death. The shame and scorn his people would show would
be unbearable.

“They weren’t Firym,” Charm reminded him
gently.

“And they were devoured. You expect me to
feel pity for them? I have no use for any of them and I refuse to
mourn their loss. They were a waste of air,” Havoc snapped, his
anger twisted inside him just long enough for guilt to press him.
He had thought he was past that. He had let his temper rage for
days to keep that other emotion at bay. “They should have fought,”
he added, his voice cracking a bit on the last words.

“Were you any other Firym, I might think you
truly believed that, Ki’jani. Not you, though. Not the one that
washed ashes from a child’s face and promised her safety despite
the fact that she was Merrodin, a sworn enemy of your people.”
Charm’s voice was soothing and Havoc despised him for it.

Havoc felt his temper cooling further and
snapped the chains in frustration. The use of his true name had
caught him off guard. Only a few people even knew that name. “Jala
is strong. She fought. I heard her spells tearing the Justicars
apart. Jala doesn’t cower and hide,” Havoc snarled. His gaze rose
once again to the line of corpses and he spat on the floor in
disgust. “They should have fought,” he repeated in a lower voice
that held a quaver that sickened him. If his people saw him now
they would swear he was not of the ruling house. His own father
would walk away in disgust. “What the hell do you want Charm?
You’ve given your news, now leave!” Havoc snapped the chains again
and turned his back on the rogue as well as the dead staring
eyes.

“Jala is strong but I’m afraid she isn’t
strong enough,” Charm began cautiously.

“Explain that!” Havoc demanded as he whirled
to face the rogue once more.

“She fought Death and it is said that she is
dying now. The wounds she took were grievous. Vaze did all he could
for her, but there was nothing he could do against a Divine’s raw
power. I’m sorry, Havoc, I wish that I brought better news, but
Jala failed and now she is going to suffer the full extent of her
folly. Finn was raised, but Death possessed his body. Vaze had no
choice but to send him back to the Darklands in an attempt to
soothe Death,” Charm continued, his eyes searching Havoc’s face as
he spoke.

Swallowing heavily, Havoc allowed himself to
fall back against the wall. His throat grew tight and he bowed his
head as he considered the rogues words. Finn was truly dead, then,
and the little ragged girl they had found in the ashes of Merro
would be soon. He inhaled again and tried to fight back the
emotions that were swiftly drowning his anger.

“Victory is waiting for you. He says the two
of you buried Badger and it is only fitting that the two of you
bury his child. He wanted to tell you himself but getting in here
is a bit tricky,” Charm said softly.

“Damn you,” Havoc gasped as he felt the first
tear trail down his face. His grief was silenced as the chains fell
away from his wrists and clattered loudly to the floor beside him.
In complete shock he stared down at his chafed wrists and then up
to Charm who was rapidly backing away from him.

“A tear, a single tear. That’s what Lutheron
set the penance at. Let the Firym brood in darkness until he can
manage a single tear for what he has done,” Charm whispered.
“Victory didn’t actually say any of that by the way. He did mention
that you would never cry no matter what and that you would rot in
this place for the rest of the war. Vaze also said that since Jala
survived the initial fight she does in fact stand a chance,” the
rogue added as he jumped upwards and nimbly grabbed a rafter. With
a slight twist of his nimble body he disappeared into the shadows
above.

“You son of a bitch!” Havoc bellowed as he
unleashed a torrent of flame after the rogue. White hot fire washed
over the ceiling and the building began to fill with smoke. “I am
going to gut you, rogue!” Havoc screamed as he turned toward the
sealed doors of the warehouse. Drawing his hands back he summoned
the fire once more and unleashed it in a blast. The wooden doors
exploded with the violence of the flames and Havoc stalked through
them, his fury fueling his every step.

“By Fortune’s grace did he actually manage it
then?” Victory gasped. The Fae stood leaning against his warhorse
and was staring with shock written clearly on his features. Slowly
he leaned and looked past Havoc to the burning warehouse. “Damn it,
Havoc, you were locked up for burning a building down,” he
sighed.

“Where is Charm?” Havoc demanded ignoring the
raging flames at his back completely.

“In hiding for a while, I don’t doubt. I
can’t believe he managed to get you to cry,” Victory replied with a
shrug.

Havoc’s hand snapped up and he pointed a
finger at Victory threateningly. “You didn’t just say that and it
didn’t happen!” he growled, his eyes scanning for anyone that might
have overheard those damning words. Everyone in the area seemed far
more interested in the burning building however. Lowering his hand
slowly he straightened his shoulders and then slowly began to
notice Victory’s appearance. The knight was dressed for cold
weather and wore his battle armor rather than the fancy plate he
usually favored. His horse was geared fully as well with bags
bursting with provisions tied behind the saddle.

“Delvay is marching in force,” Victory
explained quietly. “You have friends there don’t you?” he asked as
he pushed gently on Avalanche’s chest. The massive white horse
backed up revealing the smaller red one that stood behind it.

Havoc smiled at the sight of his flame steed
and then looked back to Victory with a questioning look. “You hate
the mountains of Delvay,” he reminded the Fae.

“I hate my friend being locked away even
more, and I think if I leave you in the same city as Lutheron you
will end up in chains again,” Victory said with a shrug and tossed
Havoc his reins. “Honestly, I didn’t think Charm could get you out
and I thought I was wasting time here. Glad to be wrong on this one
occasion.”

“You are wrong far more often than this one
occasion,” Havoc muttered as he wrapped his reins around his hand.
His horse stepped closer and pushed its nose against his stomach.
With a faint smile Havoc ran his hand down Razor’s neck and looked
back to Victory. “Did Charm speak the truth on any of it? Is Jala
truly lying near death? Did the spell to raise Finn really fail?”
he asked cautiously unsure if he truly wanted to hear the
answer.

“Both are true,” Victory admitted with a
frown. “Vaze says if we travel to Merro we will draw attention to
her. He believes we have a traitor in the Fionaveir and says the
best way to protect her is to pretend she is dying and we don’t
care. He says if we ignore the value of her life they will as
well.”

“And what do you think?” Havoc asked watching
his friends face for any indication of his emotions.

“I think no matter how much I hate the
mountains and the rudeness of the Delvay that the battles there
will likely keep my mind occupied. I think that if I remain in this
city one more day feeling as though my hands are tied, I might turn
into a lesser image of you. I do hate the thought of cursing like a
madman while hurling magic about carelessly,” Victory replied with
a sigh. His green eyes shifted toward the Merro district and then
returned to Havoc. “I feel as though we have failed to protect her
at all. I wonder often if we should have ignored orders and kept
her with us rather than leave her at the temple. Every time she
stumbles, I feel as though it is my fault for not teaching her how
to walk in this bloody world. I need something to focus on,
Havoc.”

“I need something to kill,” Havoc growled
softly. The Fae’s words were a mirror of his own feelings, though
spoken more eloquently than he ever could have managed. It wasn’t
just Jala the words applied to, however. For him, they hit home in
two places. He had watched Finn stumble and had never once managed
to help him. “So Delvay, then,” Havoc agreed as he swung onto his
horse and settled in the saddle.

“It must be a birthright of the Firym that
allows them to bottle everything so deeply inside,” Victory mused
as he climbed onto his own horse.

“It’s what fuels our fire, Vic. Every burnt
building is a Firym teardrop. Just remember that,” Havoc said
quietly as he glanced back at the warehouse one last time. Mages
had arrived by now to quench the flames and the fires had died down
to embers.

“Then I almost feel pity for the Rivasans.
Had I suffered the same losses you have in the past few weeks, I
think I would be sobbing. If you express pain through flames there
won’t be anything left of Rivana,” Victory replied as he moved his
horse closer to Havoc’s and began the spell to transport them to
Delvay. “We should take Spell hawk rather than magic you know. With
everything in turmoil, traveling like this is risky.”

“Let them pull us out of the transport spell.
I hope they do. I’ll cry a river for the bastards,” Havoc
growled.
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“I’ve done what I can for her but it isn’t
enough. She is going to lose the child and if she lives she will
never have full use of that hand again.”

The words echoed out of the dark fog
surrounding her and Jala struggled to recognize the voice. It was a
man speaking, though she couldn’t place who. Her eyelids were heavy
and it seemed too much effort to force them open. She felt the
child move inside her once more and turned her attention fully to
him. It didn’t matter who was speaking, they were wrong. Carefully
she drew on the scant magic she had managed to rebuild and wrapped
it protectively around the child. Be strong. Grow, she urged
him, her words sent directly to him with no need to be spoken
aloud.

“She is too feverish. Can you do nothing
about that?” Another voice, this time Vaze. She felt a hand brush
her cheek and it felt like ice against her skin.

“The wound on her side is corrupt and I can’t
get the infection out no matter how many times I heal it. That is
causing the fever and that will be what kills her if she dies. The
hand is maimed but healed and this wound on her neck is clean,” the
first voice spoke again filled with frustration.

“If we remove the child now does she have a
chance of recovery?” Vaze asked, his tone cautious.

Jala felt panic rising and retreated further
into herself wrapping everything she had around her child as if
simply her spirit would be enough to protect him.

“We won’t do that. Let her fight,” Valor
broke in, his voice firm. She felt another touch light on her face
as hair was brushed back from her cheek.

“She isn’t bloody fighting, Valor, she is
unconscious. If that would save her it is something we should
consider,” Neph snapped.

Fight for me, Valor, Jala urged
silently. She didn’t have the strength to spare to fight for
herself with words. She could feel the corruption growing in her
flesh like tiny little daggers stabbing toward her child.
Everything she had, every ounce of magic, every drop of will had to
go to him right now.

“You don’t know Jala like I do, and you will
not take that child while I draw breath,” Valor spoke with cold
promise written in his voice.

“It’s not the child that threatens her at any
rate. It’s the wound. Removing the child would only weaken her more
at this point, and if we weaken her anymore we might as well start
digging the grave,” the unknown speaker uttered in a voice filled
with disgust. “I’ve never seen anything like that wound. When I
heal, it seems to improve for a breath and then grows worse.”

“If it grows worse when you heal it, then why
in bloody hell have you tried to heal it multiple times?” Neph
snarled. A weight pressed down heavily on her bed as someone sat
beside her and she felt the blankets pulled more tightly around
her. “Is Valor right, Jala? Are you fighting? I wish there was
something I could do for you,” Neph said softly in a voice pitched
for her ears alone.

“Maybe we should fetch Rose from Sanctuary.
She has been a healer for as long as I can remember. Perhaps she
has seen a wound like this before,” Wisp suggested and Jala could
hear the sound of the Fae’s misery in each word.

Keep fighting. Block them out and focus. I
will not let them take your child and I will guard you while you
fight. Marrow’s words in her mind drowned all the voices in the
room and she nodded faintly. Take some of my strength until your
own returns. You need magic and you are as dry as sand. That’s her
magic working on your wound. I can sense it, though I don’t know
why the fools around you can’t.

I can’t let him die, Marrow. I can’t lose
them both, Jala whispered back to the Bendazzi. The effort of
the mind link pulled her back from the child for only the barest
moment and in that breath she felt the corruption spread
farther.

Cursing herself for a fool, she drew on
Marrow’s strength and wrapped more protections around the child.
The threads of Anthe’s broken wards wavered faintly before her and
she began to repair them as well. Be strong, she urged the
child once more as she worked. Anthe’s magic grew clearer in her
mind as she focused upon the individual threads until each ward
appeared as a delicate silver web in her mind. Most of the magic
still held and she knew without a doubt that was the only thing
that had saved her child’s life until now. With her mind made agile
once more by Marrow’s gift she worked quickly, retying the broken
strands until each ward was whole once more. Never before had she
had such clarity with her magic. Sovann had spoken of threads and
strands before but she had always assumed it was simply terminology
for the craft. Not literally strands of magic forming each
spell.

Her son settled and she felt him grow calm.
As her fear for him subsided she turned her focus to the wound on
her side. She could see the magic now, black vile threads that
pierced her flesh in thousands of places. Cursing herself once
again for not noticing it sooner she began to slowly pluck the
threads from her one by one only to see three more take their
place. Pulling her remaining magic back once more she focused on
the magic itself trying to find a starting point for unraveling the
spell. The threads surged again and more tiny strands of darkness
latched onto her skin spreading the corruption farther.

Pulling on Marrow’s strength once more she
tried simply to contain the magic until she could determine how to
end it. The black threads wavered in her mind and she began to see
the pattern of them. Web after web of darkness surrounded her as if
a thousand spiders were weaving a cocoon over her flesh. The magic
bore down through her flesh where the threads connected, each
strand of darkness seeking a way through the wards protecting her
child.

Jala gave a silent snarl of frustration and
refocused her magic to block the seeking strands. She simply didn’t
have enough power yet to stop the spell. Her son’s only hope now
was that she should could keep Death’s touch from him long enough
for her own magic to strengthen him enough to live beyond her
broken body. Be strong. Grow, Jala repeated, sending more
magic to the child within her. Time lost all meaning to her as her
entire mind was devoted to halting the webs of Death’s magic and
feeding her strength to her child.
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The brush of icy water drew Jala’s attention
partially back from her constant battle with Death. She felt cloth
on her skin once more and the sensation infuriated her. She
couldn’t afford to spare attention for the sunlit world right
now.

“They say it is a good sign that you still
live,” Wisp’s voice was low and filled with misery. “I wish you
would just open your eyes though. I am so terrified for you. Marrow
is wasting away just as you are and I feel like I am watching you
both die. I feel so helpless right now, Jala. Please tell me what
to do.”

“Careful Wisp, don’t get too close to her.
She is fever mad right now and she can siphon. Marrow is being
drained, that’s why he looks like that. She spent half of the night
muttering about spiders and she has been tossing and turning all
morning. When the fever passes and her mind clears, she will be
safe to approach again,” Sovann warned softly.

Ignore them. Focus. I am fine. It takes
more than you to kill a Bendazzi, Marrow growled as her
attention moved from the threads of dark magic to the words being
spoken above her.

Jala nodded inwardly to the Bendazzi and
turned back to the threads once more. She had managed to sort them
finally and knew each spell for what it was. There wasn’t enough
strength to break them all though, and after Sovann’s words she
feared drawing more power from Marrow. Her mind brushed against the
magic as she tested its strength once more and she felt the
faintest touch of another mind. Cautiously she pressed farther and
slowly realized what she was sensing, Death herself. Jala froze.
Her touch on the threads was as still as stone. If Death sensed her
presence, she gave no indication. The Divine’s mind seemed fully
focused on her magics and the weaving of more strands.

Jala pushed her awareness slowly along the
threads of magic, her mind constantly watching Death’s progress for
any sign that the Divine had noticed her. The weave of magic ended
at Death herself and Jala could see the countless threads that
covered the Divine clearly. Not all of them led back to her
however, and she began to slowly trace the other strands trying to
sense their purpose. A smile began to form in her mind as she
recognized protection spells and then her mind brushed a thread
that was so painful she almost lost all focus. She could feel Finn
through that strand. Lightly she brushed against the magic once
more and felt the iron control Death kept upon him. It was no
wonder Finn’s willpower had not been enough. The Divine was
directing so much focus to controlling him that Jala was amazed she
had magic left to spare for anything else. Forcing herself to
continue, Jala brushed against strand after strand of magic, some
leading to people, others to the Demons of the Darklands. The sheer
amount of power the Divine held was staggering. Jala had thought
she was powerful until now. If she could only redirect some of her
strength to here she could severe these threads and force Death’s
attention back from her. That would mean risking her child, though,
and he wasn’t yet strong enough.

“What are you doing back here? There is
nothing more that you can do and you are swaying on your feet.”
Neph’s voice echoed as if he stood a thousand miles away, but she
heard each word clearly.

“Has she improved?” Valor’s voice was slurred
and the words clumsy, but hope surged in her chest at the sound of
it. Valor would help her and she knew it.

“You are drunk, Valor, and I won’t have you
hovering over her. In your state you are likely to fall on her,”
Neph growled in response.

Cautiously, Jala edged back up the strands of
magic toward the voices. “Snarly, grumbly, gruff, Neph. Shh,” she
mumbled her divided focus made spoken words nearly impossible.

“Jala!” Wisp gasped and she felt the Fae pull
back with her damned cold cloth. “She spoke did you hear her? That
wasn’t fever ramblings. She clearly told Neph to shut up,” Wisp
called to the others in the room.

“Jala, can you hear us?” Sovann asked softly
but Jala ignored him. As much as she wanted to reassure her friends
she couldn’t spare the strength for more words than she absolutely
had to speak.

“Valor, I need help. All of me goes to him
and there is nothing left to stop the damned weaving,” Jala gasped
and struggled weakly to pull her hand from under the mountain of
blankets that covered her.

“Valor, you idiot she is fever mad. She could
drain you dry and kill you,” Neph snapped.

“She asked me for help and I won’t refuse
her,” Valor mumbled his voice thick and hard to understand.

“Would you say the same sober? This might be
your death, Valor,” Sovann spoke gently.

“Twice as loudly and without the slur,” Valor
replied as he freed her hand from the tangle of blankets and
wrapped his around it in a firm grip. “Take whatever you need,
Jala. Squish whatever spiders you keep muttering about,” he urged
her. The smell of alcohol wafted from him so strongly that her
stomach roiled, but the strength and warmth of his hand was a
lifeline that she couldn’t ignore.

“Valor, you are an idiot. You aren’t even a
mage. Your reserves are too low for this even when she is thinking
clearly,” Neph protested and she felt Valor jerk slightly and knew
the Delvay was trying to pull him away.

Valor’s hand tightened further, though not
hard enough to bring pain. “If I die, so be it. I’ll call it a good
death if she lives. Her life is far more valuable than mine, so
back off Neph. There is an entire country out there waiting for
her. I have a bottle waiting for me.”

“And three hundred bloody knights that I
don’t want to command if you die. Not to mention your niece,” Neph
snapped.

“Bridgette is better fit for the job anyway
and Devony would be better for not learning from me,” Valor replied
with a faint chuckle and leaned closer to Jala, his whiskey-laced
breath cool on her cheek. “Hurry up, Jala, before Neph’s bitching
does me in and the opportunity is wasted.”

Cautiously, Jala brushed against Valor’s
magic to test his reserves and found more than she could have
possibly hoped for. His reservoir brimmed though part of it seemed
locked away somehow behind a barrier that didn’t seem to be magical
at all. The magic locked there glowed with such vibrancy that she
flinched away and refocused on the barrier. With gentle brushes she
pushed against it willing it away so she could reach the formidable
power it held. The barrier resisted her touch and Jala pushed with
more force and insistence. A trickle of his power brushed against
her and her hopes rose further. With another strong nudge, Jala
forced the barrier fully open and Valor’s innermost reserves washed
over her like a flood. Magic hummed in her veins and she reveled in
the ecstasy of it. Faintly she heard Valor let out a gasp and she
pulled herself back once more taking care to not drain more than
she had to. She would not kill Valor any more than she would allow
her child to die.

Jala squeezed his hand in thanks and turned
her mind inward, searching once more for Death’s foul magic. The
webs of magic blazed clearly in her mind as Valor’s power surged
through her. Moving with sure confidence she crossed through the
strands once more and began sorting through the webs of magic that
cloaked Death like a second skin.

She paused as she found the strand the held
Finn so tightly in check and brushed lightly against it once more.
She felt a stir through the magic and the faintest hint of Finn’s
mind. I’m so sorry I wasn’t strong enough, Finn. I tried, I
really did. I am strong enough to help you with this, though,
Jala sent the whisper as subtly as she could through the strand,
but despite her attempt at stealth she felt Death’s awareness shift
inward. Death slowed in her weaving of spells and Jala could feel
the Divine searching for her.

The time for stealth was gone. She had
moments before the Divine found her and she wasn’t sure if she
could win without surprise on her side. Drawing her power closer to
her, Jala focused on the strands of magic that branched from the
Divine to so many people and severed them in one swift blow.
Without pause she slashed the threads holding the Demons under
Death’s power and felt Death lurch in surprise and then her rapidly
growing fear.

Quickly, Jala began to retreat back toward
her own body, her mind changing and shifting the webs of dark magic
as she went. She twisted the last web as her mind settled in her
own skin and sent the transformed spells crashing back toward their
creator.

It was Neph that had shown her how close a
healing spell was to a death spell, and it was a healing spell that
she had cast on Death in the Darklands that had destroyed her hand.
That was the nature of opposing magic. With most magic the reaction
of opposite powers wasn’t so severe, but when you combined positive
spells of healing with the negative spells of necromancy the
results were catastrophic. Death had written her own destruction
without even realizing it, simply by wrapping herself in so much
dark magic. Jala’s only regret was that she had no way of seeing
just how catastrophic the cocoon of healing she had sent back to
Death would be.

Letting out a long breath she let her mind
brush across her child and found him peaceful and content. A faint
smile brushed her lips despite her fatigue and sorrow. Slowly she
forced herself back to the sunlit world and her eyes fluttered
open. Sunlight streamed through the bedroom window momentarily
blinding her and then the world slowly returned to focus. Valor
still sat beside the bed his hand still gripping hers and his dark
blue eyes intent on her face.

“That’s three times now that you have helped
me when no one else in their right mind would be willing to,” Jala
whispered.

“My father chose the name Valor instead of
Wisdom for a reason. He always said I had more balls than brains,”
Valor whispered back with a faint smile. He squeezed her hand
lightly and then slowly released it. “I’ll be there every time you
need help, Jala. I don’t keep count. I simply listen for the
request,” he added softly, the slur still present in his voice.
With a faint bow of his head he stood shakily and started to head
to the door.

“In that case, Valor,” Jala called weakly and
he stopped and looked back at her. “The bottle that waits for you
will have to wait longer. I don’t have time to grieve and you don’t
have time to drink. I need an army, Valor, and I depend on you to
build it.”

It was a struggle to sit up but she forced
herself to do so, her gaze slowly moving around the room to each of
her friends. Aside from Valor, they all wore expressions of shock,
but it was Wisp that broke from the trance first. With a gasp of
delight, the Fae rushed toward the bed and wrapped Jala in a hug
that nearly sent her crawling back for the safety of the
blankets.

“I can’t believe it! Your fever is gone are
you truly feeling well enough to sit up?” Wisp asked, her hand
moving from Jala’s forehead to her cheeks.

“I don’t feel like moving much more than I
have, but yes, sitting up is fine for now,” Jala replied calmly,
though in truth she was gaining strength with each breath. With the
borrowed power and Death’s spells sundered, healing herself was no
longer a difficulty, and her spells were already fast at work on
doing so.

“You want me to build an army from what we
have out there?” Valor asked as he moved back toward the bed.

“To start with and then add to it with what
we bring back when I free Goswin from the curse,” Jala replied, her
eyes watching Valor’s expression as it shifted from disbelief to
dismay.

“I have a very large collection of thieves,
whores, gutter rats, and cowards and that’s not even touching on
the dysfunctional lot of knights that I’m supposed to be
commanding,” Valor continued, his hand waving toward the window as
he spoke.

“And I have at least four nations that will
want Merro to fall. I need an army, Valor. Try to look at what they
could be instead of what they were. This is a new start for all of
us. Give them a chance,” Jala pressed. She brushed a strand of
curls back from her face and forced him to meet her eyes. “If you
listened to the talk in Sanctuary, I’m no more than a peasant
whore. Yet you gave me a chance to prove myself otherwise.”

“She got you by the balls there,” Neph said
with a smirk. The Delvay settled back against the wall and crossed
his arms over his broad chest watching Valor with amusement on his
features. Of all of her friends, Neph appeared to be the best
rested and least troubled. His blue eyes were bright and his
clothing was fresh. The others in the room didn’t look in nearly
that good of condition. Even Wisp had the dark circles under her
eyes and pale skin that spoke of too little rest.

“Where we have thieves we could train
rangers. The whores could be spies. The gutter rats, well I don’t
know anything with survival skills like a gutter rat. I swear those
children could survive in any terrain or circumstance,” Sovann
offered with a shrug.

“You did just say you would be there any time
she asked for help,” Wisp pointed out in a calm practical
voice.

“I said to help, not grant bloody miracles,”
Valor grumbled, but his expression was growing more thoughtful and
less frantic. He turned and looked out the window once more and
rubbed his chin. “There are a few that I might be able to do
something with. My knights I can handle. I simply haven’t had the
will to attempt it yet. My mind was more focused on the fact that
you appeared to be dying,” he mused.

“I wasn’t dying. I was simply taking a
vacation from good health,” Jala said with a slight shrug. “I
wouldn’t ask you for a miracle if I didn’t think you could grant
it, Valor.”

“You are quite possibly the only one that has
that kind of faith in me anymore, Jala.” Valor’s eyes locked onto
hers once more and he shook his head slowly in amazement.

“I know you better than they do, Valor. I’ve
seen what you are capable of,” Jala replied, her voice holding a
note of respect that was audible to all in the room. Valor watched
her for a moment in silence and then moved to stand at the window,
his back to them all. Slowly, Jala looked around the room once more
and frowned as she noticed the missing faces. “Where are Jail,
Madren, and Emily?” she asked.

“Jail is babysitting the other two for the
time being. We didn’t want to let Madren in here until you were
strong enough to smack him and we were afraid Emily would suffer
Marrow’s fate,” Neph explained, his eyes flicking to the Bendazzi’s
limp form beside her.

Jala frowned and ran a hand down Marrow’s
back nodding slightly. “I wish I hadn’t had to drain him so much,
but I was too weak to do what needed to be done alone.” Her spells
of healing were already at work on the Bendazzi and he was sleeping
peacefully now. He had earned the rest with his diligence of
guarding her, but to the others he must appear to be on the verge
of dying.

“You will explain what exactly it was that
you did won’t you?” Sovann asked with a curious light in his
eyes.

“I will, but later. For right now there are a
few things I would like to cover and then if it’s not too much to
ask I’d like to have private words with Valor and then rest,” Jala
said, her gaze once again traveling over their faces. Jala had been
half afraid her words would offend them, but there was no
indication to show that they had. She felt a pang of regret that
she had to send them away. She knew they wouldn’t accept what she
had to do, though, so she had no choice.

“Well then, what do you want to cover? Best
to get it out of the way. You likely do need your rest,” Sovann
said quickly. Of all of them he looked the most exhausted and she
could see grief written clearly in his features. He was doing a
very good job of keeping it from his voice though. She wondered
briefly how much he blamed her for Finn’s loss, but quickly pushed
the thought away. She could focus on that pain later when she was
alone. For now it was best to try not to think of Finn and her
failure. There were so many things that she needed to do. Her grief
would have to wait for now.

“Where do we stand, population wise? Do we
have enough food? How is morale in the city?” Jala asked.

“About nine thousand, not including the
bitches in plate mail. We have enough food if we continue to ration
it but it’s mostly grains and it’s a poor diet. Morale is rather
low. Most want to go back to Sanctuary. It’s all they have ever
known and there is security in what is familiar. That, and with the
condition you arrived in, most of them think you are dead or dying.
Not much point in living in Merro without a Merrodin leading, eh?”
Neph answered, his words as usual were blunt and clear spoken.

“The problem with the food is fairly easy to
explain. I’ve restored most of the surrounding land, but that’s
soil and plants. I can’t do anything about the wildlife that should
be here. If we had the animals we could hunt to supplement, but I
can’t create them as I do trees and grass. So we are left with
buying our goods from the Greenwild and they don’t have much to
spare,” Wisp said with a sigh. The Fae dropped down lightly on the
edge of Jala’s bed and frowned. “We bought most of grains from
Brannaford, but the merchant we purchased it from mixed sawdust in
with some of the bags to make it stretch farther. Then Neph went to
visit him and now he won’t talk to us again. So we are on rations
until we find another source.”

“Imagine that, a visit from Neph and he will
no longer talk to us,” Valor said sarcastically and earned a rude
gesture from Neph.

“You try keeping this place in order for a
while, Valor. I’ll lay a heavy wager that in one week with you in
control we would have utter chaos, no food, and you would be too
drunk to notice,” Neph snapped.

“Give me time to think on this. In two days
we will have another discussion on the matter. That should give me
plenty of time to regain my strength,” Jala said with a nod, her
eyes flicking back and forth between Neph and Valor. The knight had
turned back to the window once more and Neph was watching her
again. So she let the comments slide without any words of her own
on the matter. In truth, she wasn’t really sure what to think about
it at any rate. In the Darklands, Valor had been the picture of
quiet competence and had barely drunk any wine. Here in the sunlit
world things were apparently different, however.

“Fair enough,” Sovann agreed and nodded
toward the door. “Let’s allow her to speak with Valor and rest.
There is plenty of time to discuss everything later.”

Wisp nodded and gave Jala one last hug before
rising from the bed. With a smile she moved to Sovann’s side and
they quietly left the room. Jala watched them go and tried to
ignore the twinge inside her chest. Sovann looked so much like his
brother it was difficult to see him without thinking of Finn.

“Don’t keep her awake long, Valor,” Neph
warned and nodded farewell to Jala as he moved to the door and
quietly closed it behind him.

Jala watched the door for a long moment and
then turned to look back at Valor. The knight was leaning against
the window frame watching her with a cautious expression. “Why do
you look nervous?” she asked as she threw the blankets back from
her legs and swung them over the side of the bed. Frowning, she
looked down at the short linen shift she wore and searched the room
for any sign of her clothing.

“I was curious as to what you wished to speak
with me alone about and now I’m simply wondering what in the hell
you think you are doing,” Valor said, his voice incredulous.

“Oh, there are several things I’d like to
talk to you about but they can wait. For now, we have to get to
Glis,” Jala replied as she stood shakily and moved to the trunk at
the foot of the bed.

“What?” Valor demanded, moving to her side
and trying to guide her back to the bed. “Jala you shouldn’t even
be standing,” he scolded, his eyes flicking to the door once
more.

Jala looked at him with a raised eyebrow but
didn’t allow herself to be moved an inch. Reaching up she took his
chin in her hand and forced him to meet her eyes. “Valor, listen,”
she ordered. “Death is a petty vindictive bitch and your
brother-in-law is near death. I severed the ties she held on him
for now, but once she recovers she will kill him. If I can get
there before she does I can heal him. I know I hurt her badly this
time but I am not fool enough to think I killed her. So stop
wasting time and find my boots.”

“So you had the others leave because you knew
they would stop you from doing this and you kept me because I go
along with everything,” Valor sighed.

“Yes, they would stop me and I kept you to
stop the Shifters from ripping my face off when we appear out of
nowhere. They know you. They do not know me,” Jala explained as she
lifted the trunk lid and sorted through her clothing quickly.
“Valor,” she said as she stood back up clutching a tunic and
breeches.

“Hmm?” Valor raised an eyebrow at her and
dropped her boots down in front of the bed.

“There is actually something I do need to
talk with you about before we go. Do you know what they did with my
old grey cloak?” Jala began slowly, her eyes searching the room for
any sign of the ruined garment.

“Neph burned it, but the things you had
inside it are on your dresser,” Valor replied with a look of faint
confusion.

Jala nodded and chewed on her lower lip.
After the disaster with Finn’s spirit stone she wasn’t sure she
wanted to walk down this path, but Valor had a right to know.
Silently she moved to the dresser and sat her clothes on the edge
before picking up the gold coin. Turning it over in her hands she
stared down at the imprint of the black swords and then the badger
before finally looking back to him. “Do you remember when Vaze took
us out of Death’s palace and he mentioned not being able to find
Chastity?” she asked quietly.

A pained look crossed Valor’s face and he
nodded faintly. Guilt showed clearly in his blue eyes and he let
out a slow breath. “I do, and I have no idea how to tell Sebastian
about it or even if I should tell him.”

Jala crossed the short distance between them
and took his hand. With another glance down at the coin she placed
it carefully in his waiting palm and closed his fingers over it.
“Vaze couldn’t find her because my last spell was placing her soul
in this. I didn’t have another gem to use, but Ash said it only
required an item of value. To others, that coin may look like a
simple gold piece but to me it is worth more than any gem.
Chastity’s soul is there, but after what happened with Finn,” she
let her words trail off and released his hand, moving back to pick
up her clothing once more.

“You barely knew Chas. You had only met her
once and you used the last of your strength to save her from that
place rather than striking another blow at Death?” Valor asked
softly as he turned the coin over in his hand and then looked up to
her, his eyes searching.

“I didn’t do it for Chastity. I know how much
you loved your sister and I wouldn’t leave someone you loved in a
place like that. It was horrible enough watching Death use that
love against you once. I didn’t want to see it happen again.
Another strike against Death was a gamble if I would even hurt her.
Saving Chastity was something I knew I could do. I don’t regret the
choice I made at all,” Jala explained as she pulled the tunic on
over her shift and frowned at its tightness. It wouldn’t be long
before none of her clothes would fit over her growing stomach.
“Saving Sebastian is something I know I can do, too,” she added as
she tugged on the loose pants and slipped her feet into her
boots.

“Then grab a coat or cloak because it is
bloody cold in Glis this time of year,” Valor said as he wrapped
the coin tighter in his hand and watched her with an unreadable
expression on his face.

Nodding, Jala gave Valor a faint smile and
pulled her white fur lined coat from the trunk. “I’ve thought about
what Vaze told us about the Divines and their manipulations,” Jala
said.

“And?” Valor asked hesitantly.

“War was the only one that came right out and
said what he wanted. War tried to help me, and conflict is coming
regardless.” Jala paused as she tugged the coat on and met Valor’s
eyes once more. “He says that the Avanti will come for us and our
only choice will be fight or surrender. I’d rather die than
surrender to an Avanti, Valor. We could, of course, flee back to
the city but that doesn’t save us from what’s coming. I think this
whole world will feel the breath of war before this is over.” Valor
nodded slowly, his gaze moving to the Bendazzi who was sitting up
and stretching his powerful muscles. Looking back to her he nodded
once more. “Did they have Bendazzi in Merro before its fall?” he
asked.

Jala shook her head and glanced at Marrow
then back to Valor. “I think the climate was too warm for them
here. Merro rarely gets much snow in winter and it’s very humid in
the summer. Why?”

“They say a Familiar is the reflection of the
Sorcerer’s spirit,” Valor began and gave her a faint smile. “We do
have Bendazzi in Arovan and they are frequent in Glis as well. The
commons have a saying there. Never pick a fight with a
Dazzi. It’s rather commonly used for describing anything that
would be considered foolish. Everyone in Arovan knows to hunt a
Bendazzi is to seek an early grave.” Valor paused and watched
Marrow jump lightly down from the bed to pace over to Jala’s side.
“When we return I’ll start building your army, Lady Bendazzi, and
we will teach the rest of the world an Arovan saying if they
attempt to attack Merro.” He still swayed slightly where he stood
and the slur was still evident in his words, but his eyes were
bright with determination.

“Thank you, Valor,” Jala replied quietly.
“Never pick a fight with a Dazzi,” she repeated with a glance down
at Marrow. Running her hand across his broad head she focused on
Glis and the area she had sensed the strand from Sebastian. She
held out her hand offering it to Valor then flinched as she saw the
state of it. Without the pain present she had almost forgotten how
mangled it had been. She hadn’t even bothered to look at it until
now. Whoever had healed her had done a poor job of smoothing the
scars on her flesh. Jagged bumps could still be seen where the
fragments of the focus stones had been. The worst however were the
two stumps that were all that remained of her little finger and
ring finger. With a sharp breath she hurriedly lowered the hand
once more and offered him her other undamaged one.

Valor shook his head frowning at her and
refused the offered hand, moving instead to the damaged one. Gently
he took it in his own and studied the missing fingers critically.
“Never be ashamed of scars that you earned with honor, Jala. This
is a mark of courage, not an embarrassment.”

“I doubt the rest of the world will see it
that way, Val,” Jala murmured, her eyes drawn once more to the
hideous mess the healer had left behind.

“If they know the story and still find it
offensive, most likely they are on the opposing side and we are
about to kill them anyway. Slighting you just gives me more reason
to drive the sword through their chest,” Valor replied.

Nodding slowly, Jala gave Valor a considering
look but remained silent. Focusing once more she began the spell
that would transport them to Glis. Magical transport was risky,
especially during the current times, but then everyone thought Jala
Merrodin was on her deathbed.


Chapter 12
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The throne room was silent aside from the
sound of his own ragged breath. Finn stared at Death with more
hatred in his mind than he could ever recall feeling. His body was
quivering with rage, but he was entirely unable to move. The Divine
shifted on her throne and glanced up at him with a wicked
chuckle.

“Calm yourself, she will be back here soon
enough, and your child as well,” Death whispered, her hands already
weaving another spell. The Divine had been steadily weaving magic
since the shadows had dropped him at her feet.

Finn struggled once more against his magical
bonds and felt the Firym flames building inside him, begging for
release. A broken snarl burst from his throat and his anger grew
further. Valor’s sword lay barely two feet from him, lost in the
shadows near the wall and forgotten by everyone. Two feet from him
and hopelessly out of reach.

A gentle brush on his mind stilled his anger
for a breath and he tried desperately to find its source. Death’s
iron grip upon him was as cold as the grave itself and yet that
faint touch had been filled with warmth. Hope welled momentarily in
his chest and then died in the slow agonizing minutes that followed
as he failed to find any trace of the unknown magic. The rage
returned in full force and Finn settled once more into his struggle
against Death’s bonds while his dark green eyes locked on her with
a glower that would have sent most running. The Divine, however,
showed no sign of noticing or caring that she had angered Finn
Sovaesh. In life, his name had terrified people; in death he was
simply another number on the Divine’s list of souls.

The gentle brush of magic washed over him
once more and his breath seized in his chest. I’m so sorry I
wasn’t strong enough, Finn. I tried, I really did. I am strong
enough to help you with this, though. Jala’s voice was barely a
whisper but he could hear the pain in her words as clearly as if
she had screamed them aloud. Finn’s throat tightened and he forced
himself to blink several times to keep his eyes from growing
glassy. It took him several more breaths before he realized the
implications of his actions. His body had responded; he had
blinked. Until the moment of Jala’s words even that simple action
had been beyond him.

Without daring to move a muscle he called on
his Changeling blood as he had so many times before, and began to
make minor adjustments to his body. First the reflexes. With
careful precision he honed them enough to make a cat envious. He
focused then on the muscles, tightening them and compacting them to
bring his strength far beyond what his slight frame should have
allowed. He wasn’t sure what had happened, but it was an
opportunity that he didn’t intend to waste. When the moment came he
would be prepared to strike.

Death reeled on her chair and staggered
upright, her hands flying to her face as an explosion of white
light rocked the throne room. The spirits that had been silently
drifting by the walls began to wail and screech, and somewhere far
above them Finn could hear the battle cry of a dragon. The palace
rocked once more and stones fell from the ceiling as the Divine
staggered again.

Without wasting another moment Finn seized
the sword from the floor and drew it from its scabbard in one
graceful motion. The faint torchlight flickered off the oiled blade
as he charged the Divine. His blood sang as all of his fury coursed
through his muscles and into the two-handed swing that he sent
straight into Death. The blade connected with jarring force into
the sweet spot where her neck and shoulder met. As Finn had
expected, Valor’s sword was of exceptional quality. The blade bit
deep, cutting through the Divine’s leathery flesh as if moving
through hot butter. Death staggered back, with one clawed hand
grasping frantically, trying to catch hold of him. Snarling, Finn
pulled his sword back, amazed that the Divine was still on her
feet. Her head hung limply on her shoulder connected only by a few
scraps of flesh and muscle. Had she been a living creature, she
would be on the floor with her lifeblood pooling around her. Her
hands lashed out once more as she staggered. A ragged wheeze pulsed
from the remains of her neck. Drawing the blade back once more Finn
struck again his sword severing the remaining flesh sending the
Divine’s head spinning to the floor. For good measure he spun the
blade back around placing one hand firmly on the back of the hilt
and shoved it through the chest of the falling body. Droplets of
silver splashed across the dark floor as he wrenched the blade free
and stepped back, satisfied that she wouldn’t be moving again.

The air around the room grew heavy and the
palace shook once more as Death’s body twitched. Stepping back from
the corpse, Finn searched the floor for the missing head and
frowned. The chaos of moments before was gone and the room was
entirely silent aside from a low droning sound. Turning, Finn
searched for the spirits that had been wailing moments before but
found the throne room empty aside from himself and the fallen
Divine.

His gaze brushed across the corpse once more
and paused as he noticed the shadows above it beginning to thicken
and pulse. He took another hesitant step back as the droning noise
grew and the shadows rose from the body in tendrils.

“What the hell,” Finn muttered as one of the
tendrils dropped to the floor and began to slither toward his bare
foot. Stepping back quickly he moved toward the door as the rest of
the shadows twisted and writhed around him. Another tendril shot
toward him and he barely dodged it only to feel two more latch onto
his legs. Scrambling he tried to pull away as more wrapped his arms
and chest. The shining silver sword fell from his numbed fingers
and he opened his mouth to curse. With lightning speed one of the
tendrils shoved its way into his open mouth and he gasped and
choked as his entire body began to scream in agony. His eyes rolled
in his head and his breath came in ragged gasps. Convulsions began
to rip through his body as the dark magic invaded his flesh and he
dropped, gasping to the floor. Head bowed and breath rasping, he
stared down at the black flagstones. He could see his skin breaking
and peeling away with dark shadows writhing just beneath.

“Oh, how I have waited for this day,” a man’s
voice broke through the droning. Finn forced his head up to see the
speaker and watched in agony as the tall red-haired man kicked
Death’s remains with a booted foot. The armor he wore was
mismatched, a chain shirt, plate mail pauldrons and leather
gauntlets. Finn had seen militia among the commons garb themselves
in that fashion after they had scavenged battlefields. There was
nothing about this man that spoke of common however. Even the term
Elder Blood seemed to fall short on describing him. “Well done my
boy, well done indeed,” the man fairly crowed as he gathered
Death’s head from the floor and held it up by the hair, leaning
forward to look it directly in the face. “I told you not to fuck
with me, bitch,” the man chimed happily as he swung the head back
and tossed it over by the body.

Finn gasped, trying to force his mouth to
form words. His body quivered again as more skin peeled back.
Feebly he stretched a hand toward the man in a mute cry for help
but the strange visitor seemed entirely oblivious to his pain.

“To say that, implies that you killed her. It
was in fact Sovaesh that killed her and I do believe her power is
ripping him apart as you gloat over his victory.” The second voice
was low and utterly devoid of emotion. The sound of metal clad
boots rang through the stone room as the second speaker moved from
the door to stop in front of Finn. He was clad entirely in black
plate mail that made his pale skin seem almost translucent. His
black hair was cut short in soldiers’ fashion and the expression on
his face was grim.

Despite how much the man had changed, Finn
still recognized him. “Lord Veirasha,” Finn gasped, his hand still
stretched outward in appeal. He had been barely more than a child
the last time he had seen Damon Veirasha. Then the man had been
full of life and clad in shining silver with a smile on his
handsome face. Now he seemed a shadowed mockery of his former
self.

“Well now that you mention it, he does seem
to be having a bit of difficulty beyond the normal change,” the
first man said with a frown. He chewed on his lip for a breath and
then kicked the body of Death once more, forcing it over onto its
side. Pulling his gauntlets free he tucked them carefully into his
belt and knelt beside the body. Finn struggled to see what he was
doing but his body refused to move. The man rose again after only a
few moments and moved quickly to Finn’s side. Grasping him by the
jaw he forced Finn’s mouth open and poured something in. Gasping
Finn tried to wrench his head away as his mouth was coated with a
sickeningly sweet flavor. The agony inside him redoubled as the
liquid trickled down his throat. His arms collapsed beneath him as
his stomach clenched and he found himself curled on the floor
moaning softly.

“That should do it,” the red-haired man
muttered leaning back on his heels and watching Finn with
interest.

“Are you sure you didn’t just kill him?”
Damon asked in his flat monotone voice that suggested he could care
less if the man had.

“No, he is ascending. It can be a bit
traumatic I suppose. Lutheron’s ascension was worse than this.” The
first man spoke quietly, his gaze locked on Finn’s eyes. The man’s
eyes were dark purple, Finn realized, and nearly laughed at the
fact. It seemed absurd to be in such agony and still noticing such
details. The pain began to ease gradually and he forced his body to
uncurl. His breath slowed and he shakily pushed himself to a
sitting position. Both men watched him as if they were children
that had discovered an interesting new bug.

“Thank you for whatever you did,” Finn
mumbled and wiped his hand across his sweaty face. His body still
felt wrong but it no longer hurt. Now it was simply coiled as if
every muscle was eager for release. “Lord Veirasha, I have to get
out of here. I have to get to Jala. Do you know how to escape the
Darklands?” His voice was frantic as he clambered to his feet but
Damon Veirasha simply watched him silently.

“A bit thick isn’t he,” the red-haired man
muttered as he stood as well. “I don’t think you want to see Jala
right now young man,” he said with a faint smile motioning slowly
around the empty throne room.

Finn stared at him a moment and then glanced
around the room, before looking back at both of them in confusion.
“Why wouldn’t I want to see Jala? Death is gone. I killed her.
There is nothing here to threaten either of us anymore.”

Damon stood slowly and dusted his plate mail
lightly before looking directly at Finn. “Do you know what the word
ascension means, Finn?” he asked quietly.

“Rise. To, uh, move upwards?” Finn asked
dumbly.

“Yep, thick,” the red-haired man said with a
nod and began pulling his gauntlets back on.

“Who in the hell are you?” Finn snapped, his
rage rising once more. Neither of them seemed to realize how
important it was that he reach Jala. Either that or they simply
didn’t care. They hadn’t heard the pain in her words though. They
didn’t know how the memory of those words was ripping through him
just as the tendrils had. He had to reach her; nothing else
mattered. All it would take to silence that pain would be wrapping
his arms around her. His throat clenched at the thought and his
frustration grew.

“He is War, Finn, and I haven’t been called
Veirasha in years. I know what it is you are feeling right now. I
know how your heart is twisting in your chest with the ache to see
her face. Why do you think I keep myself as I do? Why else would I
sacrifice all emotions other than to silence that ache. Every time
I thought of my sons or my home I felt that twist of agony like a
blade in the chest. There is no going back, though, Finn. That
isn’t the way it works.” Damon’s eyes flickered with a hint of
sadness as he shook his head slowly. “You killed her. Now you must
take her place. You have ascended. You are Finn Sovaesh no longer.
Now you are Death.”

“What? No, how do I take it back? I can’t be
Death. For one bloody thing, I’m alive. Jala raised me,” Finn
stammered and then thrust his arm out between them. “Look! See,
there is a pulse!”

War looked down at the offered arm and
chuckled faintly. “You scarcely needed to show us your arm for
that. Did you not realize you are butt naked at the moment?”

Finn withdrew his arm quickly and glanced
down at himself then back at them. Shrugging he motioned around the
throne room. “Do you see anything that resembles clothing here? I
am how I was sent. When that bastard sent me through the shadows I
was naked.”

“When that bastard stopped you from killing
your best friend and then your wife, you mean?” War asked with a
raised eyebrow.

Finn’s arm dropped once more to his side and
he stepped back away from them, guilt washing over him like a
flood. “Death was controlling me,” Finn said quietly and then
nodded. “But yes, when he stopped me from killing them,” he added
as he covered his face with both hands and rubbed at his eyes.
Slowly he pulled his hands down across his face and let out a long
breath. “So, I’m Death now,” he muttered. Nodding slowly he
resisted the urge to scream in frustration and simply paced the
room instead. Anger, desperation, shock, and grief warred inside
him as the full implications of his new role in life began to
settle in his mind.

“It doesn’t matter if you are alive, Finn.
You are Divine now. You are Death. There is no changing that fact.
Perhaps once you have learned to master your strengths there might
be a chance of passing the mantle on to another, but as it stands,
the only way to change what you are is for another to kill you and
take your place,” Damon explained in a droning voice. The knight
shifted, his armor creaking on his tall frame. With a loud sigh the
Lord of Destruction looked around the throne room and then back to
War. “Where is she? He will need to learn and I haven’t the time to
teach him with everything crumbling in the Sunlit world. I remember
this one as a child and I remember how he shunned his magic lessons
in favor of blades. He has so much to learn and no time to learn
it.”

War shrugged, then leaned to look back out
the doorway. Standing straight once more he shrugged again and
motioned half-heartedly toward Finn. “If you were a spirit, would
you want to be around him right now? The scant few that were in the
throne room were destroyed in the first moments of Death’s fall. I
can’t say that I really blame her for being hesitant to show
up.”

“Who?” Finn asked looking back and forth
between them. He paused in his pacing to watch them and then looked
toward the door himself. A woman stood outlined there now. She was
clad in white plate mail with a bloody cloak wrapped tightly around
her. Her expression showed flickers of nervousness as she watched
him with dark eyes.

“Fiona, come in,” Damon called without
bothering to turn toward the door. “He has much to learn and there
is no time for you to waste.”

“Father, he has no control over his power. I
can see it leaking from him. If I approach too closely, I may not
last long,” Fiona protested in a soft voice.

Damon raised an eyebrow at him and let out a
sigh. “Finn surely you paid enough attention to your magic lessons
to at least contain your magic properly.”

Frowning, Finn searched through his memories
to the sunlit days in the gardens of Avanti. Sovann had always been
so attentive to their aging teacher. Finn however had always found
other entertainments. Birds to watch, pictures to draw, anything to
keep his mind off the boring prattle of the old woman and his
little brother’s enthusiasm. His chest tightened again as he
realized how much he would give to see his brother right now.
Sovann was a genius with magic. Hell, his little brother could
probably even determine a way to get him out of the mess he had
gotten himself into. His brother always had a way of getting him
out of binds. Sovann’s voice broke from his memories in the
familiar lecture that he reserved for the worst of Finn’s messes.
Really Finn you should think things through before you act. Do
you honestly have to be so spontaneous all the time? One of these
days, you are going to get yourself into something that you can’t
get out of. That, or die, and I don’t want to see either,
Finn.

Slowly, Finn shook his head at Damon and let
out a ragged breath as his eyes grew glassy. “No, I don’t guess I
did, Lord Veirasha. There are a lot of things I should have done
that I didn’t, though. So what’s one more on the list?”

War shifted where he stood, his gaze
traveling upwards. His eyes poured over the ceiling and he stepped
back. “Delvay is moving in force,” he murmured, his eyes dropping
once more to Damon. “The middle of bloody winter and the drums of
war are beating loudly.”

Damon nodded slowly, his eyes still on Finn.
“Let me give you incentive to learn Finn. The sunlit world is about
to be ripped apart and Death has been hoarding the souls of your
wife’s allies. There have not been rebirths in those lands in
years. Meanwhile her enemies have been breeding like rabbits. They
are outnumbered and outgunned and if you don’t get your affairs in
order their souls will be lost in the Darklands when they die. If
you can manage to master your strengths you can spare some that
might otherwise die. The power of life or death is quite literally
in your fumbling hands right now.” His words began softly but
gained volume with each breath until he was nearly shouting.

“Let me give you incentive that you might
actually care more about,” War broke in with a faint smile. “If you
can manage to contain your power, Fiona will show you a scry of
Jala as a reward. With each lesson that you learn you can see
another glimpse of the world above until you master that skill
yourself,” he offered.

“That seems more like torment than reward,”
Damon began but trailed off as he noticed the gleam in Finn’s
eyes.

“A bite of food for a starving man,” War said
watching Finn closely.

Finn pulled the memories back once more and
focused with all his mind on everything that revolved around magic.
Pieces of fragmented lessons flittered through his mind and he
collected them quickly and sorted the information until he had
something that bordered on useful. Closing his eyes he let out a
soft breath and searched inside himself for the magical strength he
had never had any use for. With a patience he had never known
before, he gathered the power and carefully pulled it back. It took
nearly all his focus to hold it in place, yet he did so without
complaint. Looking up slowly he locked his eyes on the spirit of
Fiona Veirasha that still stood in the open doorway. “Show me
Jala,” he ordered through clenched teeth.

“Food for a starving man,” War repeated with
a faint smile and nodded to Fiona. “Good luck girl, I’m sure you
will need it,” he added, as he headed for the door.

“Your role here is extremely important, Finn.
Do not forget that. Those in the sunlit world above depend on you
now,” Damon said quietly as he, too, turned to go.

Finn ignored them both, his gaze still locked
on Fiona as she hesitantly approached him. Grinding his teeth he
forced the magic to remain locked safely away and nodded for her to
continue. She stopped several feet back from him and held out both
pale hands between them. The air stirred faintly and slowly an
image began to take shape. His breath caught in his throat as he
recognized Jala standing in her white coat, her arms wrapped tight
about her. Valor stood just beyond her, his black and silver cloak
pulled up against the snow buffeting the two of them. Everything
surrounding them was shrouded in a blinding curtain of falling
snow.

“Where are they?” Finn asked softly, his eyes
searching the terrain for any landmarks he might know. He wasn’t
familiar with Merro at all, but the place they stood looked nothing
like Merro. Heavy snow rarely touched the southern lands and what
they stood in resembled one of the northern blizzards.

“They stand on the border of Glis and
Arovan,” Fiona informed him quietly, her attention focused more on
him than the scry she held open.

“Why?” Finn asked. His breath caught again as
Jala turned to look up at Valor causing her hood to fall back from
her face. Dark circles hung under both of her violet eyes and she
seemed far too pale. Her Bendazzi moved beside her and she rested a
hand gently on his back. Jala’s face was normally so animated and
filled with life. Her eyes had always gleamed with vibrancy and yet
now she seemed so empty. The wind stirred a lock of her beautiful
wine colored hair and she raised a hand to brush it away. In mute
horror Finn stared at the mangled remains of her hand as it moved
across her drawn face. Two of the fingers were gone completely and
the rest of it looked little better.

“To save a life.” Fiona’s voice pulled his
attention back from the image and the scry flickered out between
them. “One that you could have spared had you more control over
your power. She shouldn’t be where she is now. There is too much
danger there. If you don’t learn swiftly she may be one of the lost
souls roaming the Darklands very soon,” she added.

Finn nodded slowly, the last image of the
scry still strong in his mind. Looking up he met Fiona’s gaze and
nodded again more firmly. “Then teach me.”


Chapter 13

 


Glis

 


 


The wind tore at her coat as Jala struggled
to blink the snow from her eyes. Valor moved carefully in front of
her shielding her from the worst of the blizzard. Wrapping her arms
tighter around herself she moved closer to Valor.

“Can you do anything about this wind?” Jala
asked, her voice nearly a scream as she struggled to be heard over
the gale.

Valor shook his head slowly and leaned back
to speak to her. “It’s a weather casting. I’d have to break the
spell to end it. Until I know why they want a blizzard, I don’t
want to ruin their casting,” he explained. “Where are we?” he asked
in a slightly louder voice as the wind picked up once more.

“In Glis,” Jala replied with a shrug. “This
is where I sensed that he is,” she added to clarify her reasoning
for being here.

Marrow tensed beside her and dropped to a
crouch. Jala looked down at the Bendazzi and then quickly around
them. Beyond the blinding snow and the mostly obscured trees she
saw nothing else. Ears twitching, the Bendazzi scanned the area
before letting out a vicious snarl. The spines on his back sprang
forward and his tail lashed in threat.

“What is it?” Jala gasped, her eyes still
searching in vain for whatever the Bendazzi was sensing.

Duck! Marrow’s voice echoed off her
skull with the force of a command and she staggered forward into
Valor’s back, pushing them both into a snow bank as a massive black
furred claw crashed into the ground where they had been standing.
Marrow sprang forward with a snarl toward their attacker as Valor
rolled back to his feet.

“Wait, Korv, you know me!” Valor yelled,
struggling to free himself from his tangled cloak as the attacker
lunged toward him again. The creature resembled a bear in most
respects but stood straighter with a more human posture than any
animal could manage. “Korv, it’s Valor Hai’dia!” Valor bellowed as
he dodged beneath another swiping blow from the brute.

“Valor dead. Not Valor,” Korv snarled, his
words mangled by his current form. The bear-like muzzle apparently
lacked the essential elements for clear speech.

“I’m not dead, Korv, I’m right here. Please
stop and listen!” Valor objected, holding both hands up in front of
him to show he was unarmed.

“Valor always in metal. You not,” Korv
returned, his next attack delayed as he struggled to find the white
Bendazzi in the blizzard. It was obvious that the Shifter knew of
Bendazzi and even more obvious that he considered Marrow a bigger
threat than the unarmed man before him.

“My armor was damaged and my sword lost, but
it’s me, Korv,” Valor insisted taking the break in the assault as
opportunity to shift his position. With careful steps he placed
himself between Jala and the Shifter, taking care to keep his back
toward Jala at all times.

“Korv, stand down and let them approach the
gate.” A woman’s voice broke through the wind in clear perfect
notes. Jala shifted in the snow bank, struggling to get a look at
the speaker.

“Blue!” Valor gasped, his voice filled with
relief. His shoulders sagged as he backed another step toward Jala
and offered her his hand.

She accepted it gratefully and dusted the
worst of the snow from her coat. With chattering teeth she glanced
back behind them once more, then to Valor. “Blue?” she asked in
confusion.

“Blue Bess, a friend of mine. She is our
savior here trust me. Korv wouldn’t dare cross her,” Valor
explained as he tugged on her hand for her to follow.

Jala stole a last look at the bear as it
backed away from them and disappeared into the blizzard, then
scanned the area until she spotted Marrow’s form as he returned to
her side. “Thank you,” she whispered as she ducked her head from
the worst of the wind and followed blindly after Valor.

The wind continued its ferocious assault for
several more feet, and then dropped abruptly. Jala looked up in
shock and stared at the immense wooden wall before her and the dark
trails of chimney smoke beyond it. They had been within ten feet of
a village and she hadn’t even realized it.

“If you truly are who you claim to be, you
will have no trouble proving it to me.” The woman’s voice came
again and Jala looked around until she located the speaker perched
above the gate. To say she was beautiful was an understatement.
Long silver hair tumbled down across her shoulders, the ends tipped
in a snowy white. She wore an elaborate vest of velvet and brocade
sewn in green and gold that was cut short enough to reveal her flat
well-muscled stomach. The matching pants and thigh-high boots were
of the same quality and the first impression she gave was truly
breathtaking.

Blue’s dark eyes were filled with amusement
as she regarded Jala’s slack-jawed stare and Jala quickly looked
away, only to glance back once again when the woman turned her
attention back to Valor. It wasn’t so much the magnificent clothing
or the woman’s natural beauty that held Jala captivated, as it was
the tracery of small blue runes that covered the woman from her
neck down on every surface of skin visible. There was obvious magic
in the markings but Jala couldn’t tell exactly what their purpose
was without a scrutiny she was sure the woman wouldn’t
appreciate.

“My Lady Merrodin, may I present Blue Bess,
acclaimed bard of Glis as well as Arovan and Herald for High Lord
Blackwolf,” Valor said with a formality she was unaccustomed to
from him. He bowed slightly to the woman and smiled at her. “Tell
me how to prove it and I will, Blue,” he said as he stood straight
once more and then smiled roguishly. “By the way, did you mean to
make that rhyme or have you been a bard for so many years you can
no longer speak without spewing out verses?”

“I never spew words,” Blue snapped, her voice
still beautiful to the ears but filled with obvious offense.
Leaning forward, she wrapped delicate long fingered hands around
two beams and used them to swing down, landing gracefully before
the gate. Drawing one hand before her she stretched a lean leg out
in front and bowed to Jala formally at the waist. “If you truly are
High Lady Merrodin, it is an honor to have you grace our humble
dwelling. If you are not truly the High Lady then you will make a
very pretty meal for Korv,” Blue said as she stood once more and
tilted her delicate chin upwards to survey Valor more closely.

“Not while I draw breath,” Valor warned, his
hand dropping on reflex to where his sword normally hung. He
frowned as he found nothing but empty air and sighed heavily.

Blue watched the gesture with obvious
amusement and then met his eye once more. “My, my! Did we come to
the battle without our sword? The Valor I knew never would have
made such a mistake. His hand was always firmly gripping his…” She
paused and coughed lightly, giving him a smile. “Sword,” she added
at last.

Valor cleared his throat and raised his own
eyebrow as he crossed his arms over his chest. “The proving myself
to you? Did you forget? You are getting a bit long in the tooth,
vixen.”

Blue sputtered for a moment, her eyes wide as
she stepped back away from him with a look of complete indignation
written on her face. “Long in the tooth, he says,” she exclaimed
with a gasp. “This is not Valor Hai’dia before me at all. Sweet
Valor would never utter such wretched words before my ears,” she
continued, her voice rising in mock pain.

“For the love of the Aspects, Blue, cut the
drama,” Valor demanded as he turned back toward the forest with a
wary expression on his face. “If Korv hears you say that he will
have my head bitten off before you explain that you are
jesting.”

Jala watched the scene, looking from Valor,
then to Blue, and finally down to Marrow. “Do you know many that
have a Bendazzi as a Familiar other than Lady Jala Merrodin?” she
asked just loudly enough to be heard.

“Right. You are quite obviously who you say
you are, given that fact. You may approach the gate, Milady,” Blue
said with a smile and another bow but held a finger up to Valor as
he started to move as well. “You, however, do not have a rather
large cat to bear witness for you. Given your brutish nature with
words I find myself still suspect as to your character.”

Valor sighed and his shoulders slumped once
more. “Shall I recite a verse from your tattoos?” he asked with a
raised eyebrow.

Blue frowned at him and shook her head
slowly. “No, you never had opportunity to learn the special verses
and anyone could have learned the others. Instead you will answer
three questions.”

“Then please ask before Lady Merrodin gets
frostbite from your holding her hostage before the gate,” Valor
pressed.

Jala wrapped her arms tighter around herself
and allowed her teeth to chatter audibly as the bard turned to
regard her. “I’m from the south,” she offered in a quavering voice
and motioned with a delicate wave of her hand for the interrogation
to commence.

On another occasion the antics might have
been rather amusing, but not today. In her current frame of mind,
Jala wanted nothing more than the bard to be satisfied and allow
them to pass so she could heal Sebastian and return home.

Blue cleared her throat delicately and
narrowed her eyes at Valor with a suspicious look. “What did the
boy offer me?” she asked in a clear ringing voice.

“His heart. You took his pride instead,”
Valor answered without hesitation.

“Hmm.” Blue mused and nodded. “What would the
man offer me?” she asked her head tilting to one side.

“A bowl of late harvest grapes from the vines
of Arovan bursting with the flavor of summer,” Valor replied once
more without pause.

“Mmm.” Blue smiled, her eyes twinkling. She
nodded slowly and held up two fingers then slowly raised the third.
“And what would I give the boy or the man in return?” she
asked.

“Just enough to haunt his sleep and leave him
pining after you like a lovesick pup and not a drop more,” Valor
answered the moment she stopped speaking.

“Welcome home, Valor Hai’dia. So glad to hear
the rumors about your trip to the Darklands were exaggerated,” Blue
said in a voice filled with warmth. Moving forward she wrapped both
arms around Valor in tight embrace.

“They weren’t, Blue. We returned but a few
days ago,” Valor informed her as she stepped back from the hug.
Blue froze and stared at him as if she expected him to laugh, and
then slowly looked from his serious expression to Jala.

Jala gave a nod of agreement and turned to
look back toward the gate. “We have come so that I might heal
Sebastian Blackwolf. I have been told that he lies near death.”

Blue’s eyes lost their playful light and she
turned back to Valor. “Is this true? Can she heal him?” she asked
in a voice filled with doubt.

“It is and she can,” Valor answered.

“This way,” Blue said without further
hesitation as she pushed a postern door open beside the gate. “I
had no idea your visit here was of such importance. I thought you
were simply seeking Honor. Had I known, I never would have delayed
you at the gate,” Blue said in way of apology as she led them
through the muddy streets and small clustered houses.

“Honor is here?” Valor said quickly his eyes
moving to search the streets. “Is that his weather crafting outside
the gate?”

“He is and it is. Both he and Micah arrived
here before the first snows with the intent on escorting Sebastian
on to Arovan,” Blue explained her voice losing most of its former
merriment. “We haven’t been able to move him though. He keeps
growing worse and I fear now that we are doing nothing more than
waiting for him to die before we continue on. Or at least that’s
how it feels.” The bard paused and swallowed heavily, looking back
toward them with pain written on her beautiful face. “I do what I
can to keep spirits up. I don’t want my young lord to be smothered
in misery during his last days. I want him to hear laughter and
music and remember the joys of this world, in the hopes that
perhaps he will cling longer to life. I’m afraid that the sobbing
and tears do nothing but rush him toward his own grave,” she
confessed softly and ran a hand across her face to brush away the
beginning of tears. “He no longer even looks like the boy I taught,
Valor. He has wasted away to nothing but bones and agony.”

“Jala will make him whole again, I promise
you, Blue,” Valor assured her, placing a gentle hand on her back
and urging her forward once more.

“We’ve had healers to see him,” Blue said
through soft sniffles. “They were not the best at their craft,
however. The finest healers are no longer with us, I fear. They
fell in the early days of the fighting and now we are left with
children that know a fraction of the art their masters held. We
tried to send for a healer from Sanctuary, but no one will come to
Glis.”

“Had I known, I would have come,” Jala
offered quietly.

Blue glanced over her shoulder once more at
Jala and then guided them up a set of stairs and through a door.
The small house blazed with heat and Jala let out a sigh of relief
as she unwrapped her arms from her coat and stretched her palms
toward the cheerfully burning fireplace. The house was decorated
modestly with simple chairs and a roughhewn table. A door in the
back opened at the sound of their entrance and Jala glanced over to
see Honor Hai’dia staring at them in utter shock.

“Hello brother,” Valor said, his voice
shattering the silence of the room.

“Lady Merrodin has come to see Sebastian.
Will you ask if it is allowed? Please, Honor,” Blue called.

Honor nodded slowly and then turned back to
the room once more, the look of shock still on his handsome face.
After a few muffled exchanges he leaned through the door and
motioned to Jala. “This way please, Lady Merrodin. My Lord Micah
will show you to Sebastian.”

Jala stole a glance toward Valor and then
nodded and made her way across the small room. “Thank you,” she
said softly to Honor as he held the door open wide for her. With a
quick glance around the small parlor she turned to Micah and bowed
her head in greeting.

The last time she had seen the heir of Arovan
he had been filthy and dressed in grooms clothes. This time however
he resembled his rank. He rose quickly from the chair he had been
sitting in and bowed deeply to her. His somber clothes were of fine
quality but lacked the flamboyance of Blue’s courtly attire. He
started to offer his hand and then seemed to realize that he still
held a thick book in his grasp and quickly dropped it onto the
table. “Lady Merrodin, I apologize for our distraction and shock. I
could not think of a more unexpected guest, however, and I hope
that explains our lack of manners.” His voice was mellow with only
a faint hint of an accent to it. She could see his gaze moving from
her face to her stomach, but he was far too well-mannered to make
mention of it.

“I can imagine the shock and I assure you I
am not offended. I am getting rather uneasy about being so formally
addressed though. May I beg your indulgence and ask that you simply
call me Jala,” she said carefully, choosing her words in an attempt
to sound as courtly as she could. Folding her coat over her arm she
effectively hid her pregnancy from direct sight and hoped the
subtle signal was enough to let the young lord know it wasn’t a
topic she cared to discuss.

Micah nodded slowly and a faint smile creased
his face. “If in return you would be willing to call me Micah, and
we can set aside the formal speech,” he offered.

“Thank the Aspects,” Jala sighed and nodded
gratefully to the heir of Arovan.

“Honor says you’ve come to see Sebastian. I
regret to say that he is in no fit state for company. His health is
such that I doubt he will even know you are in the room. Whatever
you have come to speak with him about, however, perhaps you could
say to me. I think that Arovan might be in a better position to
offer whatever assistance you seek,” Micah said cautiously, his
eyes searching her face for some indication as to her purpose
here.

Jala shook her head slowly. “I think you
misunderstand my presence here, Micah. I’m not here to ask for
assistance. I’m here to offer it. I’ve come to heal him,” she
corrected gently.

“That’s kind of you lady, but we have had
healers here for that very purpose to no avail. I know you had time
for a few lessons with Rose but I fear the poisons that eat at
Sebastian are well beyond the talents of a master healer.” Micah
leaned back against the chair and rubbed his jaw. The exhaustion on
his features showed clearly as he relaxed and she wondered how long
it had been since he had allowed himself a full night’s sleep.

“Would it hurt if I tried? If he truly is in
that bad shape, where is the harm?” Jala asked as gently as she
could. It was clear that he sought to protect his friend from the
bumbling attempts of an amateur without giving her offense.

Frowning, he glanced toward the small stairs
and then pushed off the chair once more. “At this point I don’t
suppose anything would make him worse. I keep expecting to find him
dead every time I open the door,” he admitted sadly.

“And so you check on him every hour of the
day,” Jala concluded as she headed for the stairs.

“Often, more than that. Sebastian and I were
close as children and have managed to remain friends still. Given
house politics, that speaks volumes for him. If you truly can save
him…” His voice trailed off as she held her hand up to stop
him.

“Don’t say it. I uttered words very similar
to those not so long ago and it came to nothing. Let me try to help
him. If it works, then we will both find relief in it. I want no
promises from this, though. I don’t do this for favor,” Jala said
quietly and continued the climb up the worn stairs.

“May I ask why you do it then?” Micah pressed
gently.

“Because I have a small girl at my home that
would desperately love to hear that her father lives and because it
is the right thing to do. I ask for no favors or promises beyond
perhaps a smile on our next meeting,” Jala explained as she reached
the doorway at the top of the stairs.

“You have Devony? Sebastian thought her
dead,” Micah exclaimed in shock.

“Until the fall of Sanctuary, we had thought
her dead as well. One of my friends managed to save her, however,
and she has been safe in Merro since. I regret that I did not send
word to Sebastian regarding it but I fear my mind was fully
occupied elsewhere,” Jala said.

Inhaling deeply she pushed the door open
slowly and peeked inside. A dim lamp burned on a table on the far
side of the room barely illuminating the sleeping form on the small
bed. Blankets were heaped over Sebastian but she could see how
wasted his form was by the drawn look of his face. There was
nothing in this man that spoke of the robust young lord she had met
in the spring. As silently as she could, she crossed the room and
leaned over for a closer look at his face. His skin was ashen and
his lips held a tinge of blue. If not for the steady rise and fall
of his chest she would have believed him already dead. With a slow
gentle touch she pulled the blankets back and folded them over his
waist. The body she revealed was skeletal with barely any flesh
remaining. Glancing over at the doorway she saw Micah watching with
a grief stricken expression.

“We can’t get him to keep down much more than
honey water. On good days he can manage beef broth but it isn’t
enough,” he explained in a voice filled with misery. “We keep him
warm and clean and force him to eat what we can but it just isn’t
enough.”

Jala nodded her understanding and felt her
heart go out to the young lord. She knew far better than most how
horrible not enough felt. Pulling a chair closer to the bed
she sat down silently and looked back at Micah once more. “Give me
some time. I promise no harm will come to him. But rest while I
work, please. I can see how worn you are. Sit in the chair in here
and watch if you like, but rest while you do,” Jala said in a voice
barely above a whisper. She watched him long enough to see the nod
of agreement and then turned back to her patient. The faint
footfalls of boots on wood sounded as Micah crossed the room behind
her and took a seat in a chair near the foot of the bed. She
glanced up once at him and offered the best smile she could manage.
“Do you know what brought him low?” she asked softly.

“A serpent’s tooth arrow. They told me they
removed all of the spines but couldn’t stop the poison,” Micah
explained.

Jala shook her head slowly and frowned. “I
don’t know what that is,” she said with a sigh.

“An arrow invented in Avanti. They are foul
things. Picture a normal arrowhead in your mind. Now add slender
needle like spines to each side. Typically there are three to a
side. Each of those six spines holds a different poison and they
are designed to break off in the wound. If the victim doesn’t die
within moments of the poison the spines usually work their way
farther into the wound with each movement and breed infection deep
in the body,” Micah explained in a hushed voice.

“I see. And you are sure they removed all of
these spines?” Jala asked as she turned back to study Sebastian’s
still form once more.

“They tell me so. I wasn’t here, however, so
I cannot say so with a certainty. I only arrived a month past in
hopes of taking him to the safety of Arovan. Sadly, he was already
beyond moving then and so I have remained to guard his people in
his place,” Micah said with a long sigh.

Jala nodded once more and placed her hands
gently on Sebastian’s brow and chest. His skin felt like fire under
her touch and she began immediately to channel her magic to reduce
the fever. Closing her eyes she focused completely on the body
beneath her hands and smiled bitterly as she saw the last clinging
strands of Death’s dark magic. The spells had been severed of
course but the fragments of magic still ate at his flesh and bred
corruption through his body.

With careful gentle nudges she cleansed him
of the magic and began the painfully slow process of rebuilding his
body. She could see clearly the damage the poisons had wrought on
his liver and heart and so she began working at the core of his
body and slowly moving outward through bones and tissue and finally
muscle until her body ached with fatigue. She pulled herself back
from the magic and flexed her numb fingers.

Blinking several times she looked over to
find Micah sleeping uneasily in the chair. With a silent groan of
pain she leaned back in her own chair and stretched her aching
back. She had no idea how long she had labored over Sebastian but
by the ache in her body it had been several hours.

“You are quite possibly the last person I
expected to see,” Sebastian’s voice was rough but held strength in
each word.

Jala looked down at him and smiled weakly,
then shrugged. “I’m relieved that you are seeing anything,” she
replied.

He propped himself up on an elbow and looked
down at himself in obvious amazement. The grey tone of his skin was
gone, replaced with the healthy glow of a young man in his prime.
His body no longer held any trace of the skeletal state he had been
in upon her arrival.

“Bast,” Micah breathed, his voice barely
above a whisper. He stood shakily and approached the other side of
the bed, his face filled with disbelief as if he expected to wake
from a dream at any moment to find his friend still clinging to
life.

“Micah,” Sebastian exclaimed in a louder
voice. “When did you arrive? Did you bring Lady Merrodin here?” he
asked in confusion.

Micah swallowed heavily and shook his head
his eyes growing glassy. “I’ve been here for over a month, Bast,
waiting for you to wake up. It’s about time you did,” he answered
as he dropped down on a knee beside the bed and stared at his
friend in amazement.

“I should go. I think I’ve been here far
longer than I intended,” Jala began as she rose slowly from the
bed. “Lord Sebastian, I have your daughter safe in Merro. Send word
if you like when you are safely settled in Arovan and I will do my
best to see you reunited. She finds comfort in Valor’s presence but
I know she would rather be with her father.”

“Devony lives?” Sebastian straightened in the
bed and reached for Jala’s hand grasping it tightly in his own.
“Truly you have my daughter?” he asked desperately.

“Truly, and I promise you she is safe. I
don’t know how much longer I can promise that though. My country is
weak and I have many enemies. Until you are settled, though, I will
do everything in my power to keep her protected,” Jala said
quietly.

“You give me my life and then my daughter and
ask nothing in return?” Sebastian asked cautiously his eyes
searching her for any sign of deceit.

“As I told Micah, I ask for nothing more than
a kind smile the next time we meet. I came here to help not to buy
favor,” Jala explained as she carefully untwined her hand from his.
“Really though, I must be going now. I did not explain to my
friends that I was leaving and I know they will be frantic for my
return.”

Micah rose from his place beside the bed and
gave a quick nod to Sebastian. “I’ll see Lady Merrodin back to her
escort and then I will return,” he promised as he moved to open the
door for her.

Jala nodded gratefully and stepped out onto
the stairs on shaky legs. Placing a hand firmly on the railing she
made her way slowly down the stairs wishing with every step that
healing didn’t drain her so thoroughly.

“I don’t care what you say about not wanting
favor. If ever you are in need of anything you need only ask and if
it’s in my power I will grant it,” Micah said as they reached the
bottom stair. “I don’t even know how you knew he was ill, but there
is no doubt in my mind that he wasn’t long for the world and now…”
His voice trailed off as he looked back up the stairs in wonder.
“I’ve never seen such healing, Jala. Not even from Rose in
Sanctuary. He looks as he did in spring. Full of life without a
single hint that he has been ill.”

“Death wove magic upon him. I saw the strands
leading to him when I fought her. I came so suddenly and without
warning because I wanted to save him before she recovered from the
wounds I gave her,” Jala explained.

“You what?” Micah gasped his eyes widening at
her words. “You truly went to the Darklands then? I thought they
meant you were dead by that tale, but they didn’t, did they? You
literally went to the Darklands?”

Jala nodded and let out a breath slowly. “In
hopes of returning with Finn,” she said sadly.

“I hadn’t heard of your loss, Jala. I’m so
sorry. As I said, we had heard that you and Valor were in the
Darklands. We assumed you had both died in the battle for
Sanctuary, but we hadn’t heard of Finn’s fall,” Micah explained. “I
didn’t know Finn well, but you clearly loved him dearly if you went
to such lengths to save him.”

Blinking back tears, Jala nodded and looked
away. Swallowing heavily, she nodded once more and wiped at her
eyes with her good hand. “I did and I do. He is gone but my love
for him is not,” she replied in a hushed voice and crossed to the
door that led to the main room of the house. “Good luck to you,
Micah. I look forward to our next meeting and hope we may call each
other friends,” she said with a slight bow of her head.

“Trust that we can, Jala. For what you have
given me tonight, I will always consider you friend and ally,”
Micah replied and bowed his head in return.

The room beyond was empty aside from Blue who
sat cross-legged by the fireplace. She looked up quickly as Jala
entered the room a questioning look on her face.

“He is as well as I can make him and is awake
and talking if you would like to see him,” Jala said, her gaze
sweeping the room for any sign of Valor.

Blue rose to her feet quickly, hope dancing
in her dark eyes and then seemed to notice Jala’s loss. Pausing she
motioned back to the door. “He is outside with Honor near the
eastern gate. Follow the road out front straight that way,” the
bard offered, pointing toward the far wall of the house as she
spoke. “I hope you understand why I don’t offer to guide you.”

“I do and I don’t blame you. Thank you for
the directions. I’m sure I can find him,” Jala said with a nod. She
watched the woman hurry past her then wrapped her coat tightly
around herself and stepped out into the frigid winter night. Her
breath fogged before her as she made her way quickly down the
stairs and down the street in the direction Blue had indicated. The
town was silent and still aside from a few sentries on the
wall.

She found the two brothers standing just
beyond the gate with their backs to her as she approached. Both men
stood of the same height and held the same powerful frame. If not
for the difference of Honor’s shorter hair and earrings she would
have been hard pressed to tell them apart from this view. She
cleared her throat as she grew closer and they both turned to
regard her in surprise.

“He is awake and talking now and should
recover without issue,” Jala informed Honor as she moved to stand
at Valor’s side.

Honor blinked once and looked from her and
then back in the direction she had come. “Truly?” he asked in
disbelief.

“I told you she worked miracles,” Valor said
softly and turned slowly back to gaze once more at the snow covered
meadow beyond the town.

“Valor, I hope you understand, but I have to
see for myself,” Honor said, shaking his head the expression of
disbelief still on his face. “If it is true, you have my eternal
thanks, Lady Merrodin,” he added before moving past her toward the
small house.

“I do and good bye,” Valor called softly his
gaze never leaving the meadow.

Jala moved forward to stand beside him and
followed his gaze trying to determine what held him so captivated.
A soft brush against her side brought her attention downward for a
brief moment and she smiled faintly at Marrow. The Bendazzi
stretched and rubbed his head against her side before curling
himself around her legs.

He has been staring at the snow for hours
I think he might be weak in the head, the Bendazzi informed her
as he leaned his head around her leg to regard Valor
skeptically.

“This is the closest I’ve been to home in
years,” Valor said softly and motioned with a gloved hand toward
the snow covered fields. “That is my father’s land as far as you
can see beyond the river,” he explained.

Jala blinked and looked past the forest, her
eyes searching for a river. Glancing back up at Valor she shook her
head faintly. “What river?” she asked stupidly.

Valor grinned and let out a slight chuckle.
“Honor has been dumping snow on this area for over a month. As it
turns out Blights do not hunt in heavy snowfall as they can be
detected by the patterns in the snow.” He paused and motioned to an
area beyond them with his hand. “The river is just beyond the trees
and covered with over four feet of snow but it is there. It’s
beautiful in the spring. The water is so clear you can see every
stone in it and sweet enough to get drunk on. It’s called the
Dawnfall in Arovan. In Glis I’m fairly certain they simply call it
the border river.”

Jala nodded in understanding and then looked
up at the longing expression on Valor’s face. “Why didn’t you ever
go home, Valor?” she asked gently.

Valor’s expression clouded and he let out a
sigh. “I suppose, given the circumstances at Merro, that it would
be best if I explained everything to you,” he said and let out a
breath as he leaned back against a tree and met her gaze. His eyes
dropped to his cloak and he began to unravel a loose thread from
its seams as he started to speak again. “You know about my early
knighthood and of my Arovanni so I’ll begin just past that. In
those days, I was the golden child of Arovan. I had already
attended the required years at the Academy and I was well on my way
to proving myself in battle. I had a reputation that shone brighter
than anything. Naturally, when I was forced to take a squire there
were several candidates and in the end I didn’t get to make the
choice. The one they assigned me was from a very powerful house in
Arovan and had an ego to rival my own, despite his age. At that
time I was sixteen and he was twelve. I was young for a knight and
he was old for a squire.” Valor paused in his words but continued
to work at the loose threads, keeping his eyes focused on his cloak
rather than looking at her.

Jala didn’t press him to continue and turned
her gaze instead to the pristine snow of the forest. She knew he
would continue when he had found the right words and it was clear
that the topic was not a pleasant one for him.

“As I said, I had my Arovanni then, but such
a mount isn’t suitable for everyday use. They are sacred and thus
they are reserved for quests or war. So I had acquired Vanguard. He
was young then, barely past three, and filled with spirit. We were
making our way back south from getting him and had stopped in a
small village for the night. I turned the horses over to my squire
and went into the inn to secure rooms for the two of us. I was
barely inside long enough to hail the innkeeper when the stable
yard erupted into chaos. Thinking the boy was under attack, I
rushed out to find Vanguard running hard for the open fields and my
squire sitting square on his ass in the middle of the stable yard.
There was a girl standing behind him, so thin it looked as though a
strong wind could carry her off and she was clutching a chunk of
firewood in both hands,” Valor shook his head and rubbed his
face.

“She walloped your squire?” Jala asked with a
raised eyebrow, the words forming a perfect picture in her mind of
the scene.

“With a vengeance. It took me close to ten
minutes to get the story from her. She was terrified of me and my
squire was too addled to speak. When I finally managed it however I
was furious. As it turns out Vanguard had been skittish about
entering the dark stables and my squire had taken to him with a
whip. That in itself is bad enough but the fool had been lashing
him in the face when the girl saw what was happening.” Valor shook
his head once more and glanced up at Jala. “There is barely a thing
worse than striking a horse in the face. It ruins them. When the
girl tried to stop him, my squire turned on her with the whip and
she showed me the lash marks on her arm to support her story. By
this time my squire was on his feet and hotly denying the girl’s
words, but I could see the lie on his face. In my anger I dismissed
him from my service and informed him quite clearly that the scrawny
girl he had struck was more deserving of the armor he wore. I saw
him loaded onto a coach that night before I went in search of my
runaway horse. It was later that night that the girl found me once
more as I took my evening meal, and asked me if I had meant what I
said. At first I was shocked, but after seeing the look of
desperation on her face, I simply nodded.” Valor pulled several
more strings from his cloak and then stood upright stretching his
back. Reaching into his cloak he pulled out a cigarette and lit
it.

“So you took the girl as your squire,” Jala
surmised, still not understanding why any of this would disgrace
him in his homeland.

“She was young and common born and had no
skill with a blade but was a natural hand with horses. I suffered a
blow to my reputation by dismissing such a well-born son of a
powerful house in favor of the scrawny little common girl, but I
thought nothing of it. For the next year she traveled with me and
began to learn the trade with a speed that amazed me. It wasn’t
until we traveled to Glis with my family and I began to show an
unreasonable amount of interest in Blue that things began to spiral
downward. My father decided that day that I needed a betrothal to
keep my mind and certain other parts of me from wandering and so he
set about it at once. I ignored his efforts, of course, and
continued my travels and met Finn that summer.” He paused again and
gave her a look of regret. “I hated him with every breath of my
body from the moment the first words left his mouth. He was as
arrogant as I was proud, and he spat upon everything that I held
dear. More to the point, he had acquired certain friends during his
time in Arovan that had more than enough reason to dislike me. My
former squire was in his company along with another knight that I
knew by reputation alone. His name isn’t important to the story and
I won’t sully his reputation should you ever meet him, but he had a
reputation almost as dark as Finn’s. I spent several weeks in
constant clashes with the three of them before I received word from
my father that a betrothal had been arranged. There were certain
matters on that account that I had to attend to, so I was forced to
leave the city. In my absence, Finn left for Sanctuary. Several
weeks passed before I saw the other two and unfortunately it was at
my betrothal dinner. I didn’t drink much at that point of my life,
but I was nervous that night and was drinking more than I should
have.” His words trailed off once more and he stared out over the
snowy landscape in silence as he gathered his words once more.

Jala watched him and pulled her coat tighter
around herself wondering if she shouldn’t have simply left the
matter alone. It was in the past, after all. It had been that look
of longing that had prompted her to ask. From everything she had
seen so far from Valor she couldn’t imagine him doing something so
terrible that he couldn’t even set foot in his country again.

“It was about an hour into the dinner that I
began to feel the effects of my excess. Thinking myself simply
drunk, I politely excused myself from the company and went in
search of air outside. Nesra powder takes a while to work on the
system but by the time I made it to the courtyard it was coursing
through my blood.” Valor gave her a meaningful look. “That’s part
of why I hate Madren as much as I do. I know full-well what he put
in the chocolates he gave you. I didn’t realize I had been drugged
at the time, any more than I realized that the wine I had been
drinking had been far stronger than the normal variety. All I knew
at that time was that I was at my betrothal dinner with raging lust
and if I didn’t get out of sight I would shame my entire family. I
chose the stable as my refuge until I could sort through my issues
and set to pacing an empty stall trying desperately to clear my
head,” He sighed heavily and rubbed his face then cleared his
throat. “The bastards sent my squire out to check on me. She had
been scrawny when I found her but good food and travel suited her
and in my care she had blossomed into a beauty. She found me pacing
the stall and I tried to send her away but she refused. Being
raised roughly in the lower quarters of town, it didn’t take her
long to see my difficulty and all it took was a kiss. I knew she
admired me and I knew she cared for me but by all the gods I wish
she would have listened to me and simply left me alone.” His voice
broke and he let out a ragged breath, his eyes staring off over the
fields of Arovan once more. “They found us shortly after and I was
arrested for rape,” he said quietly.

“But she kissed you first didn’t she?” Jala
broke in.

“She was willing. It wasn’t rape. I was deep
in my cups and filled with enough Nesra powder to lift a eunuch’s
flag, however, so it wasn’t gentle. She was considered a child by
Arovan laws as well, given that she was fifteen at the time. I
fought during the arrest but all thoughts of self-defense fled as I
sobered. I hated myself for what I had done and when they named it
rape on the charges I didn’t deny it. I had dishonored her as well
as my family with my lack of will and I was more than ready to face
my punishment,” Valor said with disgust.

“What is the punishment in Arovan for that?”
Jala asked softly, wondering exactly what he had been about to face
so willingly.

“Castration for rape, and drawing and
quartering for the violation of a child,” Valor explained
calmly.

Jala blanched and stared at Valor with wide
eyes. “You were willing to face that when it wasn’t truly rape?”
she gasped.

“I dishonored her and my family,” Valor
repeated. “I had no intent to marry her when I took her and I was
not compassionate in the act. You don’t understand, Jala, she
barely had enough Elder Blood to cast the magic required to become
a knight. Had I gotten her with child it would have killed her. I
am pure Elder Blood without a drop of common blood in my veins.
Simply the power of a child of my blood would have drained her. I
risked her life and took her virtue all because I was fool enough
to drink too much and didn’t have the fucking willpower to tell her
no, twice. I should have shown more wisdom than to drink that much
around enemies.” He let out a long sigh and glanced back toward the
town. “Had it not been for Sebastian and Micah I would have died
for those crimes. It was Sebastian stepping forward that halted the
trial and Micah’s insistence of a full investigation that saved me.
That and Bridgette’s full confession on the stand and her admitting
to a room filled with people that she instigated the act with a
kiss and refused to leave my side when I directly ordered her
to.”

“Bridgette?” Jala broken in. “As in the
knight in Merro, Bridgette?” she pressed her eyes widening once
more.

“The very same. Now I’m sure you understand
my shock at her appearance. I hadn’t seen her since the trial. At
any rate after her confession and Micah’s investigation the charges
of rape were dropped. There was still the matter of her being under
age but Sebastian cleared that by pointing out that she was very
near the correct age and no one could sincerely prove her actual
date of birth so she might have very well been sixteen on that day.
So I was spared death and dismemberment, but my reputation was
shattered, as was my career. My father intervened on that account
and rather than allow me to be stripped of all rank and honors he
insisted I be placed on probation. It was decided between him and
Lord Elijah that my probation would be spent in Sanctuary at the
Academy so that I would be out of sight of everyone in Arovan. The
condition was that my actions in Sanctuary would speak for me in
Arovan. If I comported myself with honor and integrity while in the
city, I would retain my rank in Arovan. Technically I had already
passed the required study at the Academy before all of this
started, but given the situation it was deemed that higher learning
was in order.” He sighed and glanced at her. “And well, you saw how
I comported myself in Sanctuary. So if I return home I lose
everything including the name Hai’dia. I won’t shame my family by
holding the name after I have been stripped of everything else,”
Valor finished with another heavy sigh and kept his gaze on the
distant fields refusing to look back at her.

“I barely remember the man in Sanctuary. My
memories are clouded by the knight who braved hell to help me
retrieve my husband, by images of a man that doesn’t flinch from
anything, no matter how terrifying, by the multiple times you have
risked your life to save mine, and by the fact that you gave me
everything you had when I most needed it so that I could save my
child and live,” Jala said softly and tugged on his cloak until he
turned to face her. “I don’t care about your past, Valor, and I
won’t judge you by it. The only thing that matters to me is what
you have shown me, and that is compassion, loyalty, and trust. To
hell with Arovan if they don’t want you, Merro does, and you will
always have a place of honor at my table.”

Valor smiled faintly and looked up at the
lightening sky. “Neph will give me an honored grave if I don’t get
you back home and out of this cold,” he said quietly.

“I’m sorry you can’t go home,” Jala offered
with a frown and looked over the fields one last time.

“Ahh. I’m about to, Jala, if you have enough
strength left to take us. Arovan was my home. Merro is my home
now,” Valor replied with a faint smile.

“May that never change. I think I would be
lost without you, Valor. I love all of my friends but after what we
have faced together there is no one I rely on more than you,” Jala
said as she drew on her magic once more and began the casting that
would return them to Merro.


Chapter 14
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The Spell Hawk tilted hard to the left and
Shade pushed himself straight in his seat once more. “Bring the
nose back level,” he ordered.

“The steering is incredibly touchy isn’t it?”
Symphony replied as she leveled the controls and sent them tilting
sharply to the right. Letting out a peal of laughter she tried to
correct once more, shaking the ship violently in the process.

“Yeah, pretty touchy,” Shade agreed, his
voice pitched several tones higher than normal. Swallowing heavily
he pried his hands from the armrests and sat straight once more.
“That’s the water Symphony,” he said as calmly as he could.
Glancing over at her then back at the view screen as he spoke.
“Water, Symphony,” he repeated, leaning forward a bit in his seat
to stare at the rapidly approaching waves. He glanced once more at
Symphony. She sat very still in her seat a distant look on her
face. “Water!” Shade bellowed and she jumped in her seat. His heart
thumped painfully against his chest and he finally realized what it
must be like for Charm when he was flying.

With unsteady hands she pulled upwards on the
controls and looked over at him with a sheepish expression. “Mental
link I’m so sorry. I didn’t think it would distract me that much,”
Symphony apologized with a small shrug.

Prying his fingers once again from the seat
he returned the smile with a quick nod. “No problem,” he said his
voice nearly a squeak in tone.

“You don’t do well as a passenger, do you?”
Symphony asked with a smile.

“No, I suppose I really don’t,” Shade
admitted and let out a shaky laugh. “Everything OK? That mental
link must have been important for you to zone out like that.”

“It was an update from Lutheron. The Firym
have sent a hundred troops to help hold the city. The Faydwer have
sent a handful of mages and their Ambassador. Jala Merrodin has
returned from the Darklands and has apparently barely survived her
quest, and last but not least, Delvay attacked the Rivasan border
in force early this morning. Reports are still coming in but it
appears as though the Rivasan suffered horribly,” Symphony said and
then sighed heavily. “I don’t want anyone to suffer, and they all
seem determined to kill each other off,” she complained with
another sigh.

“One would think they would be more concerned
with the Blight infestation,” Shade said in a disgusted voice.

“The Blights don’t seem to attack our
opposition at all,” Symphony told him, her gaze moving from the
view screen to look at his face. “It’s as if they have some way of
controlling the creatures.”

“It’s House Morcaillo controlling them,”
Shade confided, shaking his head. “I tried to tell the Fionaveir
that when I first arrived but I don’t think they truly believed
me.” He paused and glanced at Symphony with a smile. “Did you know
you steer in the direction you are looking and we are nearly going
back the same way we just came from?” he asked in a conversational
tone.

Symphony laughed and shook her head. “I did
that on purpose, Shade. I might not be a good pilot yet, but I’m
not that bad. Today’s lesson will have to be cut short; I have to
get back to Sanctuary.”

“We have barely been out of the city twenty
minutes and they already need you back?” Shade asked with a shake
of his head. “You never get time to yourself. From breakfast on you
are reading reports or training.”

“And my time will only get more precious if
we succeed in our goal,” Symphony agreed with a smile. “If it stops
the constant wars and brings some peace to this world, it’s worth
it though. Don’t you agree?”

“I do. I don’t see how you are going to
manage it, though. They tell you only what they want you to hear.
How can you lead with only half the information?” Shade asked. It
was a common enough topic between the two of them. Over the past
few days he had been doing his best to fill her in on the scant
information that he knew, and on occasion had even eavesdropped for
her to learn more. There wasn’t much of importance that was
actually said aloud, though. If it was truly delicate information,
mental links were generally used and with that he was useless.

“I’d like you to come to the meeting with me
discreetly. After it is over, I want to know what you think of what
is said there,” Symphony said with another glance toward him.

“Watch it or we will be going back out to sea
again. You steer where you look,” Shade teased, but gave her a
slight nod in answer to her request. “I’ll sit in the back as
silent as a mouse and save all of my bitching until we are alone,”
he promised.

Symphony laughed and gave him another smile.
“Are you so certain you will be wishing to bitch afterwards,” she
asked as the skyline of Sanctuary came into view ahead of them.

Shade stared at the city and let out a faint
breath. “Beautiful isn’t she. She has some battle scars but she is
still an absolute beauty.” Glancing over at Symphony he returned
the smile. “And yes, I’m positive I will.”

“You really love this city, don’t you?”
Symphony asked in a quiet voice.

“With most of my heart. It’s been my home for
a long while. Morcath should be considered my true home, I suppose,
but that’s not how it feels. I know every stone of this city and
most of the people who live here. Well, at least in my district.”
He frowned and cleared his throat. “My former district that is,” he
corrected with a twinge of regret. It wasn’t that he missed his
family at all, but he did miss his people. They had relied on him
and he had walked away from them without a backward glance. Had he
been there for them the night of the attack on the city he could
have spared them the worst of the suffering. Instead he had been on
the side causing the damage and making their already difficult
lives more painful.

“You make me nervous when you get that look
on your face, Shade.” Symphony spoke in a low voice and was
watching him far more closely than she should have been, given that
she had the controls and they were very near the sky port
already.

“Do you prefer the look of utter terror that
will appear very soon if you don’t start paying attention to where
you are flying?” Shade asked with a raised eyebrow.

She chuckled faintly and turned back toward
the view screen. “Every time you get that look I wonder if you
regret your decision to join us,” Symphony pressed. Cautiously she
began to lower their altitude as they approached the Sky Port.
There was already a small crowd gathered at the edge, no doubt
waiting for their absent Empress’s return.

“I don’t regret walking from my House. I
regret abandoning my people. I have doubts that I have joined the
right side at times, but those mostly just occur when I am
obviously set up and about to die,” Shade said with a grin.

“You are truly convinced we have a traitor
aren’t you?” Symphony sighed. Once again it was a topic they had
been over more than once and was rather worn through.

“I am truly convinced that before long you
will think so too,” Shade replied as the ship came to a stop. “You
are a smart girl. Given enough rope, your traitor will hang
himself. The set-up with the Justicars was only the first betrayal.
There will be more.”

“So you say,” Symphony sighed and unbuckled
the flight harness. “Of course it could be you,” she pointed out
with a smirk. “And then I would be a fool to listen to anything you
said. You might simply be sowing dissention in the ranks.”

“Quite, let me continue the sowing. Lutheron
is an ass. Caspian is so quiet it’s creepy. Faramir is bossy, and
Vaze just scares me. There, that pretty much covers all of your
advisors,” Shade said with a grin as he rose from his chair.

“You didn’t mention Remedy,” Symphony pointed
out flatly with a dry expression on her lovely face.

“Remedy? Not even I am a big enough idiot to
insult the man you are in love with. That would practically be
suicide. Besides I don’t see him enough to find fault with him.
Amazing. The one person you adore to be with, and he is never
around.” Shade paused and tapped his chin thoughtfully then looked
at her with an amazed expression. “Why, Lutheron plans their
missions doesn’t he? Hmm. And he keeps Remedy gone all of the time.
Well, I think that’s clear evidence on my he-is-an-ass
theory. I wonder what else I might be right about.”

Symphony chuckled lightly and shook her head
at him in amazement. “Vaze is away too. Is that conspiracy as
well?” she asked, pausing beside the door to look back at him.

“No, that is a blessing. As I said he is
scary,” Shade replied with a grin and motioned once more toward the
door.

“Vaze is not scary,” Symphony protested as
she pushed the door open and stepped from the Spell Hawk.

“I’m not?” Vaze asked in a mockery of a
shocked voice.

“Damn it!” Shade burst out as he dropped down
the last stair. He glowered at Symphony and then looked to Vaze who
leaned casually against the side of the Spell Hawk with a smile on
his face. “I was telling her a story about some idiot that thought
you were scary. She has the same opinion as me though you are
definitely not scary,” Shade said with a grin before glaring at
Symphony once more as she burst into laughter.

“Shade you are a horrible liar,” Symphony
managed through more giggles as she hugged Vaze and smiled up at
him. “Welcome back. Where have you been the past few days? Not even
Lutheron seemed to know.”

“Goswin, then the Darklands, then Merro,”
Vaze answered. He motioned toward the crowd near the edge of the
port and smiled at her. “I told them if they approached, I would
eat their souls. If you want to speak with any of them you will
have to call them over.”

“Eating souls now, eh? That’s a new one. So I
am to understand that you have been assisting Lady Merrodin then?”
Symphony asked as they began walking. She purposefully kept her
gaze from the patiently waiting crowd and headed instead for the
Justicar’s hall.

“So if you don’t see them, they aren’t really
waiting for you. Is that how that works?” Shade asked, keeping his
gaze on the ground as they walked.

“No, I don’t see them at all. Especially not
the three that are waving for my attention,” Symphony replied.
“Answer, Vaze,” she added with a bit of authority in her voice.

“To say yes would suggest that I had gone
against Lutheron’s direct order not to intervene,” Vaze said
softly.

“And to say no would be lying to me?”
Symphony asked.

“I do find myself in a delicate place. I
think I prefer to say nothing,” Vaze mused.

“Hmm. Was she successful?” Symphony asked in
a softer voice.

“She was successful at returning with Finn’s
soul. The resurrection however was not successful. I was forced to
send him back to the Darklands. Death was soulriding him and he was
a danger to everyone in the sunlit world as long as Death had him
as a conduit,” Vaze explained.

Symphony let out a long wistful sigh. “I was
hoping she would succeed all the way around. I can’t imagine loving
someone so much that you would do such a thing. I feel sorry for
her.”

“She didn’t even know him that long. There is
no way she could have loved him that much,” Shade snapped
irritably.

“Oh, that’s right. You had a bit of a rivalry
on that account didn’t you?” Symphony asked, flicking her gaze in
his direction.

“Not much of one, really. I was witness to
the whole damned thing and there is no way it could have been that
deep a relationship. Finn was too shallow a person for anything
that deep,” Shade answered stiffly.

Symphony nodded in a mockery of agreement and
then looked back to Vaze. “Is she truly as wounded as they say?
Should we have her brought to the city for healing?”

Vaze raised an eyebrow and shook his head
faintly. “She took serious wounds but she will recover of that I am
certain. You show more interest in her than you do any other lord.
Do you realize that, Sym?”

Symphony sighed and gave a nod of her own. “I
feel responsible for her troubles and I suppose I relate with her
better than I can the others. Elijah Arovan, Arjuna Firym, and
Jaradon Faydwer all know exactly what they are doing and how to do
it. Jala Merrodin is different. She knows what she wants to do but
not how to do it,” she said softly.

“Exactly like you,” Vaze agreed with a
nod.

“I have a council, though, and she has a
court of those who are just as clueless as she is. So I worry about
her,” Symphony continued, a frown creasing her full lips.

“Nephondelvayon is not what I would call
clueless. That one is easily as formidable as his elder brother,”
Vaze objected. Moving ahead of them quickly he took the stairs to
the Justicars hall two at a time until he reached the door and then
held it open for the pair of them as they walked through.

“I’m so glad Morcath doesn’t have names like
that one. Can we call him simply Neph so I don’t tie my tongue in a
knot?” Shade asked, glancing at Symphony hopefully.

She chuckled in response and the frown on her
face disappeared as she nodded. Shade let out a dramatic sigh of
relief and found Vaze watching him with an approving expression as
he turned back toward the hall.

“I’ve heard he is difficult to deal with,”
Symphony said to Vaze as she returned to their discussion.

“Neph is like dealing with a rabid bear that
has been doused in ice water, beaten with a stick, and called dirty
names. He snarls, growls, and if you get too close, he bites,”
Shade offered helpfully.

“You know him then, personally?” Symphony
asked turning back to face him once more.

“I went to school with him. Of course I know
him. He has been the Spell champion at the Spring Games for so long
they might as well just hand him the trophy at the beginning of the
contest and spare everyone the embarrassment of losing to him. He
was first in his class on all his magic studies as well as most of
his other classes. He is talented, frighteningly intelligent,
cunning, and has the exact personality that I described with the
bear analogy. And for some reason he latched onto Jala after the
Rivana trip and shows her more courtesy than I’ve seen from him in
four years of association at the Academy,” Shade explained quickly
as they turned down the last hall before the council room.

“Any idea why he did?” Symphony asked looking
over to Vaze with a raised eyebrow.

“Her blood. The Delvay are religious,” Vaze
explained quietly.

“I see,” Symphony agreed with a nod and
smiled at Shade. “I’ll see you after the meeting, then,” she said
with a quick smile as Vaze opened the council door for her.

“You might as well come in now and hide. The
room is still empty and it will spare you having to sneak in
later,” Vaze said as Shade started to leave.

“What?” Shade asked freezing in place and
then slowly turning back to look at Vaze, an expression of
innocence painted on his features. “I wouldn’t sneak in…” he began
but Symphony held up a hand to silence him.

“Don’t even try. As I said you are a horrible
liar and Vaze is scary smart,” Symphony said with a grin.

“So scary,” Vaze agreed with a smirk as Shade
frowned at both of them as he ducked into the room.

Symphony laughed softly and dropped into her
chair at the head of the council table. “So are the rest of her
court as talented as Neph. Should I rest easier and not worry so
much for her?” she asked Vaze as he sat down beside her.

“Jail Han’shy has worked with the Fionaveir
in the past. He relayed information to our contact in the
Justicars. He is terrifying with his Mind magic and is one that I
keep a close eye on for that very reason. Valor Hai’dia was the
shining star of Arovan until an unfortunate incident when a rival
sabotaged him. He is quite possibly the most valiant one she has
beside her and has sworn a blood oath to protect her. His loyalty
is such that he accompanied her on her quest into the Darklands.”
Vaze paused and tapped the table, his eyes looking back and forth,
then rose once more. Moving to a cupboard he produced a decanter
and two glasses. “Wisp Faydwer is an Earth mage with enough power
to single handedly rebuild most of the northern portion of Merro by
herself in a little over a week. She is fully trained in court
politics and was briefly considered for raising to Heir of Faydwer
until she found out and sabotaged herself,” he continued as he
poured the glasses and sat one down before her. Taking a small sip
of his own, he dropped down into his chair and smiled at her.
“Sovann Sovaesh is an Arcanetech genius. If he can dream it, he can
build it. He was considered too advanced to bother with the Academy
at age fourteen. He also has too much integrity to side with the
Avanti, despite the fact that he was raised there.”

Symphony nodded slowly as she digested the
information and took a small sip from her drink. Eyes widening, she
looked down at the glass and then back to Vaze with a questioning
look. “What did I just drink? It tingles,” she demanded.

“Essence wine. One of Sovann Sovaesh’s
inventions. Not only does it get you drunk it restores your magic
at the same time. Not the best idea in my opinion but a popular
drink among the Elder Blood,” Vaze explained with a grin. “She has
youth surrounding her Symphony, but she has the cream of the crop.
The ones that fled the city with her were the most talented of this
generation. With the exception of Shade whose high moral standards
unfortunately left him out of that particular group.”

Symphony raised an eyebrow and looked to
Shade who simply nodded in answer. “High moral standards?” she
asked skeptically.

Shade frowned at her and pursed his lips.
“The part that Vaze didn’t tell you, then, to clarify for you. Jail
Han’shy will use his Mind magic on anyone for anything that he
wants. He has no qualms whatsoever on using it for a dark purpose –
say to have someone kill someone else so that Jail himself has no
blood on his hands. Valor Hai’dia is a drunken womanizer that I
have personally witnessed kill someone for the offense of spilling
wine on his tunic. Wisp Faydwer is a manipulator of the top degree.
She will bat her eyelashes and blow you a kiss even as she is
deciding where to plant the knife in your back. Neph doesn’t even
require an offense such as spilled wine to kill you. All you have
to do with that one is look at him the wrong way. So there is the
other side of the coin,” Shade explained with a dark glance toward
Vaze.

“Is this true?” Symphony asked looking
quickly back to Vaze.

“A bit dramatic I think, but some of that may
have occurred in the past,” Vaze admitted hesitantly.

“Will they corrupt her then?” Symphony asked
quickly, a worried expression forming on her face.

“Ask the hundreds that she killed on the
night we took the city. The Jala I met in Brannaford wouldn’t have
done that,” Shade answered softly before Vaze could even open his
mouth. The sound of voices from the hall rose and Shade silently
stepped back farther into the shadows and activated his camouflage
to hide.

The worried expression vanished instantly
from her face as the door opened and Lutheron stepped inside.
Bowing, the second in command stepped aside, allowing the rest of
the council to enter as well as a few people that Shade didn’t
recognize.

“Symphony, how was your flight?” Caspian
asked in his customary quiet voice as he moved to sit beside
her.

“Wonderful. Thank you for asking. I think I’m
finally learning how to properly control the hawk,” Symphony
replied.

The hawk and her instructor, Shade
mused as he settled back against the wall, his eyes scanning every
face in the room and the expressions they wore. He would mark every
detail of the meeting from tone of voice to flicker of eye. It was
best to have clear evidence of suspicion when dealing with
Symphony. She was one of the rare individuals that put absolutely
no value on rumors. For her there had to be proof.
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A wave of dizziness washed over her as the
translocation magic faded from them. Jala opened her eyes slowly
and let out a sigh of relief as she recognized the bedroom they had
left hours before.

“Shit,” Valor muttered beside her. “Hello
Neph,” he added in a weary voice.

Turning, Jala spotted the Delvay mage sitting
in a chair in the corner, his feet propped up on the edge of the
bed and a stormy expression on his face. “Hello Neph,” she echoed
Valor in a soft voice and raised her hand in a half-hearted
wave.

“What would you think if a friend of yours
had just recovered from a near death illness and requested sleep
and then when you went to check, you found your friend was gone?”
Neph asked, his voice flat and his expression growing darker.

“I would, uh… I would wonder where they
were,” Jala answered in a halting voice and dropped down to sit on
the bed facing Neph. All she wanted was to crawl under the covers
and fall into a deep dreamless sleep, but that was apparently going
to be a while.

“My first thought was she lied to me rather
than where is she,” Neph said his eyes locked on her accusingly. He
folded his arms across his chest and looked from her to Valor. “My
second thought was that Valor should have stopped her from leaving
when she was obviously so weak. Instead the dumb ass went with
her.”

“I have no right to tell her what to do,
Neph. I swore to follow her, not lead her,” Valor said flatly as he
leaned back against the wall with an exasperated look on his
face.

“He tried to stop me, Neph, but I insisted,”
Jala broke in before the argument between them could build. “I had
to save Sebastian Blackwolf before Death regained strength. I had
limited amounts of time to do it in and I knew you would object. I
didn’t want to lie to any of you, but I didn’t want to fight with
you either. It had to be done,” she explained in a level, calm
voice as she pulled her boots off and lay back on her bed with a
groan.

“Had you considered possibly that had you
told me that I might have understood?” Neph growled his temper
apparently not soothed by her explanation in the least.

“Have you considered that you swore to obey
her and she has no reason to explain her actions to you
whatsoever?” Valor shot back.

“Have either of you considered that you act
like rabid dogs when you are in the same room?” Jala asked with a
sigh. “No, Neph I didn’t, and I should have. Valor, he has a right
to question me because he is my friend, the same as you do. If I
choose to listen or not is another matter entirely. “She rubbed her
face and tried her best to force a smile. “ Neph, I love you, I
truly do, and I appreciate all that you have done for me beyond
what words are capable of expressing. But I’m begging you by all
that is holy in this world, let me sleep now and yell at me when I
wake up. I swear before you both on my Father’s grave that I will
go nowhere until you have had your fill of cursing and
snarling.”

“Swear to me that you are actually going to
sleep and I will consider it,” Neph snapped his eyes narrowed.

“As deeply and soundly as I possibly can,
considering the current situation. I’m too exhausted to do anything
else,” Jala replied.

“Fine, then. Before I go, though, let me
leave you with something to think on,” Neph said as he stood.
Reaching into his pocket he produced a pair of glasses set with
colored lenses that reminded her of the ones Shade had worn in
Sanctuary. “Sovann made these. He was eager to tell you about them
but you seemed so weak he decided to wait until morning to bring it
up. They allow the wearer to see Blights. He spent weeks working on
it. Had we known you were going to Glis you could have taken these
and allowed their mages to duplicate the runes on them,” Neph said
quietly and set the glasses carefully down on her nightstand.

Jala stared at the glasses, not even looking
up to watch Neph leave the room. Carefully she reached over and
picked them up to examine the runes closer. “I feel like such a
fool now,” she whispered.

“And that is exactly the reaction he wanted
from you,” Valor replied quietly. “Neph likes to be right. Neph
loves being in control, and above all else Neph adores being
superior.”

“He is right on this. Had I told them, I
could have given these to Micah and helped them end the war with
the Blights in a matter of weeks,” Jala said sadly as she set the
glasses carefully back down on her table.

“Then send them in the morning. Or form a
mind link with Micah and show him the runes. They are not fighting
the Blights tonight so a delay of one night will make no
difference. Thank Sovann when you wake. Apologize to all of them
and explain why you did it and forget about Neph’s bitching. Neph
will always have something to bitch about. He is Delvay,” Valor
said as he stood straight once more and headed for the door.

“Goodnight, Jala,” he called over his
shoulder.

“Goodnight, Val,” Jala replied softly and
watched him leave. She patted the bed beside her and Marrow jumped
up and lay down with a yawn. “It seems like no matter what I do, I
do it wrong,” she sighed and scratched the Bendazzi behind the
ears.

You are doing it wrong. Scratch more to
the left, Marrow told her with a faint chuckle.

“You are not helping,” Jala sighed.

I wasn’t trying to help. I was trying to
mock you. If you must kick and berate yourself, do it in the
morning. I’m tired tonight, Marrow informed her and punctuated
his words with yawning in her face before dropping his head down
flat to stare at her.

“What could you possibly be tired from? I did
all the work tonight,” Jala grumbled as she shimmied under the
blankets and pulled them up to her chin.

Hmph. Healing. All that required was your
sitting on your ass. I, in the meantime, tormented the large ugly
bear. Marked the territory of most of the town just to annoy the
Shifters. They have very sensitive noses, you know, and well,
Bendazzi musk is potent. That, and I kept watch on the knights from
time to time. Oh, and I ate a few small animals I found around the
village. With luck they weren’t actually Shifters. Just in case
they were, however you might want to hint that you believe Blights
might have been in the area. Marrow’s voice was soothing in her
mind and she felt herself relaxing until he reached the last of his
recitation of his night’s amusement.

“Wait,” Jala began as she propped herself up
on her elbow and locked gazes with him. “While I was sowing good
will between our nations you terrorized their guard, pissed on
their town, and possibly ate some of their citizens?” she
demanded.

When you say it that way, is sounds
horrible. If they comment on the guard, say I’m curious. If they
comment on the marking, tell them the Blights fear Bendazzi and I
was helping them. If they mention missing relatives, gasp and say,
“How awful.” How hard is that? Marrow said in a clear logical
voice and shook his massive head at her before laying it down once
more. Really you are over reacting.

Dropping back to lie flat on her back, Jala
stared up at the ceiling and let out a long breath. “I probably
am,” she agreed. Turning her head to look at him once more she
frowned. “Unless you ate Sebastian’s Aunt or childhood friend,” she
added dryly.

He is a Shifter. He should understand the
nature of survival of the fittest. I was fitter and now I’m fatter.
Blessed are small furry creatures that are slower than me and
tasty, Marrow sighed in contentment and rolled onto his
back.

“Glutton,” Jala sighed as she turned her head
back to stare up at the ceiling. She gave another sigh and lifted
her arm to stare at the tattoos that still lined her wrist and arm.
Tracing a finger lightly down the gold lines she swallowed heavily.
“I miss him so much Marrow,” she whispered and felt the first of
the unshed tears gathering in her eyes. “I told myself not to
grieve, that I would have him back. I told myself that everything
we faced in the Darklands would be worth it, because I would have
him back, and now I’ve failed and I don’t get another try. I wanted
him back so badly that with my impatience I threw away my one
chance to get him. How can I live with that knowledge without the
guilt driving me mad?” The tears were coursing fully down her
cheeks now and she sniffled as she wiped them away. Rolling over
onto her side she buried her face in Marrow’s thick fur shoulders,
shaking with the grief she had been holding back for so long.

Death is part of the cycle, Jala. When
something dies it isn’t meant to come back. Why can’t you Immortals
accept that? You live longer than anything else in existence and
yet it still isn’t enough for your kind. You don’t age. You don’t
know illness. Life is filled with more bounty for your people than
any other creature and yet it is never enough. Death is natural and
must be accepted. This is a wound like any other, Jala. It will
heal and you will not go mad. There is no guilt in this for you.
You did more than any other would have done to bring him back and
you didn’t fail. Death cheated. Marrow’s voice was gentle but
firm in her mind.

“I’d rather suffer a thousand bodily wounds
than one more like this one,” Jala whispered into his coat.

Wipe your nose on me and I’ll start on
those thousand wounds for you, Marrow warned her.

Half laughing, half sobbing, Jala rolled away
and onto her back once more. “I almost tried to use the family
magic to hold onto him,” Jala confessed in a hoarse whisper.
Holding her hand up between them she pinched her fingers together
to show only the barest stretch of light between them. “I came this
close.” She dropped her hand back to the blankets and bit back
another sob. “It was the memory of that black cloud of destruction
washing over my home that stopped me. If that is the price of
wishes, I will earn everything the hard way. I don’t see the value
of a gift that has such a harsh price.”

Perhaps it is all in what you wish for
that determines the price, Jala. They wished for suffering and
pestilence. I wonder what would happen if you wished for peace and
good fortune? Marrow countered softly.

“The Elder Blood would all die and it would
be peaceful and the few creatures that survived would consider it
good fortune,” Jala replied dryly.

You need sleep, Jala. You are exhausted
and heart sick and it is darkening your thoughts. Let me give you
something to think on and perhaps you can find enough peace in my
words to sleep, Marrow said softly and raised his head to look
at her. Finn Sovaesh lived a self-professed life of personal
indulgence. He was a killer, a womanizer, and utterly selfish by
his own words. In just a few months of knowing you, he died a
hero’s death to save thousands of people from tyranny. Had he not
brought the barrier down on that city, Morcaillo would have won
this war. That city holds too much leverage to your kind. If you
can change a man like that so dramatically in such a short time,
what can you do in a lifetime for a country of people who aren’t
nearly so dark? He died a good death doing a wonderful thing, Jala,
and he did it so you would have a chance to do for Merro what you
did for him. Finn gave you the opportunity for your dream. If you
are smothered by grief and clouded by guilt, then you are going to
waste the opportunity that Finn sacrificed himself to give you.
Would you throw that away?

Jala turned her head and stared at Marrow as
he laid his head back down once more. The tightness in her throat
eased a bit and she felt the rush of tears slowing. “Right now, I’m
more worried about someone taking it away, than I am throwing it
away myself. We are so weak and we have so many enemies,” she
whispered.

Never pick a fight with a Dazzi. On some
things the Arovan are wise. Now sleep, Jala. We have a lot of work
ahead of us before spring and it starts tomorrow, Marrow said
softly, his eyes already closed and his breathing slowing as he
began to drift off.
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With a frustrated groan, Jala tossed another
dress into the rapidly growing pile of clothes near her feet.
Wrapping her robe back around her tightly she stared into the
mirror, her eyes locked on her huge midsection. She had thought at
first that her spell urging her son’s growth had failed. Its
success however was marked clearly in the size of her stomach as
well as the size of the pile of clothes beside her. No matter what
style she chose, she couldn’t seem to fashion a dress that suited
her current frame. The last had made her look like a grape with its
color and shape.

Her eyes traveled up the mirror slowly to her
face and she let out another sigh. She didn’t have the will to
bother with fixing her hair today. So it was tied back in a clumsy
knot with curls protruding at odd intervals. Her violet eyes were
so bloodshot there didn’t seem to be any white to them, and the
dark circles under her eyes looked more like bruises than marks of
sleeplessness.

“I look twenty years older than I am,” Jala
said softly as she smoothed a wine colored curl back from her
forehead.

You look like the village nutter with your
hair like that and the wool robe, Marrow observed helpfully
from his perch on the foot of the bed.

“The village nutter,” Jala repeated with a
slight nod. “I bet that is a stress-free life.” Turning, she moved
away from the mirror and the pile of clothes and sat down by the
window. It had been three days since her trip to Glis and beyond a
mind link with Micah informing him of the runes she had done
nothing other than sit at the window or sleep. Marrow had said
their work would begin days ago, and yet she still didn’t have the
will to face it. She knew she should go downstairs and at least
attempt to help her friends, but so far she hadn’t successfully
made it past dressing.

Leaning back in her seat she rested a hand on
the top of her stomach and stared down at the street below.
Everywhere she looked, the city thrummed with life. Workers
bustling by on errands. Knights at their drills. Children playing
in the street. Despite the chilly damp weather outside, Merro
continued on without pause. “And I can’t even find the energy to
dress,” Jala sighed.

“Neph is making threats,” Emily informed her
as she pushed through the door. “He didn’t notice me downstairs,
though, and I found food. Actual meat this time. I don’t know where
it came from, but we got some of it.”

There was a sound of dishes clattering down
on the table and then a lengthy pause in Emily’s flood of words.
Jala shifted in her chair and continued to watch the scene below.
Food didn’t hold much appeal to her at the moment. In truth,
nothing really held much appeal. If not for Emily’s constant
presence over the past few days she doubted she would have bothered
with eating.

“I thought you were going to get dressed
while I got food?” Emily spoke quietly, her voice edged with
concern.

“Nothing fits right and they seem to be doing
just fine without me,” Jala replied without bothering to turn.
There was no real point to turning anyway. Emily would be
camouflaged. She always was.

“Neph is saying if you don’t come down today
he is going to drag you down. Jail is arguing that you need time to
settle your grief. Valor is saying if Neph heads toward the stairs
he is going to cut his legs off. And Wisp just makes these sad
little whining noises. They do need you, Jala,” Emily
protested.

“I think Neph dragging me is the only way
I’ll get downstairs. I can’t even see my feet right now, Emily. How
am I supposed to navigate stairs?” Jala sighed, her hand moving
slowly down the firm roundness of her stomach. “I don’t think it
will be much longer. My magic was far more effective than I thought
it would be.”

“I haven’t told them about how big you are
now,” Emily said as she placed a plate of food meaningfully on the
table beside the window for Jala.

“How big I am now,” Jala repeated with
another sigh. Glancing down she examined the food, her eyes
lingering on the thick cut of roast. For the past two days it had
been nothing but porridge and now suddenly they had meat. Jala
frowned as she tried to guess where her friends might have
purchased beef, but gave up after a few breaths of thought. It
didn’t truly matter where they had found it. The people in the town
below wouldn’t question where it had come from.

“You know what I meant. Don’t be sensitive,”
Emily grumbled as she moved back to join Marrow on the edge of the
bed. “She does kind of look a bit crazy. I think it’s the curls
poking straight out in the back of that knot thing,” Emily
whispered.

“I am not the village nutter,” Jala snapped
turning to glare at Marrow. “Bloody have to fix my bloody hair just
to sit in my damned room,” Jala grumbled as she pulled the knot
free and rose from her chair once more. Pacing to the nightstand
beside the bed she snatched up a brush and cast another glare at
the Bendazzi.

“Incredibly fast mood swings, droopy sad to
snapping mad,” Emily said quietly and Marrow nodded, his gold eyes
locked on Jala as she glared at them.

With angry strokes Jala began brushing her
hair and paced back away from them. The curls had become hopelessly
tangled and each stroke of the brush sent lances of pain through
her skull. She moved back to the mirror and stared at her
reflection as she slowly worked the worst of the tangles out.

Jala’s hand slowed as she stared at herself
and her eyes began to grow glassy. This was not how it was supposed
to be. She wasn’t even eighteen yet and already widowed and
expecting a child. She knew nothing about tending children. Outside
her window was a nation that supposedly depended on her and just to
the north was a country that would likely attack in the spring. She
knew even less about war than she did about children. For the love
of the Aspects, she hadn’t even finished a full year of school and
now this was expected of her. Her arm dropped limply to her side
and the brush fell from her fingers to clatter on the floor. Ever
so slowly, her knees gave as well and she dropped heavily down to
land in the pile of discarded clothing. Tears coursed down her face
as she lowered her head to her hands her shoulders shaking with the
sobs.

“What just happened?” Emily asked softly
sounding baffled.

“I just realized I must be the village nutter
to actually think I could accomplish everything that is expected of
me,” Jala answered in a choked voice. “I don’t want this,” she
gasped.

“You don’t want what Jala?” Emily asked still
sounding puzzled. The Blight’s voice was closer now as if she
crouched beside her.

“Any of this. I don’t want to be anyone. I
want to just…” Her voice trailed off as Jala realized she wasn’t
sure exactly what it was she did want. Everything that mattered
seemed unattainable. She wanted Finn and he was dead. She wanted
her old home back and it was ashes. It was all out of reach.

“Emily, Marrow may I speak with Lady Merrodin
for a time?” Jala looked up sharply at the sound of Valor’s voice.
She hadn’t even heard the door open and yet there he stood quietly
watching her.

“How long have you been there?” Jala asked
softly her voice still choked with unshed tears.

“Long enough,” Valor replied quietly, his
blue eyes flicking to Marrow.

“It’s not as if we don’t already know all of
her problems, but fine. We will be just outside the door,” Emily
snapped.

Valor watched silently as Marrow dropped
heavily down from the bed and paced out into the hall. Turning, he
closed the door behind them and walked over to stand above her.
With a frown he looked briefly around the room and then dropped to
sit beside her on the floor, his gaze roving over the pile of
clothing and then moving back to study her midsection. “Used a bit
of life magic eh,” he observed quietly.

“I have no idea why you sent them away. They
have watched over me for the past three days. There isn’t much
worse that I can show them,” Jala sighed.

Valor nodded slightly and pulled his knees up
to his chest and leaned back against the wall beside the mirror.
Still silent he brushed a bit of dust from the black linen of his
trousers and rubbed at a scuff on his polished boots.

Jala watched him, her sniffles slowly
receding and waited for him to begin speaking. With painstaking
care he adjusted the cuffs of his jacket and then brushed a bit at
one of the silver cufflinks still utterly silent. “I thought you
wanted to speak with me,” Jala grumbled after a lengthy
silence.

Valor looked up and raised a silver eyebrow.
“Ahh. I thought from the way you looked when I entered the room
that you needed to speak with me,” he corrected and smiled at her
faintly. “Emily and Marrow would both happily abandon all of this
and steal you away to live in the wild. None of this truly makes
sense to them. They are too primal. They see you suffering and they
don’t understand why you don’t simply walk away from it if it makes
you miserable. It is possible that Marrow understands better but no
doubt his opinion of the matter is the same.” Valor paused and
sighed, his gaze flicking toward the door. “Neph would growl a lot
should you try to speak with him, and Jail would lock it away in
your mind so you didn’t dwell on your losses. Sovann would listen
but with his appearance so similar to Finn I imagine his presence
is like a knife in a fresh wound. That leaves me and Wisp, and I
can fetch Wisp if you prefer to speak with her.” He paused again
and rubbed his jaw, his gaze wandering toward the window. “If it
helps any, I don’t want this either. I’d love to just disappear
right now. I thought when Lord Elijah granted me the commission to
lead that I could redeem myself, but when faced with it and those
who know my sins; I find I’d rather just sit in the dark and drink.
I have lived in Finn’s shadow for so long that I find it rather
uncomfortable when the light shines directly on me now. Rather
strange, really. I used to adore direct attention.”

“This is too much for me, Valor. All of this
is. I don’t know how to do any of it,” Jala admitted weakly.

“Which part? Being a mother or being a High
Lady?” Valor asked. There was no sign of judgment on his face and
if he had lost any respect for her there was no sign of it.

“Can the answer be both?” Jala asked
miserably. Reaching over she grabbed a random dress from the pile
and wiped her face. Letting out a ragged breath she looked back up
to Valor knowing she must look a sight. As usual he was immaculate
in appearance, his hair perfectly pulled back and his clothes of
the finest quality and clean.

“It can be,” Valor agreed with a nod and
shrugged. “There really isn’t much you can do about either, though,
Jala. You are quite pregnant and unless you give the child away,
that makes you a mother. Do you have any intent on offering the
child to another?”

“No,” Jala snapped, her voice frantic. The
simple thought of giving her child to another brought an instant
wave of panic to her.

Valor smiled and nodded. “Protective. That is
the first sign of a good mother. You are nervous. That is normal.
Chastity was, too. My Mother’s advice to her was simple so I’ll
pass it on to you and see if it helps any. Love them, protect
them, and teach them. That is all there is to being a mother. Each
of those three things is equally important. Never forget one of
them, and never place the importance of one above the other
two.”

“As much as I still have to learn, I think
I’ll have to let the teaching part fall on Sovann’s shoulders,”
Jala sighed.

Valor frowned at her and shook his head. “The
most important lessons in life come from our mothers, Jala, not
from lesson books. Our mothers teach us right from wrong, they
teach us to be compassionate, and they teach us respect. My father
taught me how to fight, but my mother taught me what to fight
for.”

“Is your advice about being a High Lady this
sage?” Jala asked as she leaned back in her pile of clothes and
watched him. Her son shifted inside her and she felt a moment’s
discomfort as he pushed hard against her stomach. She shifted her
position again trying to find one more comfortable.

Valor shrugged. “That was mostly words from
my mother. The only advice I have on being a High Lady comes from
my great grandmother’s journals and I’m not sure if you want to
follow in her footsteps or not. Her path did not have a pleasant
ending.”

“High Lady Veyetta,” Jala surmised, her
interest peaked. The city War had shown her was a beautiful sight
and the statue of Lady Veyetta had been modeled after a woman that
was poised and confident. Somehow, she doubted High Lady Veyetta
had ever crumpled to tears like an infant into a pile of discarded
clothing. Her son shifted again and pain lanced through her body.
Holding her breath for a second Jala slowly released it until the
discomfort passed and waited for Valor to continue.

“Are you OK?” Valor asked, his blue eyes
fixed on hers.

Jala bit her lower lip and smiled bitterly.
“Do I look OK to you, Valor?” she asked sarcastically.

“No, I mean health wise, Jala. You looked
upset when I entered but now you look pale and I swear that was
pain I saw flicker on your face. Are you all right, physically?”
Valor pressed as he stretched his legs out and leaned closer to
her.

“My son is active. It’s nothing. He kicked a
bit roughly,” Jala explained as another pain tore through her and
she felt the clothes go damp beneath her.

“Bloody Aspects your water broke. I’ll get a
healer,” Valor said quickly as he scrambled to his feet his eyes
wide. Moving quickly he crossed the room and threw the door open.
“Emily get in here and help her to bed,” he bellowed as he headed
out into the hallway.

Jala watched the open door swinging on its
hinges in shock and listened to the clattering of his boots as he
rushed down the stairs. His words slowly gained meaning in her mind
and she looked down at her lap in dawning fear. “Oh dear gods no,”
she gasped, her mind irrationally searching for some form of magic
that would stop this from happening. She wasn’t ready yet. A few
more days. That would be enough. “No, no no!” she mumbled as
another contraction rose.

“Here we go, nice and gently,” Emily said in
a hushed voice and Jala felt herself being lifted from the sodden
clothes. “You will be fine. Valor has gone for Wesley,” Emily
assured her.

“Wesley?” Jala gasped as Emily lowered her to
the bed gently. “Who in the bloody hell is Wesley?” Her voice rose
as she spoke as the irrational fear grew.

“Wesley the healer you hired in Sanctuary,
remember? He is the one that healed you after the Darklands,” Emily
said her voice soothing.

“Is she truly having the child now?” Wisp’s
voice came from the door sounding frantic. Moving as quickly as a
hummingbird, the Fae crossed the room and looked down at Jala with
wide bright green eyes. “Valor says you are in labor,” she said
quickly, her hand moving to brush stray curls from Jala’s face.

Another contraction surged through Jala and
the words she had been about to speak came out in a strangled
scream. Grasping Wisp tightly by the arm, she pulled her closer.
“Not Wesley. Get Kendry,” she gasped. If Wesley had been the one to
heal her mangled hand she didn’t want him anywhere near her newborn
son.

Wisp nodded quickly and rose from the bed
once more. “Kendry then,” Wisp agreed quickly and left the room in
a rush.

“Emily,” Jala gasped, her eyes searching the
room wildly. “Emily, if I’m not coherent when he is born, tell them
his name for me. He is Finn’s only child and he will live on in
memory.” Her words failed her as the next contraction hit. They
seemed to be coming much closer together than they should be. The
priests in Bliss had described birth as a lengthy ordeal that often
took hours to happen. This seemed to be moving far too quickly. The
pain passed and she unknotted her hand from the blankets and let
out a harsh sob. “Tell them his name for me,” she repeated
raggedly. “He is to be called Legacy Sovaesh Merrodin,” she
finished, her voice nearly a whisper.

“It’s far too soon for this,” a woman’s voice
echoed from the stairs.

“Then you better be a damned good healer.
Your life depends on it,” Valor stormed behind her.

“Valor, go back downstairs. You are not in
the right frame of mind to be near her right now. She is
terrified,” Wisp snapped as she pushed the door open for the tall
dark skinned woman Jala barely knew. Other than their first meeting
in Rose’s clinic, she and Kendry had barely spoken to one another.
Yet she was trusting her life and her son’s life to the woman.

“Rushing such things with magic is unwise,”
Kendry said sternly as she studied Jala’s form on the bed. “If you
lose your child you will have only your impatience to blame for it
Lady Merrodin. I will do what I can to save you both, though,” she
added in softer tones as she approached the bed.
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“Little toes and a little nose,” Wisp’s voice
was a hushed whisper beside her and it took Jala’s mind several
long moments to sort out the nonsense words. “Look at you, so
precious,” the Fae whispered again.

A soft murmur that was not Wisp’s voice
brought Jala’s eyes fully open. She blinked several times in the
shadowed light of the room and then slowly focused on the Fae
seated beside her on the bed. Wisp was leaning back against the
headboard holding a carefully wrapped bundle balanced against her
knees. One slender hand cradled the baby along his side holding him
steady while the other tickled playfully at his chest.

“Mommy is awake now,” Wisp crooned, as she
turned to look at Jala with a warm smile on her face. Her dark hair
had been pulled carefully back and not even a single stray lock
brushed across her pale face. “Your son is adorable, Jala, and so
sweet and quiet. He does like hair though so let’s pull yours back
before you take him. Usually they are much older before they start
grabbing for hair and such, but young Legacy here is an early
bloomer,” Wisp informed her in a quiet voice.

Jala nodded and slowly pushed herself up on
her elbows. She had expected her body to be sore, but there was no
sign of pain when she moved.

“Kendry healed you completely. You don’t
remember much, though, do you? It was difficult and you were in
terrible pain,” Wisp said softly. Carefully, the Fae laid the baby
down between them on the bed and leaned over to pull Jala’s hair
back from her face. With a quick twist she tied it in place with a
scrap of leather from her wrist and then leaned back with a smile.
“There now, you are safe from the little fingers. Now admire your
son.” Wisp carefully picked the baby up once more and handed him
gently over to her. “Look at his skin, so pale and perfect. Most
babies are red and wrinkly and not so cute at first. Look at yours,
though, Jala. He is perfect.”

“He is so small,” Jala whispered in a hoarse
voice. The child felt so fragile in her hands that she was almost
afraid to move. Carefully, she pushed the edge of the wrappings
back from his face and stared down at two little violet eyes that
were a perfect match of her own. He squirmed in her hands and she
felt a moment’s panic in her chest at the thought of dropping him
or squeezing him too tightly.

“Relax, Jala. It’s OK. He isn’t so fragile
that you can’t simply hold him. It will be OK, just relax,” Wisp
assured her.

Jala forced herself to relax and brushed a
finger through his thick red hair. “He looks so much like me,” she
whispered, her finger pausing at a streak of white along his
temple. “What happened?” she asked her panic rising again.

“Calm down,” Wisp pressed and shook her head
at Jala. “He is fine. He was born that way, I promise you. I was
here the moment he drew his first breath. Kendry checked it and
believes it was a side effect from the magic Death placed on you,
but there is no harm to the child. Look at him; he is healthy and
whole.”

Jala relaxed once more and smiled down at the
child. “He is perfect,” she agreed in a soft voice, her hand moving
from the streak of white hair to the tiny hand that was grasping at
the side of his wrappings. “So tiny and so perfect,” she breathed
as she felt the knots in her chest slowly loosening. Everything in
the world beyond was a bloody mess right now and life was
complicated beyond words, but finally she had a reason to face the
mess and sort through the complications. So tiny, and yet the
answer to her every problem. For her son, she could put aside the
pain. For her son, she could face the responsibilities ahead of
her. Looking up, she turned to look at Wisp and smiled faintly. “I
know I have been useless to all of you since the battle in
Sanctuary. That will change, Wisp, I promise. It still hurts so
much, but I believe I can face it now.”

“You were grieving, Jala, not useless, and we
all understood. Well, except for Neph, but, then, he is an
insensitive prick. He didn’t even show pain when we received word
that his father was dead. The Delvay are as cold as their
mountains. You take as long as you like, Jala, and we will keep it
going until you are ready to take over,” Wisp assured her with a
smile. Leaning over she brushed a hand across Legacy’s cheek and
smiled up at Jala. “Give him at least a few days of your undivided
attention,” she urged with a growing smile.

“He will have as much of that as I can
possibly give him for his entire life,” Jala promised as she gazed
back down at her son. The small hand had moved from tugging on the
wrappings to brushing at her hand and she felt a smile growing on
her own face. “Everything I need,” she whispered to him.

And you have your balance back.
Marrow’s voice came softly as the Bendazzi jumped lightly onto the
foot of the bed. You had me worried for a bit. I thought you
truly had gone mad.

I think I did go mad for a bit there,
Jala admitted to Marrow through their mental link. She didn’t think
Wisp needed that particular confession. They likely already had
enough doubts about her resolve without raising concerns on her
sanity. The baby squirmed in her hands again and murmured
softly.

“He is likely hungry, Jala. It’s been several
hours since he was fed. I’ll leave you to tend him and let the
others know you are awake and coherent now. Everyone was worried,”
Wisp said as she stood slowly. Pausing she scratched Marrow behind
the ears and then headed for the door quietly.

“Thank you, Wisp. Thank the others for me
too, please, and let them know that I am much better now,” Jala
called after her.


Chapter 16

 


Merro

 


 


“Poised and dignified,” Jala reminded herself
in a whisper. She stood in front of the mirror and studied herself.
The last time she had even attempted to look at herself she had
been ragged and worn to the breaking point, but then that had been
before Legacy’s birth. She inhaled deeply and practiced a serene
expression in the mirror. The statue of Lady Veyetta had mastered
the expression much better she decided with a slight frown.
Carefully she tucked a stray wine colored curl back behind her ear
and checked her hair once more in the mirror. Every lock seemed to
be in place. Smoothing her dress for the last time she turned back
to Marrow. “Do I look poised and dignified?” she asked quietly. The
dress she wore was so dark purple it was almost black and the style
was much more subdued that the Firym clothing Finn had preferred.
It seemed appropriate to her, however. It matched her mood. She had
no desire at all to be brightly clad and even her jewelry was dark
toned.

You no longer look like the village
idiot, Marrow offered helpfully.

Jala narrowed her eyes at him and her frown
deepened. “I thought you said the village nutter before? That
implies simple insanity rather than stupidity.”

Right, nutter, that’s what I meant,
Marrow corrected with a bit of sarcasm to his deep voice. He gave
her a feline grin as he stretched and crossed the room to sit at
her feet. Cocking his massive head from side to side he examined
her slowly. Calm and sad would be my estimation, but that is
world’s better than insane. We will work on the dignified and
poised,he surmised at last.

Jala let out a harsh breath and glanced back
at the mirror again. Her eyes fell almost instantly to the mangled
hand. The scars on her side she could live with. Even with the
Firym style dresses she wore on occasion they would barely show.
The wound on her neck had barely left a mark, but her hand… No
matter what Valor said, it wasn’t a badge of honor in her eyes. It
was hideous. Pursing her lips she lifted it for a closer look and
studied the roughly healed patches that covered what remained of
her two fingers. Technically she couldn’t heal what was already
healed. With a click of her tongue she moved to her dresser and
retrieved the small ruby hilted dagger Havoc had given her, and
then crossed the room to sit by the window. Glancing over to the
crib she assured herself that Legacy was still deeply asleep before
removing the dagger from its worn leather sheath.

Granted that is not the prettiest thing
I’ve ever seen I sincerely doubt cutting it off is going to help
you much, Marrow remarked in a dry tone.

“I’m not going to cut it off, though, despite
what you say, I think it might in fact be an improvement if I did,”
Jala replied easily, her eyes narrowing as she examined the lumps
under her skin that lined her palm as well as the back of her hand
well past her wrist. “I don’t understand why he left it like this,”
she said with a sigh.

Pulling on her magic she deadened the nerves
in her hand and carefully pressed the tip of the dagger at the edge
of one of the lumps. The blade was still razor sharp and cut
through her flesh with ease. Pale droplets of blood began to well
around the shallow cut and Jala stared down at them with a frown.
The blood didn’t seem quite as golden as she remembered it being.
Making a note to ask Neph about it later, she pushed the matter
aside for the moment and continued to pry at the lump until it at
last gave free and dropped to the table with a solid thump. Setting
the dagger aside, Jala picked up the lump carefully and turned it
over in her fingers, brushing the blood away from it. Holding it up
to the light of the window she nodded slowly as she recognized a
chunk of one of the focus stones.

Two weeks ago you would have thrown up at
just the thought of cutting chunks of your own flesh out. Now you
are examining it like a child that’s found a new bug, Marrow
said as he moved closer and tilted his head to get a better look at
her hand.

“The question is, why would a healer leave
chunks of debris in wounds?” Jala said with a sigh. Setting the
stone aside, she focused on her magic once more and willed the cut
to heal. She felt the spell take hold and watched in annoyance as
the skin started to heal and then split back open as the magic
failed. “Well that could be the reason,” she mumbled, raising her
hand for a better look at the wound. It was, of course, possible
that she had missed some of the stone fragments from the cut.
Carefully she wiped away the pale blood and examined the wound
critically. With a sigh she pulled on the magic once more and tried
to sense for anything foreign in the cut, but the spell once again
failed.

Having issues? Marrow asked with a
feline grin. He was seated by her feet now and seemed to be finding
rather too much enjoyment in the expressions playing across her
face.

“Aside from my smart ass cat? Not really,”
Jala murmured in response as she let out a sigh and stared down at
the wound.

It’s going to be really embarrassing when
you have to go to the same healer that fixed that hand the first
time and ask him to fix it again, Marrow smirked.

Jala glanced up at him and fixed him with a
withering glare. “I’ll cut it off before I do that,” she informed
him dryly. Leaning back in her chair she held her hand up before
her and forced herself to focus on the threads of magic. It took
longer than she expected, but eventually the strands and weaves of
magic came into focus and she smiled faintly. The difficulty was
obvious now. Surrounding each fragment of stone was a broken web of
magic. The flux of the broken webs was simply disrupting her
spells. So, if she removed all the fragments entirely and then
tried to heal, it should work. Grimly, she picked up the dagger
once more and began carefully to pry the stone shards from her
hand.

That makes perfect sense. You can’t heal
the first cut so you continue to carve yourself up. Brilliant. This
way you won’t have to ask him for healing as you will be passed out
on the floor from blood loss, Marrow said with a shake of his
massive head as he settled back down to the floor, his yellow eyes
intent on her every move.

Jala smiled faintly again but ignored him. It
took too much focus to maintain her view on the webs of magic to
spare time for chit chat with the Bendazzi. The tiny pile of gem
fragments grew steadily on the table until her hand was slick with
blood and she could no longer see the flux of magic shrouding her
hand. There was still a rough lump on her palm however, but there
were no strands of magic attached to it. Pursing her lips once more
Jala shrugged. What was one more cut to heal? As carefully as she
had removed the rest she pried the last ridge from her hand and
heard it hit the table with a light tap. Setting the dagger down
once more, she picked up the object and held it toward the light.
It hadn’t sounded the same as the focus stones had when it hit the
wooden table. She wiped the blood free with her thumb and stared
down in shock at the pale white fragment of bone. It was smooth on
one side and slightly rounded and far too wide and thin to be part
of her hand.

What is that? Marrow asked curiously,
standing up for a better look.

“I think it’s part of her skull,” Jala said
quietly as she dropped the fragment down to the table and pushed it
farther away from her. Shuddering slightly, she looked down at
Marrow. “Now that is truly disgusting,” she said with a shake of
her head.

And carving your flesh to pieces
isn’t? Marrow asked in amusement.

Jala raised an eyebrow at him and stuck her
tongue out. “I know, very mature, but also very appropriate,” she
said with a sniff and began the process of healing her hand once
more. She could feel the flesh knitting with her magic and watched
with approval as each of the bloody patches healed over with fresh
new skin. “Much better,” Jala said slowly turning her hand over for
a better look. “One last thing to do,” she added, letting her voice
trail off as she picked up the dagger once more and brought it down
hard across the jagged nub of her finger slicing the tip neatly
off.

Oh and the skull fragment is disgusting.
Ugh, Marrow snapped as he backed away from the table
quickly.

“Squeamish for a predator, aren’t you?” Jala
teased as she neatly chopped the end off the stump of her second
finger.

Tearing apart prey is one thing.
Self-mutilation is quite another, Marrow grumbled back in
defense.

“I want my fingers back Marrow and I can’t
heal what has already been healed. It has to be an untouched
wound,” Jala explained calmly as she focused on the magic once
more. Rebuilding a bone was beyond most healers, but Jala had no
doubts that she could do it. Rose had trained her on the essential
magic needed to do it. She simply hadn’t had opportunity to try it
before now.

The sound of the door opening behind her
nearly broke her concentration, but she kept her focus and willed
the fingers to grow. Slowly the pale white of bone become visible
at the ends of her fingers as her magic took effect.

“Interesting and disgusting at the same
time,” Jail said in a mellow voice as he crossed the room. “Don’t
bother with answering, we will talk when you are finished,” he
added as he sat at the table opposite her and regarded the
scattered shards of crystal and the blood soaked dagger.

Jala waited until she was sure the healing
spell was fully in place then glanced up at him and smiled faintly.
“I missed my fingers,” she explained with a shrug. Her eyes moved
past him to the large package he had brought with him. It was
roughly six feet in length and wrapped fully in brown paper. “Might
I ask?” she began and nodded her head toward the package.

“A gift for you from Valor and Sovann. Valor
crafted it. Sovann added the finishing touches and then asked me to
deliver it,” Jail replied with a faint smile. Turning slightly in
his chair he started to hand it to her but paused as he glanced at
the still healing hand. With a sheepish smile he shrugged and
sighed. “Shall I open it for you or would you like to wait?”

“Open it please,” Jala said and then paused.
“May I ask why they didn’t deliver it themselves? It’s not that I
mind a social visit from you of course, but are they avoiding
me?”

“Valor is at work in the forges night and day
trying to replace his sword and armor and Sovann…” Jail’s voice
trailed off and he glanced up from where he had been unwrapping the
paper. “Well, Sovann feels that it is painful for you to see him
given how much he looks like Finn. He is giving you time before he
visits,” Jail finished in a softer voice. Looking back down, he
continued with the unwrapping. Slowly the form of a black staff
became visible. Typically, the weapons were made of basic wood.
This one however had the sheen of metal about it and was covered
from top to bottom in golden runes.

Jala nodded slowly and leaned back fully in
her chair. “He is right you know,” she said softly and frowned at
the admission. It was hardly Sovann’s fault that he looked so much
like his brother, but emotions rarely had logic to them. “I don’t
see how it is going to get better with him avoiding me though. It
will be something that I will have to overcome.”

Jail nodded as he tore the last of the paper
from the staff and handed it over to her. Taking it carefully in
her good hand Jala nodded her thanks and admired the gift. The top
of the staff was crowned with a large deep purple globe that
appeared to be glass though she couldn’t be sure. Gold runes lined
the staff as well as mana stones. The sheer amount of detail that
had gone into the piece was astounding. It looked more like a work
of art to her eyes than anything she would ever actually learn to
fight with. “Is it for when I am at council?” she asked hesitantly
as she traced a finger over one of the gem-like mana stones.

Jail smiled and shook his head. “It is for
when we are kicking nine levels of hell out of Avanti,” he said
with a wink. “Look. See the gold tracings in the center of the
staff?” he asked as he indicated the area with his hand. Jala
nodded and he smiled wider. “Put one hand above that and one below
and twist.”

Jala raised an eyebrow in question but did as
directed. The twin parts of the staff rotated in her hand and the
runes on the side shifted from bright gold to a dull grey. “Is that
Barllen?” she asked softly as she stared at the staff in
amazement.

“It is. This weapon was solely crafted for
you Jala. With that much Barllen you should be able to absorb any
spell thrown at you with the staff and only you can access the
energy stored in Barllen. I’m truly not sure how Valor managed it.
Typically, only commoner smiths will work with Barllen as the metal
drains magic whenever you touch it,” Jail explained. He smiled and
carefully adjusted his tunic before leaning back to watch her.

“But when I twist it back,” Jala began as she
twisted the staff once more to show the gold runes. “You can’t
sense any Barllen on it at all. It must have lead lining in it,”
she finished as she stood and lifted the staff, testing its weight.
“And it’s really not that heavy at all,” she said after a moment,
looking to Jail with delight on her face. “This is truly amazing,
Jail. I can see runes of protection all over this thing. Sovann and
Valor must have worked day and night to finish it so quickly.”

“Then you should probably thank them, and be
sure and let Sovann know that you don’t want him to avoid you while
you are at it,” Jail returned with a faint smile.

Jala nodded her agreement and started to
speak but fell silent as a flash of light through the window caught
her eye. Frowning she moved closer and peered in the direction she
had seen it. A long moment passed before she caught it again, the
gleam of sunlight on metal.

“Is something wrong?” Jail asked softly as he
rose, his eyes flicking from her face to the window.

“There is a Spell Hawk approaching and it’s
coming from the north. The only Sky ports in that direction are
Brannaford which no one uses,” Jala said, her voice trailing off as
the Spell Hawk grew closer. There was no doubt that it was headed
for this town. There was simply nothing else in this direction.

“And Avanti,” Jail finished for her. “Well
this should prove interesting. Perhaps they are bringing you a
welcome back home gift,” Jail said dryly as he turned toward the
door.

“Marrow, Emily, watch Legacy please,” Jala
ordered as she quickly followed after Jail.

No one will get in here that doesn’t
belong, Emily promised, her voice holding only a hint of
drowsiness to show that the Blight had been resting. As far as Jala
could tell, today was the first day that Emily had actually allowed
herself to rest since the baby was born.

“I suppose it’s a good thing you decided to
actually get dressed and fix your hair today. That, combined with
the staff and you truly look like High Lady Merrodin,” Jail teased
as they made their way quickly down the stairs.

“Bloody hell,” Neph snarled from the open
door. Glancing back over his shoulder he spotted Jala and Jail as
they descended the last few stairs. “Avanti approaching. Do you
want to allow them to land?” Neph asked, his expression showing
clearly that allowing them landing was the last thing he
wanted.

“A single ship?” Jala asked as she approached
the door, glancing once more at Neph and taking note of the
specialized glasses he wore. They were identical to the ones he had
left in her room that allowed the wearer to see Blights. If he was
wearing them now then he must be expecting Blights to be on the
Avanti ship. I probably should have thought of that myself and
worn mine, Jala scolded herself mentally as she turned her
attention back their approaching enemies.

“Their flag ship. That will be the High Lord
himself or one of his sons,” Neph replied as he stepped back to
allow her past him.

Jala nodded faintly and moved out onto the
porch of the house her gaze locked on the circling Spell Hawk.
“They have a flag of parlay up. Allow them landing,” Jala ordered,
her gaze moving quickly from the ship to sweep over the crowded
streets. Everyone had stopped work to watch the approaching ship
and it was clear whatever Avanti had come to say, they would have
an audience for it.

“I don’t think you quite heard me. That ship
has their High Lord on it. This is a golden opportunity. The
bastards have served themselves up,” Neph growled softly, his
fingers twitching slightly with the urge to cast magic.

Jala smiled grimly and glanced over at him.
Reaching up slowly she patted his cheek and sighed. “And no one
wants to kill them more than I do, Neph, I promise you, but they
are flying a flag of parley.”

“Fine,” Neph grumbled and stepped quickly
from the porch to clear room in the crowded streets for the Spell
Hawk.

“Why do you think they are here?” Jala asked
softly as she heard Jail approach her from behind.

The Mind mage paused just beside her and
glanced down. “Because we are weak and they want to try to spook us
into submission,” Jail offered with a shrug to show he was simply
guessing.

“I’d rather die than submit to them,” Jala
hissed. Her eyes narrowed as she watched the ship slowly descend
toward her city.

“Be sure of that before you speak to High
Lord Avanti. They have us outnumbered and out-equipped. It may be
prudent to listen to whatever they have come to say and then make a
choice,” Jail warned softly.

“Their numbers are mainly slaves, Jail, and
equipment doesn’t mean everything,” Jala returned softly as the
ship landed fully and the door began to open.

“It means a lot,” Jail pressed, his
expression concerned.

“But it doesn’t mean everything,” Valor broke
in as he pushed his way through the door and moved to stand beside
Jala on the opposite side of Jail. As usual, Valor was dressed
perfectly in fine clothing and a long dark purple coat that nearly
matched her dress in coloring.

Jala smiled and glanced up at the knight with
gratitude clear on her face. “You cut your hair. Now I won’t be
able to tell you apart from Honor at all when your back is turned
to me,” she observed quietly.

“Look for the one wearing your colors and
it’s a safe bet it is me,” Valor said with a smile and glanced
toward the Spell Hawk as the first of its passengers started to
disembark. “Wisp is on the roof with her bow in case we need her
and Sovann is with Legacy,” he informed her softly as he turned
back to look at her once more.

“You have an earring now too,” Jala said, her
eyes locked on the shiny black hoop in Valor’s right ear rather
than the approaching delegation from Avanti.

“Avanti here, remember?” Jail reminded her
softly. The big mage shifted slightly beside her and nudged her a
bit sharply with his elbow.

“Mm. Hmm. I remember. They are simply farther
down my priority list,” Jala said as she studied the earring
closer. It was shining black metal on both sides of the hoop
closest to the ear with silver near the center and a decent sized
violet gem at the exact center. “What warranted the change, Valor?”
she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Can we discuss this later perhaps? You might
not be concerned, but there is an approaching High Lord as well as
his two sons,” Valor said with a faint smile.

Jala raised her eyebrow and turned back to
look toward their visitors, raising one hand to shield the sun from
her eyes as she did so. “Ahh. Truce and Nathan as well as their
daddy. This must be important,” she murmured softly.

“Did you get horribly lost, Avanti?” Neph
snapped as he walked toward the porch from the opposite direction
as the visitors and stepped up to stand just below Jala.

“Now, Neph that is no way to address our
visitors. There is a High Lord present,” Jala said calmly and
placed a hand on Neph’s shoulder as she smiled at the High Lord.
Carefully she raised one hand and pointed north as she gave him an
overly sweet smile. “Avanti is actually farther north, Lord Avanti.
You just missed it by a smidgen of several hundred miles,” Jala
offered in helpful tone.

“How cute,” Lord Avanti said as he paused
several feet away and adjusted his coat carefully so that the deep
red velvet fell perfectly straight to his waist. “I am, in fact,
here to speak with you, Lady Merrodin. And while that must seem as
ridiculous to you as it does to me, I’m afraid my son has insisted
on it.”

His sons took positions behind him and Jala
was quick to note that while Nathan looked pleased, Truce had an
expression that suggested he would rather be anywhere else. By the
expression on his face it was clear that Truce wasn’t the son that
had insisted on the visit, and she could only imagine what Nathan
must want.

Another figure moved behind them and caught
her eye. Jala felt a twinge in her gut as she recognized the dark
green eyes. While the man was covered from head to toe in a dark
cloak and his lower face was shrouded with a mask, the eyes were
enough to tell her who he was. Sovaesh, Finn’s father who served as
Avanti’s personal Assassin. Sovaesh caught her eye for just a
moment and nodded so faintly it was barely perceptible.

Sighing heavily, Jala ignored the gesture
from Sovaesh to keep from drawing attention to him and shifted her
gaze between the two sons once more before looking back to the High
Lord. She didn’t bother to acknowledge the ten armed guards that
surrounded the Avanti in a semi-circle, but she could tell by the
way Valor and Jail stiffened that they were both intent on
them.

“It seems you have yourself in a difficult
place, Lady Merrodin, and my son has a soft heart. He feels that we
should give you a second chance,” Lord Avanti continued, his eyes
locking fully on her. “Earlier this year, you chose to side
yourself with the rebels and now… Well now, you are all alone out
here, little girl.”

Jala cocked her head slightly to one side and
watched him, an expression of amusement flicking across her face.
“You are surrounded by crowds of my citizens and I am standing with
half my court beside me and you think I’m alone?”

The High Lord shifted and looked around
slowly, a smile widening on his handsome face. “Little girl, you
are surrounded by whores, gutter rats, and dysfunctional knights
that were so worthless Arovan wouldn’t even let them die for their
country. You have a single Delvay and a Han’shy beside you. Delvay
is at war and I hold the country of Han’shy in my power. How long
do you think they will stand by you, given that knowledge?” He
paused long enough to smile wider as he regarded Valor. “Then of
course, there is the rapist that wasn’t allowed back in his
country. I suppose that one might fight for you, given proper
incentive. So you aren’t entirely alone, are you?”

“That is the one and only time you will
insult my people without paying for your words. Choose what you say
with more care Lord Avanti,” Jala replied coldly, her expression
shifting from amused to dangerous in a breath.

“Father, this is not what we came for. We are
not here to insult the High Lady,” Truce cut in, earning a glare
from his father for the effort. To his credit, Truce did not flinch
away from his father’s displeasure, but held his ground with a calm
expression.

With a disgusted sigh, Lord Avanti turned
back to regard Jala and nodded slowly. “My son is quite right. We
are not here to insult. It seems that both of my sons are cursed
with soft hearts.” He paused and cleared his throat before smiling
once more, though there was no warmth in the expression. “You can’t
stand alone, Lady Merrodin. You are too weak. Surely you are not
naïve enough to believe otherwise. My son, however, finds interest
in you, so I offer you salvation. Ally yourself with house Avanti
through marriage and you will survive the coming war.”

“She is in mourning, you ass. You know her
husband just died. There is no way you couldn’t know your daughter
had him killed,” Neph snarled.

“I’m quite sure Cassia had no part in that
unfortunate incident. As I heard it told, he died in the battle for
the city. It truly is a pity and I do sympathize with your loss,
Lady Merrodin, but these are difficult times that demand action
now,” Lord Avanti said in a mockery of her own honey sweet
voice.

Jala stared at the High Lord for a long
moment in silence before looking away. Sovaesh drew her attention
for a breath and she noticed the faint shake of his head as her
eyes settled on Nathan. “You believed I was a peasant whore a scant
few months ago and now you wish to marry me?” she asked her tone
incredulous.

“Your identity has been proven and you have
been acknowledged as the High Lady of Merrodin,” Nathan answered
with a smile that might have been charming if she had never met him
before.

Jala nodded slightly and looked back to the
High Lord. “I am in mourning and I have no interest in marriage,”
she answered flatly with as much courtesy as she could muster.

The High Lord’s lips twitched slightly and he
straightened his shoulders. “Little girl, put your feelings aside
and truly look around at your people,” he urged her. A faint wash
of magic poured from the High Lord as he spoke and she heard
murmurs spread through the crowded streets as her people slowly
began to drop to their knees facing the Avanti. The magic pulsed
again and she felt Valor relax beside her followed quickly by Jail.
“They know what I offer you. They see salvation at hand. Look at
them and learn, child.”

“Perhaps we should listen to him,” Jail
suggested in a quiet voice as his head bowed forward in respect
toward the High Lord.

“We have no proof that it was Cassia,” Valor
offered and his voice sounded very off to her ears.

Raw fury surged through Jala as she glanced
between Jail and Valor, her eyes lingering on the knight. Valor had
accompanied her through hell, and to see him enchanted by someone
like Avanti pushed her temper well past reason. Turning back, Jala
willed her vision to see the threads of magic and stared at the
strands of magic that enshrouded her people willing them into
submission. With the exception of herself and Neph, Lord Avanti’s
magic held sway on every visible person as far as she could
see.

“Cute,” Neph said softly and flexed his
hands. “I wasn’t aware that magic was smiled upon in parley. May I
show off my own?” he asked as he glanced over his shoulder to look
at Jala, his expression dark and filled with anger.

“I give you this one single chance to remove
this from my people before I lose my temper completely,” Jala
warned. She could feel the magic humming through her veins and the
desire to release that power on the Avanti was nearly
overwhelming.

“You are quite good at tossing threats about,
child. Do you not realize how precarious your position is right
now? Their loyalty is to me at the present,” the High lord said in
a silky voice as he motioned casually toward the citizens of
Merro.

“Are you refusing to remove the magic then?”
Jala asked coldly, her eyes narrowing. The fingers on her left hand
curled slightly as she poured magic into her remaining focus
stones.

“I’m giving you more warning than you
deserve. If you choose to fight Avanti this is how you will die
little girl. With everyone that you trusted turning on you. Take
the offer and accept the marriage. It is the only chance your
pathetic little country has,” High Lord Avanti said with a smug
smile.

“Kill his guards as a lesson,” Jala ordered
Neph calmly and unleashed her magic directly on Avanti’s spell. Her
own power slashed easily through the webs of magic that held her
people enchanted as Neph turned to face the Avanti with a savage
smile on his face. Raising his hands the Delvay mage unleashed the
spell he had been holding ready and a cloud of black mist rose
beneath the guards and began to wrap quickly around them. With a
sharp gesture from his left hand Neph finished the spell and
laughed as the guards began to scream as the acidic mist ate away
at flesh and armor alike.

“I said kill them not torture them,” Jala
snapped and Neph nodded sharply his laughter abruptly dying.

With another gesture he threw a second spell
and the screams fell abruptly silent as the bodies of the ten
Avanti guards dropped boneless to the ground. “Happy?” Neph asked
as he stepped back to stand in front of her once more.

“Not at all,” Jala replied, her eyes locked
on the High Lord who was staring a bit slack-jawed at his dead
guards. “I wish the High Lord hadn’t believed I was bluffing. His
people would still be living if he would have listened to my
warning,” she sighed.

 


“You will regret this choice,” the High lord
stammered, his words halting and choked. Looking back up at her he
shook his head violently. “You will deeply regret this choice,” he
repeated in a louder voice filled with more confidence. “Merro will
fall and I will see you in the slave pits you little bitch,” he
snarled as he began to back toward his ship.

“I warned you,” Jala said softly as she
watched them flee. Her mind was weighing the option of destroying
the spell hawk once they had closed the door behind them. She
didn’t like the idea of killing Truce or Sovaesh though. Glancing
toward the Assassin she noted the slight crease at the corners of
his eyes before he turned away to follow his master. Finn’s eyes
had creased like that when he smiled, though she couldn’t imagine
why the man would be smiling after what had just happened.

Neph started to raise his hand for another
spell as the ship rose but Jala shook her head quickly and pushed
his hand back down. “No, we’ve done enough damage by killing their
guards. Not to mention the wards that are layering that ship. Just
let them go.” The anger had faded from her as quickly as it had
come and she found herself simply watching the ship disappear as
she pondered Sovaesh’s strange behavior. With a weary sigh she
glanced back toward Jail. “We need to talk. Gather everyone now,
please,” she said softly as she moved back inside the house.
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Jala stared silently down the table and
watched with a clenched chest as Sovann carefully balanced her son
on his leg. She felt her throat tighten a bit as her mind wandered
to Finn, but she forced herself to keep watching and ignore the
pain. There was a faint shuffling of chairs as the others began to
seat themselves. Glancing away from Sovann finally, she watched
Neph put the finishing touches on the spells of protection that
would keep outsiders from overhearing anything in the room.

“Not even the gods can hear us now,” Neph
announced as he nodded to her and took the seat to her left. Valor
sat comfortably to her right with Wisp and Sovann closest to him
while Jail, Madren, and Bridgette sat opposite. The lady knight
shifted a bit in her seat and looked more confused than
uncomfortable at being in the room. Joseph sat on the far side of
her and if anything, the young man looked even more bewildered than
the knight. He had been helping Sovann with every experiment the
mage worked on, but as far as actual governmental work, he had no
idea what was going on. It was at Jala’s insistence that the two of
them were in attendance and she hadn’t bothered to explain to
anyone why she wanted them present.

“Thank you, Neph. Before I begin, I’d like to
thank Valor and Sovann for their gift to me,” Jala said as she
looked at them both in turn. “I truly appreciate all of the work
you both put into the staff and cannot thank you enough. It is a
magnificent weapon.”

“I should have made one before now. I was
kicking myself every day we were in the Darklands for allowing you
to go in unarmed. Magic is useful, but you should have something to
back it up with when it fails,” Valor replied.

“Most of the thanks should go to Valor
really. All I did was lay the protections on it. The design is
truly genius considering the difficulty you have with mana stones.
The Barllen should leech the power from the stones when it’s
uncovered and you can pull directly from the Barllen. The stones
should keep the protection runes from being drained as well,”
Sovann said quickly, his eyes alight with interest as they always
were when he spoke of his Arcane works.

“Well, regardless, Sovann, you both have my
sincere thanks. It is beautiful,” Jala said softly and let her eyes
trail over everyone at the table once more before she leaned
forward in her chair and folded her hands calmly on the table.

“Your hand Jala!” Wisp exclaimed in
amazement. “It’s whole again!”

Jala smiled faintly and looked down at her
newly repaired hand. Lifting it slowly she flexed the fingers and
admired the smooth skin. “As good as I could make it anyway. You
can still see the glitter from the focus gems in the skin, but at
least it isn’t quite so hideous.”

“Your fingers were completely gone, though.
Not even Rose replaces missing limbs. She says the magic is too
taxing,” Wisp pressed her green eyes wide in astonishment.

“Rose knew how to replace bones. She told me
how to do it. I suppose for the commons it might be too taxing, but
I wanted my fingers back,” Jala explained as she lowered her hand
back to the table.

“It was an honorable wound and you shouldn’t
have seen shame in it,” Valor said quietly, his dark blue eyes
locked on her hand. His expression, however, was one of relief.

“Not everyone sees it like that, Valor,” Jail
said softly and nodded to Jala with respect. “I am impressed,
Jala.”

Jala smirked slightly and nodded to Jail.
“Now for the less impressive part of my day,” she began with a
sigh. “As everyone in this room is aware, I just ordered the death
of ten Avanti guards while their High Lord visited on parlay,” Jala
began, her eyes moving past everyone at the table to lock on the
map on the wall behind them. “Because of that, Avanti will come for
us in the spring,” she continued, her eyes tracing over the faint
smudge of green that marked the borders of the Greenwild. That
single country was the only thing that stood between her people and
the Avanti armies. The Greenwild itself had no armies or
protections against the Avanti forces and, at best, crossing that
land would only slow her enemies for a short time.

“The Avanti used magic first. I saw them from
my perch,” Wisp objected with a shake of her head that sent her
wavy black hair rippling down her back. “I would testify at the
council that the High Lord used his magic first,” she added with a
defiant expression on her delicate face.

“There won’t be a council to testify to in
the spring,” Jail objected with a sigh and looked to Jala. “What do
you plan to do?” he asked.

“First and foremost, I plan to clear a few
things up, Bridgette,” Jala began and the knight sat sharply
forward in her seat, her attention fully focused on Jala. “I have
heard through a trusted source that rumors about Valor are running
wild in the city. If you would, please try to have this stopped. I
want everyone in this room as well as this city to know without a
shadow of doubt that Valor has my complete trust and
confidence.”

“As you say, High Lady Merrodin, though it is
difficult to keep soldiers from talking,” Bridgette replied with a
faint hesitation. She glanced quickly from Valor and then back to
Jala once more and seemed to be waiting for something.

“Regardless, make the effort please,” Jala
pressed gently.

“That isn’t necessary, Jala, I can handle the
gossip myself,” Valor objected with a frown.

“It isn’t necessary for my people to know
that I have faith and trust my General completely?” Jala asked with
a raised eyebrow.

“General?” Valor exclaimed with a bit of
shock. “You told me to build an army for you. You never said I’d be
leading the entire bloody thing. I have experience with cavalry,
not entire armies.”

“Your father is the Lord General of Arovan.
You have more training than anyone else in this room. I didn’t have
a chance to study anything remotely close to military strategy. I
do believe that makes you the most qualified in this room, Valor,”
Jala explained calmly in a voice that told him clearly the
discussion was over.

“General Valor Hai’dia,” Neph said slowly as
if savoring the words and then nodded firmly to Jala. “Yep, we are
fucked,” he said in a light voice as he leaned fully back in his
chair and propped his feet on the table.

Jala frowned at him sharply and pushed his
boots from the table. “We are not. I’ve seen Valor fight. We will
be fine,” she objected fiercely.

“Jala, fighting and leading men to fight are
two entirely different things,” Jail said calmly his expression
mildly apologetic.

“Jail can you do transfers?” Valor broke in
before Jala had a chance to speak again.

“I can, but it is highly frowned upon and
most see it as tainted knowledge. To truly appreciate something,
you must learn it yourself Valor,” Jail said hesitantly.

“What?” Jala began but Valor cut her off once
more.

“We don’t have time for proper learning if
this is all going to break loose in the spring. That gives us
perhaps three months. Transfer what I know of war to Jala. I give
the knowledge freely and want her to have it,” Valor said as he
rose from his chair and moved to stand by Jail who was watching him
with an unreadable expression.

“What?” Jala repeated, her gaze flicking from
face to face, hoping someone would clarify exactly what Valor was
suggesting. While she understood the basics of what he had
explained she didn’t know the actual workings of how such a thing
was done or what the repercussions would be. If Valor lost the
knowledge when she gained it, this was not a path she wanted to
follow.

“So you are essentially shoving the role of
General onto our High Lady? How noble,” Neph scoffed shaking his
head with disgust.

“No, but if I’m going to lead, then I want
her to understand everything I do, and if I’m doing something she
objects to, I want her to have the knowledge to correct me,” Valor
shot back, his tone cold. Turning, he locked eyes with Jala and she
could see the determination clear in his blue eyes. “I won’t do
this without the transfer, Jala. You will have to find another
General if you object. Take my knowledge and use it to help. You
have a way of thinking very clearly in situations that would
terrify anyone else, and you see things from a different
perspective,” he said in a softer voice.

“It won’t damage you in anyway if I accept?”
Jala asked cautiously.

“Consider it simply the duplication of a
memory on a larger scale. Valor will retain the knowledge and you
will learn everything he knows. However, the knowledge that comes
directly from his mind will be tainted with his opinions and
beliefs. You will not form your own ideas about maneuvers and
such,” Jail explained his expression skeptical at best.

“Then I agree to your terms Valor,” Jala said
with a faint nod. She knew how much Valor must want her to have his
knowledge to risk Jail working on his mind once more. He had stated
clearly in the Darklands that he didn’t trust the Han’shy mage and
yet here he was insisting that mind magic be worked once more. “I
trust in the fact that Valor’s mind will not be altered in any way
from this magic,” she said softly as she moved her gaze from Valor
to lock eyes with Jail.

“You have my word that no changes will be
made to his mind beyond sharing his knowledge with you. I swear by
the blood of my house,” Jail said formally as he rose to stand
facing Valor. The Han’shy towered over the knight and his hands
nearly covered Valor’s head as he placed his palms carefully over
Valor’s temples. “There will be a moment of dizziness as I work,”
Jail warned Valor quietly and then closed his eyes as he focused on
his magic.

Jala watched in silence as the spell was
worked, her eyes moving constantly from Valor’s face to Jail’s. She
had been warned that Jail might not be entirely trustworthy and she
was allowing him to work on the mind of one of her closest friends.
Of all of the different types of magic Sovann and Neph had taught
her. Mind magic had not been included in the lessons. If Jail did
alter Valor’s mind there would be no way she could fix it.

Are we having doubts? Neph’s voice
broke through her thoughts and she glanced aside to look at him. It
wasn’t often that Neph used mental links. He usually just spoke
whatever was on his mind regardless of who he offended. His
expression now, however, was carefully neutral, giving no
indication that they were linked.

Do you trust Jail? Jala asked him
through the same mental link.

I trust no one, Neph answered bluntly,
a faint smile playing at the corners of his mouth. If Valor
starts clucking like a chicken we will know Jail isn’t our buddy
after all.

That’s not funny Neph. I’m serious,
Jala objected, her gaze moving once more to scan Valor’s face. He
seemed paler then before, but didn’t look to be in any sort of
pain.

Jail is on our side as far as the Avanti
are concerned. Jail has nothing to gain by sabotaging Valor so it
should be fine. The part you are going to have to watch Jail on is
the Fionaveir. He has family on their council and he is fond of
them, Neph assured her, his tone moving from his typical
sarcasm to the gentle tones he seemed to reserve for only her.

So virtually the same as Wisp then,
Jala replied with a sigh and nearly rose from her chair as Valor
staggered and sat heavily back against the table.

I have to wonder about the expression on
your face right now, Neph said softly his voice barely a
whisper in her thoughts.

Jala blinked quickly and sat back in her
chair once more, her eyes flicking to Neph who was watching her
closely. It was a week to you. It was well over a month for me.
Valor is… She paused as she searched for the correct words and
noted with irritation the amusement that flickered across Neph’s
face once more.

Is what? Neph pressed.

Valor is dear to me. Just as you and
Marrow are. I care for all of my friends, but through certain
circumstances I have grown closer with some more than others. Stop
looking at me like that, Neph, I don’t even know what is amusing
you. I was concerned, that was it, Jala explained, her voice
growing defensive.

It looked more like terrified to me, but
I’ll let it go, Neph replied his gaze moving down the table as
Jail stepped back and folded his hands tightly together. A faint
glow surrounded Jail’s hands for the barest breath and with a nod
to Jala he slowly opened his hands to reveal a pure white crystal
cupped in his palms.

“Twenty years of knowledge is contained in
this stone, Jala. Do not try to learn it all at once. Extract it in
fragments or you will overwhelm yourself,” Jail warned as he sat
the crystal carefully down on the table and slid it across to
Jala.

Nodding, Jala picked it up carefully and
turned it over her hands as Valor made his way unsteadily back to
his chair. “Are you all right?” She asked softly as he sat back
down.

Valor nodded faintly. “Just dizzy as he said
I would be,” he assured her. “Everything I learned at the Academy
and beside my father on the battlefield should be there. By the
time you finish that crystal you should know every bloody detail
there is to know.”

You know what else I noticed? Neph
asked, his voice fainter through the mental link. While you were
all eyes for Valor and your mind was filled with what you label as
concern, the lady knight was watching you like a hawk, and if looks
could kill, my dear, you would be very, very dead, he added as
the link between them faded completely.

Jala glanced briefly at Neph and then to
Bridgette but the knight’s attention was focused on the table
itself rather than anyone seated at it. “Are you all right to
continue?” Jala asked Valor softly as she turned the crystal over
in her hands once more. She knew how valuable the knowledge he had
given her was and she was still trying to figure out how to protect
the crystal from being lost or stolen.

Valor nodded and motioned with his hand for
her to continue. His eyes scanned the table briefly and she knew he
was searching for a decanter of wine. While he hadn’t been drinking
as much recently, it was a habit that was dying a slow death.

“The next order of business. Sovann, how
difficult are the Blight glasses to create?” Jala asked, determined
to move ahead before she was distracted further.

Sovann looked up from where he had been
playing with his nephew and shrugged slightly. “Not hard. It’s time
consuming mostly with the fashioning of the frames and cutting the
lenses. If Joseph helps me with that part we should be able to make
them fairly quickly.”

“I’d be happy to help. I’ve gotten rather
good at it over the past few weeks, given how many test pairs
Sovann has made,” Joseph offered.

Jala nodded faintly her eyes lingering on
Joseph. I don’t like your new addition of Joseph Walker either.
It was rather convenient that he showed up in Sanctuary wasn’t
it? War’s words echoed in her mind as she studied Joseph and
nodded once more. “See that we have as many pairs as you can
manage. I intend for all of our archers to be equipped with them,”
Jala continued, her gaze turning to Wisp next. “You will be in
charge of our Archers and see to their proper training,” she
informed the Fae with a smile.

“I’d be happy to, but I still have so much
restoration on the land to do, Jala,” Wisp said with a sigh.

“Let it go for now. We have plenty to work
with from what you have already restored and if we don’t get a
functional army by spring there is scarce point in having a
restored country. Avanti will slaughter us,” Jala said firmly and
looked next to Neph.

“No,” Neph said bluntly before she could
speak.

“You didn’t even let me say what I wanted
from you,” Jala snapped and let out a heavy breath.

“You were about to tell me that you wanted me
to scour our ranks for likely mages and start training them,” Neph
said with a smirk and shook his head slowly and firmly at her. “I
wouldn’t teach you magic at first and I’m sure as hell not going to
teach your whores magic.”

“You don’t know that is what I was going to
say,” Jala shot back indignantly though in fact it was exactly what
she was about to say to him.

“Ahh. Well, I’ll give you the benefit of the
doubt and believe that you were about to make a suggestion that
wasn’t idiotic, then. What was it you wanted from me, Jala?” Neph
replied sweetly his blue eyes glittering with mischief.

“I was about to inform you that you are in
charge of feeding my cat and mucking the stables,” Jala informed
him dryly.

“Still better than training whores to cast
firebolts,” Neph agreed with a smile.

“I wish you would stop calling them that,”
Jala sighed.

“Would you prefer disease infested,” Neph
began, but Jala smacked him before he could finish. His face broke
into a grin and he winked at her. “Slowly but surely we are getting
a bit of life back into you. I’d rather see your temper than your
depression.”

“You are such an ass, Neph,” Jala sighed but
smiled faintly as she spoke. Shaking her head slightly she looked
back around the table once more her eyes lingering on Jail. “Is it
true Jail? Do the Avanti truly hold your homelands?” she asked.

“They do,” Jail said with a nod and a
smile.

“Why are you smiling?” Jala asked in genuine
confusion.

Jail’s smile widened and he winked at her as
he stood carefully from the table and moved to stand beside her.
“They hold my lands. That is true. There is one thing they haven’t
considered however. Tell me what you see, Jala,” Jail said as he
bowed deeply before her and dropped to his knees his head hung in
submission.

“I see you groveling before me. Jail, get up
this instant,” Jala said quickly as she reached to pull his arm.
Her vision blurred for a moment and she stared hard at the dagger
pointed directly at her throat. Jail stood in the same spot he had
when he had first approached and there was nothing about his
posture that suggested submission at all.

“The Avanti have forgotten that what our eyes
see is not always the truth. A Mind mage is a very dangerous
opponent. You may believe you have won, but that’s only because
they want you to believe it,” Jail said softly as he slowly put his
dagger away and then lifted both arms out to his sides his hands
held open showing that he held no weapons. “It was a demonstration,
nothing more, Valor,” Jail said carefully as he stepped cautiously
forward.

Blinking in confusion, Jala leaned back in
her chair to see Valor’s dagger pressed firmly in the small of
Jail’s back. “It’s OK, Valor,” Jala said, her eyes widening.

“Demonstrate on Neph next time, Jail,” Valor
said softly as he flipped his dagger back around and replaced it in
its sheath.

“It was poor judgment on my part,” Jail said
neutrally and bowed his head in apology to Valor. “I’m sorry to
alarm you. I meant no harm to her.”

“It’s fine, Jail. I see your point as far as
your country goes. I believe you are right and Avanti has
underestimated your people,” Jala said with a nod, her gaze
flicking once to Valor and then back to Jail.

“Good thinking there, Val kill off the Mind
mage that just helped you,” Neph said with a sigh and shook his
head at the knight.

“He had a dagger to her throat, Neph,” Valor
shot back with anger building in his voice.

“And he wasn’t cutting was he?” Neph returned
hotly.

“Oh for the love of the Aspects, both of you
shut the hell up,” Madren broke in stunning everyone at the table
into silence. “Every time you two are within five feet of each
other you bicker like old women,” Madren said with a sigh and
looked back to Jala with a smile. “Please continue,” he urged
seeming utterly oblivious to the dumbfounded stares he was getting
from everyone in the room.

“Uh…” Jala began lamely and then shook her
head quickly and grinned. “Completely unexpected, but thank you,
Madren. Actually I was just getting to the point of needing to
speak with you anyway. I need you to fill as many mana stones as
you can as quickly as you can. I will be breaking the curse on
Goswin in three days,” she said as her grin faded.

“Just like that, eh? In three days I’m going
to do something that no one has been able to do in decades,” Neph
said with a smirk.

“If she says she is going to do it, then she
will,” Valor snapped, his gaze moving from Madren back to Neph.

“Stop it,” Jala cut in holding a hand up in
front of both of their faces. “I’m in between your bitchfest and I
don’t want to listen to it,” she said firmly as she placed a palm
firmly on both of their faces and pushed them back farther into
their chairs. Pulling her hands back, she looked down at her palm
and then back to Neph. “You bit me,” she said dumbly and glanced up
at him.

“Put your hand where it doesn’t belong and
you pay for it,” Neph replied with another smirk.

“May I ask how you intend to break the
curse?” Sovann asked quietly, his voice just loud enough to carry
across the table.

“The same way I ended Death’s magic. I intend
to find the threads that are causing the problem and either sever
them or repair them, whichever is needed,” Jala explained calmly,
still examining the teeth marks in her hand.

“You can see threads now?” Sovann asked in
shock.

His tone of voice drew her attention upwards
and she nodded calmly to him. “I can. It was a talent that I
discovered while I was lounging in bed,” she replied.

“So she is a Sorceress, a Channeler, and a
Weaver,” Neph concluded with a raised eyebrow.

“I’ve never heard of such a thing. I was
amazed when she showed a talent for Channeling,” Sovann said and
shook his head slightly as he stared at Jala with a bewildered
expression.

“I’ve put some thought into that actually,”
Jala said with a bitter smile.

“And…” Neph pressed.

“And I remember quite clearly saying I
wish I could just master magic when I was having so many
difficulties learning a simple Light spell in Sanctuary. It appears
my family magic does work quite well. The edge of that sword was
what I had to go through to master it. Sovann made the Sorcery part
simple. I mastered the Channeling the day Finn was nearly killed in
Rivana, the Weaving came from nearly dying myself,” Jala
explained.

“So essentially, what she is saying is, if we
truly traumatize her she might show us another form of magic that
we don’t even know of,” Neph said with a grin.

“There are days when it is so tempting to
smack you, Neph,” Jala said with a sigh. “Can you handle the mana
stones all right, Madren? I will need as many as you can make. I
have no idea how much energy it is going to require to lift the
curse but I’m going to bet it is far more than I possess on my
own.”

“Consider it done. I will work on that and
nothing else until we leave for Goswin,” Madren assured her with a
firm nod. He had been sitting with a thoughtful expression on his
face for most of the meeting, but now his eyes held a gleam to
them. She wasn’t sure if it was determination she was seeing, or
hope. Either would do, though. They were both things that would be
desperately needed in days to come.

“Well then, that is it until after the curse
is lifted. Everyone knows where we stand and what to do. We face
the Avanti in the spring and we must be prepared. It is up to
everyone in this room to see that everything we can possibly do to
protect ourselves is done,” Jala said with a nod around the table.
“You may all return to what you were doing before I called you
here,” Jala finished and watched everyone stand. “Neph, stay a
moment if you would. I’d like to talk to you about something,” she
added.

“As you like,” Neph agreed and dropped back
into his chair once more.

Silently, Jala watched the room empty and
nodded to Wisp as the Fae motioned toward herself and Legacy and
then upstairs. Quietly, Wisp closed the door behind her and Jala
turned her attention back to the room.

“If any of them are traitors I could find no
trace of it in their minds,” Emily said quietly as she dropped her
camouflage and took a seat at the table. She wore the clothing that
Jala had painstakingly selected for her over the past few days.
Though it wasn’t a fashion trend that any others would likely
follow, the Blight seemed comfortable in the assortment of clothing
stolen from various cultures. The short cut pants she wore
originated from Morcath and were primarily used by the women
tending the orchards to wear under their skirts for decency. The
vest was borrowed from Firym style and the heavy clawed gauntlets
derived from Delvay as did the spiked pauldron that covered one of
the girl’s slender shoulders. “I scanned Joseph’s mind the deepest
and unless he is far more clever than I think, he is genuine,”
Emily said.

“Well isn’t this interesting,” Neph began
slowly looking from the Blight to Jala. “I wondered about the
presence of a few at that meeting.”

“I had to be certain,” Jala said calmly with
no trace of remorse in her voice at all. “I started a war today. I
have to know that my allies are truly allies.”

“We started a war,” Neph corrected with a
smile and looked back to Emily. “The short hair looks nice,” he
said with a nod causing both women to stare at him in shock. A
compliment from Neph was as rare as a snowflake in summer. “The
outfit looks as though you were dressed by a blind beggar but the
hair is good.”

“You had to add to it didn’t you,” Emily
sighed with a shake of her head. It had nearly taken having Marrow
lay on Emily to hold her down for Jala to accomplish cutting the
Blight’s hair. It had seemed the most practical thing to do, given
how much Emily detested taking care of long hair.

Jala smiled faintly and glanced to the other
side of the room. “Did you sense any guilt or remorse on any of
them, Ash?” she asked quietly and had to fight back the urge to
smile as Neph spun around in his chair to stare in the direction
she was looking.

“Valor had remorse when he looked at his
fellow knight, but there was no guilt in the room beyond your own,
Milady,” Ash replied in a whisper as he slowly materialized from
the shadows at the back of the room.

“Do you have anyone else hidden in here?”
Neph demanded, turning in his chair once more to face her.

“Did you know Soulreavers can read emotions
as well as Empaths can? It’s truly amazing what they can do with
their spirit magic. Taking the form of a spirit, for example. I had
no idea they could do that either. As silent as a ghost in a
literal sense,” Jala said as she watched Ash cross the room to take
a seat at the table beside her. “They are also utterly immune to
the powers of Empaths as well as Enchantments,” she added, her eyes
locking with Neph’s. “I need you to do something for me, Neph, and
I need it to be done silently.”

Neph frowned, his expression growing serious
as he looked around the table and then slowly back to her. “What?”
he asked cautiously.

“I need you to arrange a marriage for me. I
cannot do it myself because of the laws of the land. I’ve tried
marriage for love. Now I have to accept marriage for politics. I
need an army, Neph, and I need one by spring. I know Valor is
building one but they won’t be seasoned and they will be affected
by the Avanti enchantments,” Jala said softly, her throat growing
tight as she spoke. She had discussed her plan with Ash already and
it was a solid idea, but the thought of another marriage made her
almost physically ill. She couldn’t imagine lying next to someone
else while her heart still screamed for Finn.

“With Seravae?” Neph said, his eyes moving
from Jala to Ash and then back.

Jala nodded slowly and let out her breath. It
was a force of will to keep her eyes from growing glassy as she
spoke. “I’ve talked it over with Ash and I believe it is my best
option. Every other nation is either already fighting or my enemy.
Seravae is the only neutral country left aside from Nerathane and I
fully expect Nerathane to side with Rivana very soon,” she
explained.

“Lord Jexon is married to a girl from Rivana
at the present. Therefore any marriage arrangements will fall to
the next worthy man in line. Any who qualify as a Warlord in my
land would be an option, though some are more fitting than others
for this. The rings of mastery they possess determine how many they
are fit to lead. So the more trained they are, the more soldiers
they have available,” Ash said softly.

“Ash has twenty-eight rings,” Jala added
quietly.

“You are going to marry Ash?” Neph choked the
words and stared openly at Ash who simply smiled in return.

“Once you make the proper arrangements for
me,” Jala agreed with a nod. “As I said, we have discussed it. As
it turns out it is quite beneficial to both of us. Ash cannot gain
more status in his lands due to the fact that the current High Lord
fears him. So he needs a land other than Seravae to call home. I
have land and he will have soldiers. We will both win in this.”

“And I understand that Jala is grieving and I
expect nothing from her in the ways of a wife. I simply see our
marriage contract as a way for both of us to attain our goals. I
will be free of my father’s rule and she will have the army she
needs,” Ash said with a faint smile.

Neph looked between them once more and leaned
back in his seat, rubbing his chin thoughtfully with one hand. “You
know Arovan despises Seravae, right? And you have three hundred
Arovan knights living here.”

“I’ve considered that. Ash assures me that
there are different factions in his land and the one that he is
allied with are not raiders. I’m hoping that fact might reduce the
pending hostility a bit,” Jala said with a sigh and shrugged. “It
is the best option I see, Neph. I regret that there will be
difficulties from it, but it is better than losing to Avanti.”

“When do you plan to do this?” Neph asked
still skeptical.

“As soon as the curse on Goswin is lifted,”
Jala answered softly. “When we go to Goswin, you will leave for
Seravae if you agree to help.”

“I can’t believe you are sending me instead
of Jail for this,” Neph said, shaking his head slightly. “I am
scarcely a diplomat, Jala,” he objected mildly.

“I trust you, Neph,” Jala said bluntly and
searched his face for some sign of his answer.

Neph let out his breath in a heavy sigh and
rubbed his face. “I don’t like this. I know a few of the laws from
Seravae. Wives are property there, Jala. If it was anyone but Ash,
I would be trying to shake some sense into you right now.” Neph
stared at Ash for a long moment and sighed again. “He has shown
honor, though, so I will do as you ask. I’m not responsible for
anyone I might kill while playing ambassador, though. If they annoy
me, I will get rid of them,” he warned her.

“Speaking of killing. That was Death magic
you used earlier wasn’t it,” Jala said with a faint smile.

Neph nodded slowly and his frown deepened. “I
don’t think I would admit that to anyone else. Death magic is
forbidden in every land and simply having the knowledge of those
spells is enough reason for execution in places,” Neph said
cautiously.

“I always wondered why you kept your room so
dark when you read and now I finally understand. If anyone actually
does manage to scry on you they can’t read what you are studying
between the darkness and the glow from the light runes you have on
your walls,” Jala said and nodded slowly. “Clever, Neph, and you
know I won’t tell anyone. I do however expect you to teach me.”

Neph shook his head at her slowly and smiled.
“You don’t want much do you, Jala? Ambassador and teacher of
forbidden arts,” he grumbled.

“And that is just the beginning, Neph,” Jala
promised him with a bitter smile as she stood from the table.
“Thank you for agreeing to help,” Jala added and nodded to Emily
then Ash. “I’m going to go spend time with my son now. I think my
time for simply relaxing is coming swiftly to an end and I want as
much time with Legacy as I can manage,” she said as she crossed the
room and slowly opened the door.

“Jala,” Neph called before she could step
through the door. Turning she looked back at him with a raised
eyebrow. “Are you planning to tell Valor what you are going to do?”
he asked softly.

“I am. I’m simply trying to figure out how to
do it,” Jala assured him. She knew quite well how much Valor
despised Seravae and had absolutely no idea how to tell him her
plans. The fact that she was keeping the secret from him was bad
enough, but the thought of telling him the truth was even worse. It
was a topic she would have to broach very soon, but not today.


Chapter 17

 


Goswin

 


 


Snow covered the landscape in a pristine
white blanket for as far as she could see. Jala turned slowly in a
full circle, looking over the tree covered hills with a sense of
wonder. Not even animal tracks disrupted the perfect beauty. It was
completely untouched aside from the small patch of ground her group
stood upon. “It’s beautiful,” she said softly.

“And cold,” Sovann added as he watched his
breath fog in the air. “I prefer our lands by far.” The mage rubbed
his hands together briskly and then tucked them under his arms as
he studied the area. It had been his magic that had brought them
here, despite his reservations about the fluxes in the magic.

“Should we inform Anthe that we are here?”
Valor asked quietly. He stood to her left, fully clad in the
shining armor he had been working on for days. Jala watched him for
a moment, her eyes lingering on the engraved Bendazzi that stood
proudly on the dark purple breastplate. The colors of Merro suited
him well and he was an impressive sight.

“I believe she knows we are here,” Jala
replied and turned her attention to the large trees that marked the
beginning of the Tolanteer forest. There was no sign of movement
there yet, but her gut instincts told her the witches of the forest
knew what was happening.

“Anthe the Seer,” Madren reminded them all.
“There is nothing that happens that she doesn’t have foreknowledge
of.”

Jala nodded her agreement and shifted her
staff to rest in the crook of her arm as she let out a long slow
breath. “It might be best if you all stand back from me. I’m not
sure exactly how this is going to go,” she advised as she pulled
her gloves free. The chill winter air bit at her bare skin, but she
ignored it. She heard the sound of footsteps as Sovann and Madren
retreated to a safer distance, then looked to Valor who hadn’t
moved an inch.

“I’m fine where I am,” Valor informed her as
he caught her glance.

“The magic, though, Valor. I’m going to be
channeling a lot of it and I’m not sure if it’s safe beside me,”
Jala pressed her voice filled with concern.

“And I’m fine where I am,” Valor repeated,
folding his arms across his chest and staring down at her
stubbornly.

Letting out a sigh, Jala shook her head and
wrapped her hand firmly around her staff. Neph and Sovann had both
spent the past two days filling the Barllen inside the staff with
as much magic as it could hold. That, combined with the mana stones
Madren had crafted, should be more than enough magic to accomplish
what she needed to do. “I’m nervous,” she admitted softly, her
voice just loud enough for Valor to hear.

“I know. That’s why I’m right here,” Valor
whispered back and gave her a reassuring wink.

“If this succeeds, do you think Ash will be
strong enough to keep Death from claiming the souls in Merro? I
don’t think she believes our deal still stands, considering I
attacked her.” Jala turned to look at him, her eyes desperately
searching for reassurance.

“We don’t know that Oblivion will release
them the moment the curse is lifted. If they wait until you return,
I have no doubt that the souls will remain in Merro. Ash may not be
strong enough, but you are. Perhaps Death will be appeased with the
offering from Goswin and won’t even try to seize the souls of
Merro. There are quite a few dead here that are trapped from her
domain,” Valor answered with confidence filling his voice. She
could see no doubt in his blue eyes. He had more faith in her than
she had in herself, apparently.

“I’m not giving her the dead of Goswin,
Valor. I will do everything in my power to keep from giving her
anything ever again. I’m not releasing the souls today, I’m raising
them back to life,” Jala corrected softly with only a faint tremor
in her voice. Life magic was more taxing on her than anything else
she had attempted and she was about to perform more of it than any
other mage would even consider.

“Are you sure that is wise?” Valor asked
cautiously, a bit of concern showing on his face at last.

“My father didn’t name me Wisdom,” Jala
replied with a faint smile and returned his gaze. “Do you believe I
can do it?” she asked in a softer voice.

Valor shifted where he stood and uncrossed
his arms. Carefully he removed his gauntlet and smiled at her. “I
have faith that you can do anything you set your mind to, Jala. If
the stones and the staff are not enough then take magic from me.
I’ve seen you perform miracles before and the only thing that has
caused you difficulty was magical energy. You shouldn’t have a
problem with that today,” he said and offered his hand to her.

Jala smiled faintly and shook her head at his
offering. “Only if there is no other choice. I don’t like siphoning
magic from friends. Sovann informed me how painful it is when I
do.” She let out another nervous breath and nodded to Valor. “Well
then, I suppose I should get started.”

Closing her eyes she willed her mind into
focus for Weaving and slowly opened her eyes once more, her gaze
traveling across the land and then slowly to the sky above. Threads
of magic covered everything as far as she could see. The trees
themselves hung heavy with strands of magic while the sky above was
nearly blinding to look at between the Barrier and the remains of
Anthe’s failed magic. Her mind reeled at the sheer amount of magic
before her. There was so much to repair and remove that she wasn’t
sure if she would have energy for the raising of the dead despite
the provisions she had brought.

Find a starting point first. She
decided silently and her eyes roved across the land and settled on
the Tolanteer. If she could release the witches, then perhaps they
could help her with the raising of the dead.

Are you certain of this? Marrow asked
her softly. He kept his words gentle in her mind so he wouldn’t
disrupt her focus, and she didn’t need to look down to know his
yellow eyes were searching her for doubt.

“Quite,” she answered softly as she raised
her hands and began to undo the damage Anthe had wrought on her
land so long ago. She could now see the intent of the spell Anthe
had cast. The broken weaves and strands told the story clearly
enough for her to know exactly what Anthe had attempted. Wish
magic. Had Jala not already held trepidation about her family’s
gift, the ruined magic of Goswin would have guaranteed it. Anthe
had wished for her people to stand forever in the defense of
Goswin, or something close to those terms. The edge of the sword
was the curse that blanketed the land. Jala’s hands moved swiftly
as she removed the strands of the curse and repaired the damage to
the innate magic of the land. As Sovann had once told her,
everything on Sanctuary held magic. Even the slender blades of
grass hidden below the snow. Anthe’s magic had disrupted it all.
Not a single weave in Goswin was undisturbed no matter how small it
was.

Jala had barely managed to finish the edge of
the forest before she was forced to drain power from her staff. At
this rate she would be siphoning from not only Valor, but Sovann
and Madren as well. Grinding her teeth in frustration she refocused
her magic and searched frantically for a way to use it more
efficiently.

“Is she all right?” Sovann asked from behind
her and his voice seemed a hundred miles away.

“She is fine. Jala knows what she is doing,”
Valor assured him calmly and Jala nearly laughed at his words.

Ahh. But I wish I had your faith in
me, Jala mused silently as she began her repairs once more. She
could work with less raw power she discovered, but it took twice as
long to do. It was that or siphon though, so she was in for a very
long day. Focusing her mind once more she pushed herself further
into the trance and let the world around her fade away. She had
Marrow and Valor beside her and Madren and Sovann barely ten feet
away. There was no need for her to pay attention to her
surroundings. They would keep her safe and she knew it. Her world
narrowed to the strands of magic surrounding her and she felt the
movements of her spells becoming rhythmic, almost hypnotic in their
patterns.
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“Jala,” Valor’s voice was barely a whisper in
her mind and Jala stubbornly pushed it away.

She could see the dead now. Their blurred
forms were barely visible against the snow shrouded landscape, but
she could see them. The dead of Goswin lined the hills surrounding
her in tight unmoving ranks held firmly by her magic. There were so
many of them that she wanted to sob in frustration. Her staff was
drained of power, as were the mana gems that she had brought, and
she hadn’t even reached the difficult part of her task.

Repairing the strands should have been
simple. She had counted on most of her reserves going to raising
the dead. What she hadn’t counted on, however, was the sheer
magnitude of the damage to Goswin. She had thought she would be
removing a spell that blanketed everything rather than removing
strands of shattered magic from everything. A single spell would
have been so much simpler. A few strands pulled away and the
remaining threads would have simply faded.

“Jala,” Valor hissed again his voice louder
and more demanding.

“Has the lady gone Mage blind?” The second
voice broke her from her focus and she nearly lost her grasp on the
spirits surrounding her. Jala knew that voice, and Zachary Dark was
the last person she had expected to hear today.

Slowly her eyes came open and she winced at
the lance of pain that shot through her skull. The hours of focus
had taken their toll on her, and she would be suffering for days
for her efforts. “The lady is not Mage blind, whatever that is,”
Jala said in a hoarse whisper. She felt as though she had been
awake for days, though judging by the daylight remaining it had
simply been the afternoon. Dusk was settling over the land now, and
it would be night soon.

Zachary Dark stood looming a dozen feet from
her. The black armor he wore stood out against the snow like a
scar. His ragged black cloak was pulled up over his head to guard
from the chill wind but she could still see the deathly pale face
beneath. His cold blue eyes were locked on her and his face utterly
devoid of emotion as he watched her. “It is what happens when a
Mage pushes themselves beyond their capabilities. You can become
lost in the magic, or shatter yourself. You, however are apparently
stronger than I gave you credit for.” His voice was deep and
monotone. Even the dead in the Darklands held more warmth in their
voices.

“It seems to be a popular trend to
underestimate me,” Jala replied softly, her voice sounding almost
foreign to her ears. It had a serene quality about it that she
couldn’t remember ever possessing before. Tilting her head
slightly, she looked up to meet Zachary’s cold stare. “May I
enquire as to what you are doing here, Lord Dark?” she asked
politely.

“I told you, that should you manage to break
the curse on Goswin, I would help you raise the dead. I keep my
word,” Zachary answered bluntly.

Relief surged through her though she did her
best from letting it show on her face. “I had thought you meant the
dead in Merro. I didn’t realize you meant both lands,” Jala
admitted cautiously.

“I had thought you only meant to raise the
dead in Merro. After watching you today though I have seen what you
intend. Do you wish help here Lady Merrodin or do you believe you
can finish this task alone?” The expression on his face was enough
to tell her that he knew the truth. Somehow Zachary could see how
drained she already was though she didn’t think she had let her
weakness show.

“I would welcome the help,” Jala said quietly
and hoped her gratitude wasn’t too obvious. It wouldn’t do to be
too humble to one of the lords of Oblivion. They were a lot like
Delvay in their regards to strength, and would write you off
quickly if you showed weakness.

Zachary nodded slowly and turned to look
toward the waiting spirits. “I used to be quite the healer before
the fall of Veir. I trained with Rose while I was at the Academy.
They called me a Paladin then. Imagine that, me a holy knight,” he
said softly and his voice held the faintest hint of sadness.

“You were a legend in Sanctuary. It took me
years before they stopped comparing me to you. I’m not sure if I
finally proved my worth or if they simply realized I would never
measure up,” Valor said, his voice filled with respect.

Zachary turned his head to regard Valor and
the edges of his mouth turned up in what might have been a smile.
“We are worlds apart, Arovan, then and now. It wasn’t right to even
compare us. You are a Stormlord. I was simply a knight with a knack
for healing.” Pulling his cloak back he removed a flask from its
pocket and handed it to Jala before turning back to face the
waiting spirits. “Drink. By the time you finish that flask the
Witches of Tolanteer should be here.”

Jala took the flask and opened it then
sniffed its contents cautiously. The sweet smell was familiar and
she raised an eyebrow at Zachary in question. “Essence wine?” she
asked a bit unsure.

“It restores your magic and I will never
drink the stuff. It was a gift from Victory the last time I saw
him, and it was something that I never thought would be used,”
Zachary answered quietly.

Jala nodded slowly and took a long pull from
the flask. She hadn’t drunk Essence wine since the night she had
met Finn, and she well remembered how drunk she had become then.
She would have to be careful about how much she allowed herself to
drink despite the sweet intoxicating flavor. Essence wine was far
more potent than its taste led one to believe it would be.

Jala was on her third pull from the flask by
the time she saw the dark forms emerging from the edge of the
forest. Anthe walked in the lead with Myzra close beside her. Jala
watched them approach in silence and took a final drink from the
flask. She could feel her head becoming lighter with the alcohol,
but she could also feel renewed magic coursing through her veins.
With a faint smile she replaced the lid on the flask and offered it
back to Zachary.

“Keep it. As I said I will never use the
stuff,” Zachary said as he shook his head slightly in refusal.

“I thank you for the gift then,” Jala replied
and moved to meet Anthe as she climbed the gentle slope to where
they stood.

“You never cease to amaze me,” Anthe called
in greeting. Her pale falcon rested easily on her shoulder and its
golden eyes were devouring every detail around them to pass the
images back to its master.

“I gave you my word, Anthe,” Jala replied as
the Witches stopped just before her. All seven of them were present
though she didn’t know any of their names beyond Anthe and Myzra.
Jala could see the wonder lighting all of their faces though, and
knew she had made firm allies with her actions today.

“Many give their words, few keep them,” Anthe
pointed out with a warm smile.

“I would say any that give you their blood
oath keep their word Anthe. Though I would have kept mine,
regardless,” Jala returned with a faint smile.

“I think you likely would have,” Anthe said
with a nod. She shifted slightly where she stood and offered a hand
to Jala. “You will forgive us for our delay in arriving. The magic
you worked took its toll on us and it took us time to recover.”

Jala nodded and smiled as she took the
Witch’s offered hand and bowed her head in acceptance. “Of course,
Anthe. I am grateful you are here now, but there are some things
that we must discuss before I finish here.” She felt Anthe stiffen
slightly as she released her hand, but the Witch simply nodded for
her to continue. “I am giving you back your people today, Anthe,
but it comes with a price.” There were mutterings throughout the
witches at those words and she heard Madren inhale sharply behind
her. She hadn’t discussed this part with anyone other than War. “I
have with me the last of the Goswin line. I’m not sure if you know
Madren or not, but he is the sole survivor of his house. If I give
you back your people as well as your land, Anthe, you must
acknowledge him as the rightful lord. I don’t ask that you give him
complete control over the land and its people. I simply ask that
you accept his right to it and council him until he is ready to
lead.”

Anthe visibly relaxed and smiled warmly at
Jala. “I had thought to hear different words from you when you
spoke of a price. This is something that we would have done even
had you not named it as the cost,” the witch replied with such
obvious relief that Jala wondered what she had been expecting
instead.

“There is more, Anthe,” Jala warned and the
witch nodded once more though she seemed less cautious than she
had, been “I’m giving you back your land at a time when war is
breaking out across the entire world. I don’t know how capable your
people will be at defending Goswin in the beginning and I have no
intention of working so hard to see things set right only to watch
Rivana destroy my efforts. When I leave here, I travel to see
Kithvaryn. I intend to make contract with him on behalf of Goswin.
You must work with them if I succeed in making the arrangements. Do
you agree to my terms?”

“We are doing what?” Valor hissed beside her
and Jala glanced at him in apology. She hadn’t mentioned that part
of the plan either, but it was necessary. Goswin would be just as
vulnerable as Merro was until it had time to rebuild.

“I accept your terms willingly and with
gratitude,” Anthe replied without hesitation.

“Have you ever actually met Kithvaryn?”
Zachary asked quietly, his voice still utterly emotionless.

Jala shook her head slightly and smiled. “No,
but he will deal with me on this,” she assured him.

“What makes you so certain? Neither Merrodin
or Goswin are wealthy nations, and the mercenaries will want to
work for the highest bidder during these struggles,” Zachary
pressed.

“I have something no other nation can offer
him. I may not have a never-ending gold supply, but I have his
son’s soul. If he wants his only child back, he will deal with me,”
Jala answered and the area around her grew silent with her
words.

“Be careful how you deal with that one.
Kithvaryn is as clever as a fox and as cruel as a cat. You may
tempt him with the offer of his son, but he will want more than
simply a soul to do as you wish,” Zachary said after a long pause
but the look he gave her was one of respect.

“We all want more than we can have, Lord
Dark. I’ll give him what it takes to get what I want and not an
ounce more,” Jala said softly, her gaze once again on the
spirits.

“I don’t like the thought of dealing with
mercenaries. They can’t be trusted,” Valor objected with a
sigh.

If I only dealt with those I trusted, my
arrangements would be limited to you, Neph, Marrow, and Sovann. I’m
not asking you to trust Kithvaryn in this, Valor. I’m asking you to
trust me. Jala sent the thought directly to Valor’s mind and
she saw his expression shift with her words.

“Always,” Valor replied simply and moved back
to give her room to work her magic, though not so far that he
couldn’t be at her side in an instant if the situation demanded
it.


Chapter 18

 


The Darklands

 


 


“That son of a bitch,” Finn railed as the
scry faded before him. Fiona stepped quickly back from him as his
full temper seized him. Snarling, Finn kicked the table back from
his path and barely noticed as the wood shattered against the wall.
“Did you see the earring he wears now? Do you know what that
signifies in Arovan?” he demanded as he whirled to face Fiona.

“It is a Widow’s ring, as they are called. It
represents your son and his devotion to the child and its mother,”
Fiona answered simply, her pale gold eyes watching him as he paced
the room.

“He cut his hair too. Only married men in
Arovan cut their hair,” Finn added in a growl.

“And you are mad at him, why? What has he
done to raise this fury?” Fiona pressed.

“She is my wife. That is my son, and he…”
Finn began, his voice a dangerous snarl then fading as he stopped
his pacing to glower at Fiona. “And he is doing exactly what I
asked of him and caring for them as if they were his own. He
doesn’t have to be enjoying it though, damn it,” he finished, his
voice filled with his frustration. Angrily he kicked a chair from
his way and searched the room for anything else he could vent his
anger on. It was empty of everything aside from Fiona who simply
stood watching him with an expression that suggested he was an
utter fool. “I don’t bloody well want this. I want to go home,” he
said lamely and felt his temper cooling far quicker than he wanted.
At least with his anger he could ignore the loneliness and
depression that plagued him constantly. “I took them all for
granted when I had them. I would give anything for a lecture from
Sovann right now. I would sell my soul a thousand times over to
simply be near Jala,” Finn began and then sighed heavily. “I want
to hold my son, Fiona. I want to see the sunlight again. I don’t
want to be alone in this damned black hole attempting to learn
magic. I am a swordsman not a god damned mage. I am not the right
man for this job.”

“You lived your life through death Finn. This
is poetic justice in my eyes. You killed others to live comfortably
and now you serve those that you killed. You are not the right man
for the job, I agree. You are spoiled and selfish, but you are the
only one we have to fill the job and so you will do it,” Fiona said
calmly repeating words she had spoken to him a dozen times or
more.

“And what if I refuse?” Finn snapped, fully
aware of how childish he sounded and not caring a bit.

“Then when your friends die their souls
become lost in the Darklands,” Fiona replied simply with a
shrug.

“There is nothing that says they will die.
They may all survive this,” Finn objected.

“Ahh. Yes, the odds are definitely in their
favor, aren’t they,” Fiona shot back in a mocking voice and gave
him a cold smile. “You’ve had your scry for the day, Finn Sovaesh.
It is time for lessons. Quit sulking like a child.”

“I really truly completely and utterly hate
you,” Finn grumbled as he glared at the dead woman. Fiona was the
only company he had in the Darklands and she was as bitter as he
was frustrated.

“The sentiment is mutual. Now as your first
lesson of the day you can repair our table,” Fiona replied
mildly.

“Truly hate,” Finn muttered as he turned to
regard the wreckage of wood scattered by the wall. “Wouldn’t it be
simpler to get a new one?” he sighed, but already knew the answer
Fiona would give. For Sovann, fixing the table would have been as
easy as drawing breath. Magic had always come easily to his little
brother. For Finn, however, it was a task that guaranteed he would
have a headache. Each and every splinter of wood seemed to defy him
as he wrapped his magic around the fragments and willed them back
together.

“Perhaps if you weren’t such a bitch to him
he would learn faster,” a man’s voice echoed through the room and
Finn dropped his attempts at magic at once.

Turning, he scanned the room searching for
the source of the voice. It was a soft voice with a faint accent he
couldn’t place, and it wasn’t a voice he recognized.

“Go away, Seth, he isn’t ready to deal with
you yet,” Fiona snapped.

“Bugger off, Fiona. I serve Death, not you,”
the man replied smoothly.

The voice had come from the shadows of the
rafters and Finn searched the heights of the room until his eyes
spotted movement. It wasn’t a man his gaze found as he had
expected, but a raven. The bird cocked its head at him and hopped a
bit closer on the rafter peering back down at him. Finn stared
back, unsure if this was Seth or simply a spirit. The Darklands
were full of every manner of spirits, though this was the first
actual bird he had seen so far.

“Have you introduced him to Yasney and
Kaverax yet?” the bird asked, his head cocking to look down at
Fiona.

“He isn’t ready to meet them anymore than he
is to meet you. He is a bumbling idiot still,” Fiona replied
sharply.

“Who are Yasney and Kaverax?” Finn asked, his
gaze locked on the raven as it ruffled its feathers.

“Your dragons, Lord Death. They circle your
citadel day and night,” Seth replied, once more hopping closer on
his perch.

“And who exactly are you?” Finn asked, his
curiosity peaked as well as his hopes. So far the bird was far
better company than Fiona.

The Raven dropped from the rafter and glided
gracefully toward the ground. Its body shifted and grew as it grew
closer to the stone floor. By the time its feet touched the stones
a man crouched in place of the bird. He stood gracefully from the
crouch and bowed deeply to Finn with a smile on his handsome face.
His hair was as dark as the raven’s feathers and stood in tousled
spikes and his face held the delicate bones that were common in the
Fae. His eyes, however, remained those of the bird. Seth shrugged
his black feathered cloak back from his arms as he stood once more.
“I am your Herald, your Ambassador, your Councilor, and your Spy,”
he began, his voice full of a warmth that Fiona never seemed to
possess. “I am your Knife, your Guard, and your Champion when
required. In short, Lord Death, I am whatever you ask me to be and
humbly do my best to please.”

“He is a former assassin that died for his
sins and kisses enough ass to keep from serving the true torment in
death that he earned in life,” Fiona growled. Her golden eyes were
narrowed and she watched Seth with an expression of loathing and
suspicion on her face.

“She is a bitter hag that sees the worst in
everyone and everything. Ignore her and allow me to make myself
useful to you,” Seth countered with a smile.

“How would you make yourself useful to me?”
Finn asked cautiously. While his company was preferable to Fiona’s,
every instinct Finn had screamed that this man was dangerous.

“Yasney and Kaverax for starters. I would
introduce you to your most formidable of defenses. It is best that
you know them well and if you treat them better than the Dark lady
did, then I’m sure they will prove themselves quite loyal,” Seth
replied smoothly.

“He isn’t ready for that yet. He needs to
finish his lessons,” Fiona objected coldly. “If you continue to
interfere, I will make you regret it, Seth,” she added in
warning.

“Empty threats, harpy,” Seth said with a
wicked smile and turned his attention back to Finn. “Allow me to
help you, Lord Death,” he implored and bowed once more.

“Why do you want to help so badly?” Finn
asked with a raised eyebrow. “What do you gain from it?”

“My continued comfort in death, of course,
Milord. I ask only that I be allowed to make myself useful to you
so that I may continue to enjoy the benefits of my job.” Seth spoke
with such humility and subservience that Finn had to smile.

“So which of you inherits my power?” Finn
asked, his smile still in place. He watched Seth’s expression for
any sign of guilt as he spoke, but the man simply looked
shocked.

“Milord?” Seth gasped his tone filled with
disbelief. “I’m afraid I don’t understand at all what you mean.”
Seth’s eyes were wide and filled with such innocence that for a
breath Finn believed he had truly misjudged the man, until he saw
the approving nod from Fiona.

“I mean, when you take me outside of the
citadel to introduce me to the most formidable of my defenses, who
inherits my power? You, or the dragons that rip me apart?” Finn
explained, his gaze still locked on the slender man.

Seth let out a long breath and stood
straighter, letting his feathered cloak fall back over his worn
leather armor. His face lost all expression for a span of breaths
and then slowly he smiled again and there was genuine amusement in
the expression rather than simple flattering charm. He shrugged
slowly and clicked his tongue against his teeth. “Me, if I happened
to be fast enough. Which I usually am, though I’m sure as far as
the dragons are concerned it would be them gaining your power. They
are rather greedy for power you know, but then most dragons
are.”

“And now?” Finn asked, wondering what the man
would do, knowing that his plan wasn’t going to work.

“And now, I’m going to ask how I may serve
you while you continue your training,” Seth replied with a sigh.
“You can’t really blame me for trying, though,” he added with a
grin.

Finn returned the smile and shook his head.
“I don’t blame you at all. I would have tried in your place, I
think,” he agreed.

“If I might make a suggestion, Milord, for my
first order?” Seth prompted and watched Finn with a hopeful
expression.

“Does it involve feeding me to anything
else?” Finn asked.

Shaking his head, Seth smiled again and waved
a hand toward Finn. “It involves finding more appropriate clothing
for the Lord of Death. Honestly, the threads you wear now would be
cast off by most beggars.”

Finn frowned and gazed down at his ragged
clothing. Fiona had brought the scraps of clothes for him and it
was either wear the rags or go naked. The shirt was badly stained
and made of such a poor quality material he wouldn’t have wiped his
horse down with it had he still be among the living. The pants were
in even worse condition and the boots were so tattered he was
amazed they held together each time he put them on. “Please do, and
hurry about it. I think Fiona finds some sick amusement from seeing
me dressed thus,” Finn said with a firm nod.

“It was an attempt to teach you humility and
remind you that your former life no longer has any bearings upon
you. The dead do not care what you wear, Finn Sovaesh,” Fiona
snapped.

Finn smirked and pointed a finger at Seth
with a raised eyebrow. “He apparently does, Fiona.”

“He does not count. He is simply trying to
gain favor with you by pandering to your earlier vices,” Fiona shot
back and glared at Seth as if her expression alone could dismiss
him.

“On the contrary, Fiona. The recently
deceased do, in fact, still notice details as trivial as clothing
and I’m sure Lord Death will be dealing with the recently dead very
soon. He will have to. The line of spirits already extends well
past the city. Ignore them much longer and many will become lost
souls, Milord,” Seth said smoothly, his eyes twinkling at Fiona’s
anger.

“Then I suggest we return to your lessons,
Milord, and stop wasting time with this one,” Fiona snapped and
turned her back on Seth completely as she set her withering gaze on
Finn.

“Go, Seth, and bring me proper clothing when
you return. Fiona is right. I do need my practice,” Finn said with
a heavy sigh as he turned back to the table once more and pulled on
the magic. Carefully he began to pull the fragments back together,
but couldn’t help smiling as he heard the sound of wings behind
him. Even if he wasn’t trustworthy and Fiona apparently hated him,
there was no doubt in Finn’s mind that Seth would prove useful and
entertaining.
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Warm arms wrapped around her and Jala sighed
in contentment. Her eyes still closed, she nuzzled closer to the
warmth and smiled. “Finn,” she breathed. All of her frustration and
pain melted away with the strength of his arms. “I had the most
horrible dream,” she mumbled as a wave of icy wind brushed across
her face.

“I’m not Finn, Jala, and it’s not a dream.”
Sovann’s voice shattered the fragile illusion her dreams had built
and Jala’s eyes snapped open.

They were huddled together, pressed against a
wall and the ground beneath them was lurching with a sickening
pitch. Another roar of wind sent waves of water crashing down
beside them, but the thick cloak Sovann had wrapped around both of
them shielded the worst from her.

“Where are we?” Jala demanded, her eyes
frantically searching the sky above for any sign of stars. Her
father had taught her a bit about the stars and a glimpse would
have given her a slight clue of her location. The sky however was
shrouded with thick black clouds and driving rain.

“In hell,” Sovann muttered as he raised the
edge of the cloak to block another torrent of water.

“No, that looks different,” Jala pointed out
dryly, her eyes searching frantically for Marrow. There was no sign
of her familiar anywhere around her and she felt panic rising in
her chest. “Where is Marrow? Where is Valor? And most importantly,
where are we?” she demanded once more, her voice rising in pitch
with each word. The last thing she could remember was raising the
dead of Goswin. It had taken everything she had to see the last of
the souls brought back, but with the help of Zachary and the
witches they had finally managed it.

“Marrow is with Valor. I think he is trying
to calm him down. We are on a ship and should be very near
Kithvaryn if the damned boat doesn’t capsize. I’m not sure what you
said to Valor but he is certainly living up to the title Stormlord.
I just wish he would have chosen a better time to do it,” Sovann
explained, his voice thick with misery.

“What? I have no idea what I said to Valor
that would upset him. Are you sure the storm is of his making and
not simply the weather?” Jala gasped, her eyes searching the
surroundings once more. She could see the shape of the ship now
that she was looking for it. They were sitting in a recess on the
deck and leaning back against the door to the hold.

“I’m positive the storm is of his making. It
started in Goswin not long after you finished your magic. Valor was
helping you back to Anthe’s and we had planned to rest there until
you were able to travel. Then Valor’s expression darkened and so
did the skies. He handed you into my care and stalked off around
the time the snow began to fall. Within an hour it was a blizzard
and not long after that, Anthe was very politely asking me to get
Valor the hell out of her country. She has well over ten thousand
homeless people right now and a blizzard was the last thing she
needed,” Sovann grumbled and held up the cloak once more as another
wave sprayed water across their feeble shelter. “The bloody storm
followed us to the coast and now across the sea. I did have us in
the hold for a while but it started to flood below. I made this
damned ship with magic, Jala, it has no leaks in the hold. The
flooding is from all of the bloody storm waves.”

“I need to talk to him,” Jala said quickly as
she pulled herself free from the cloak. A lance of pain in her
chest pulled her up short and she leaned back against the door as
she struggled to find the source of her injury. Staring down, her
eyes locked on her breasts and she groaned softly. She hadn’t even
considered what the effects of being away from Legacy for so long
would be for her. It had been a simple arrangement to find a wet
nurse in Merro for her child. It was apparently not such a simple
thing for her. With a sigh she wrapped her cloak tightly around
herself and pushed away the problem for the moment. It was
uncomfortable, but it was nothing that would kill her anytime soon,
nor would her throbbing head. Valor’s temper on the other hand
might very well kill them all if she didn’t resolve the
problem.

“If you can’t calm him down, will you at
least knock him out? Maybe if he is unconscious the damned storm
will die down,” Sovann pleaded and she noticed the pale green tint
to his skin for the first time. Finn had spoken of being a sailor
in the past, but apparently his younger brother didn’t handle ship
travel as well. By his appearance, Sovann was quite sea sick.

“I will calm him down, Sovann,” Jala promised
as she climbed from the shelter quickly and crossed to the rail of
the ship. Lightning filled the sky as she crossed to the rail and
the crack of thunder that followed was nearly deafening. Blinking
quickly, Jala tried to clear her eyes of the momentary blindness as
she seized the rail of the ship in a death grip.

“Get back below!” Valor bellowed from
somewhere to her right and she began to creep in that direction,
moving both hands along the railing as she walked. Another wave
crashed against the boat and her breath caught as the icy water
drenched her. Gasping, she searched the deck until she located
Valor at the wheel of the ship and glaring at her with an
expression she had never before seen on his face – pure fury.

“I need to talk to you,” Jala called back,
hoping he could hear her through the wind.

“Get back below!” Valor repeated with more
force in his voice.

In hindsight perhaps you shouldn’t have
gotten drunk on Essence wine while you had a guilty conscience,
Marrow offered softly in her mind in a voice filled with utter
misery. She could barely make out the Bendazzi’s form where he
crouched behind Valor. From what she could see of him, the cat was
drenched and shivering.

What did I say to him? Jala pleaded as
she continued her slow approach to where Valor stood.

You told him of your plans to wed Seravae.
Wait, no, I think “confessed” is a more appropriate word to use
there, because I’m positive you were seeking forgiveness. As a side
note, judging by the weather, I don’t think he has forgiven
you, Marrow explained.

“Valor, I need to talk to you,” Jala repeated
as she drew closer to him.

Valor shifted his hold on the wheel and
glared at her, his blue eyes filled with anger. “If you are washed
overboard it is not of my doing. It seems no matter how hard I try
to keep you safe, you do everything in your power to make it
impossible. You are like guarding a child with a hatchet. Sometimes
the aim is true and other times you aim for your own foot.”

“Valor, I’m sorry,” Jala pleaded as she
released her grip on the rail and crossed the last stretch of deck
separating them. The roar of another wave rose on the air and she
braced herself for the impact of the water. Icy sheets poured down
over her back and she felt one of her feet slip under her, then a
firm hand on her arm.

“Impossible to protect,” Valor snarled as he
pulled her over to where he was standing and returned his grip to
the wheel.

Jala frowned and brushed tendrils of soaking
wet curls from her face as she stared up at him. “Valor, I’m
sorry,” she repeated her eyes searching for any change in his
expression.

“Sorry for what exactly? Sorry for the
arrangements you have made, or sorry that you didn’t tell me
sooner? When exactly where you planning to tell me? As you returned
for Merro with an army of Spooks?” Valor snarled.

“Spooks?” Jala asked in confusion. It wasn’t
a term she was familiar with and this was the first time she had
ever heard Valor use it.

It is the derogatory term the Arovan use
for Seravae. Spooks, wraiths, paleys and a variety of much less
flattering words. I’ve learned all of them while we have traveled.
I must say I envy your talent for drinking more than you should and
passing out, Marrow informed her.

“The gods-be-damned Seravae, Jala. When were
you going to tell me?” Valor demanded and his voice held as much
hurt to it as it did anger. “You ask me to trust you and then you
keep something like this from me,” he added bitterly and shook his
head as he turned his attention back to the raging sea.

“I wanted to tell you, Valor. I just didn’t
know how to tell you. I would have found a way before I left for
Seravae,” Jala said desperately, her gaze still locked on Valor’s
face. “Please, Valor, please understand I can’t do it any other
way. I have to do this to keep Merro safe.”

“And what you said about building you an
army, what was that, Jala? Just some feeble attempt to make me feel
important? You certainly don’t seem to think it will do anything to
help protect our home,” Valor snapped, his eyes flashing once
more.

“No, Valor, I need the army too. Don’t you
understand? Avanti has us outnumbered twenty to one. Even with the
army Ash will receive, we will be outnumbered. We need every last
soul we can manage fighting for Merro or we will all be Avanti
slaves,” Jala explained, her voice desperate. She needed Valor to
understand. She had too much to face without him. He had become her
anchor in the past few weeks and just the thought of facing what
lay ahead alone terrified her.

“Ash? You are going to marry the man that
failed to raise your husband?” Valor gasped incredulous.

“I failed Finn, Valor. That was my failure
from the start. And yes, I am going to marry Ash. For Merro and
every person that is depending on me I will do whatever it takes to
survive what’s coming,” Jala shot back, her own temper rising a bit
at the mention of Finn.

“Do you know the Seravae laws at all, Jala?
Do you actually believe it will still be your land after you marry
a Spook? Women have no property in Seravae. They are property
there. If Ash wanted to sell you it would be well within his
rights.” Valor returned his eyes fully on her now rather than the
storm or the ship.

Uhh. I know I’m not an expert on human
concerns, but shouldn’t someone be sailing the ship, considering we
are in the middle of a storm and most likely soon to be lost if he
doesn’t guide us, Marrow cut in, his yellow eyes flicking back
and forth between the two of them.

“I sincerely doubt Ash would want to sell me
even if those laws applied. This is beneficial to both sides,
Valor. His faction doesn’t agree with how things are done in
Seravae and are seeking a new beginning. This could work if you
would just try to open your mind a bit,” Jala pressed.

“Open my mind a bit? Do you have any idea
what his people have done to our land for the past thousand years?
They are murderers and rapists. They attack the coasts every year
and kill whatever is not useful to them, Jala. Is that what you
want in your country?” Valor snarled, the expression on his face
suggested that he would like nothing more than to shake some sense
into her.

“Did you not just hear me say it’s a
different faction? Ash’s people are not raiders, Valor! You cannot
judge them all by the actions of a few,” Jala replied, her voice
gaining volume as her frustration grew.

So the glowing yellow light to our left
means land right? Don’t your people keep flames on the
coasts to warn ships about rocks? Marrow spoke again but the
words barely registered in her mind. Every ounce of her focus was
upon Valor who stood glaring down at her his back rigid.

“And you believe him? You are so damned
naïve, Jala. What makes you think Ash’s people are any different
from the others, beyond his telling you so,” Valor snapped.

“Ash has given me no reason to doubt his
words, Valor. He has always acted with honor when dealing with us,”
Jala replied hotly.

“When dealing with you! I have had no
dealings with the spook nor will I ever,” Valor corrected.

Yes those are definitely rocks. That is,
if either of you care yet. I’m really not looking forward to a ship
wreck, but then I wasn’t really looking forward to any part of this
trip, Marrow said, his voice taking on a defeated tone.

“Wait what?” Jala snapped her eyes turning to
the Bendazzi and then to the storm darkened sea beyond. It was a
useless endeavor with her vision however and she could barely see
beyond the prow of the ship. “Valor, are we about to hit rocks?”
she asked, her tone switching from anger to panic.

Valor’s eyes snapped forward and he pulled
hard on the wheel of the ship. “Yes,” he replied quickly as he bent
his full strength to turning the ship. “Brace yourselves,” he
mumbled as the ship lurched, its timbers screaming in protest.

“Why in the bloody hell are we going right
for the rocks?” Sovann demanded as he staggered from the hold
area.

“Am I the only one that can’t see in the dark
here?” Jala demanded her eyes still searching the roiling sea
frantically.

“Apparently,” Valor hissed as the wind around
him rose once more, blowing hard into the sails. “Hold on to
something, Sovann, this is going to get rough,” Valor commanded as
he closed his eyes. Magic roiled off him as he called upon his
elemental powers.

“What are you doing?” Jala demanded as the
ship began to rise dramatically.

“Bloody buggering hell that’s a big wave,”
Sovann gasped. The mage had taken Valor’s advice and now clung with
a white knuckled grip to the railing, but the expression on his
face suggested that he would much rather be back in the hold. “We
are riding the crest of a wave, Jala,” Sovann informed her, his
voice cracking a bit as he spoke.

“Valor, what are you doing?” Jala asked again
a bit more franticly.

“Getting us to shore so you can make your
deal with the damned mercenaries. Last warning, Jala, find
something and hold on. This is going to be a rough landing,” Valor
replied in hoarse whisper as the ship rose yet higher in the
water.

“Marrow, come here!” Jala gasped as the wind
rose in strength. Quickly she wedged the Bendazzi between her and
Valor and clung to the knight with both arms as she squeezed her
eyes shut. “I trust you, Valor,” she whispered as the ship lurched
once more and gained more speed.
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Jala sat up slowly spitting sand from her
mouth and blinked the salt water from her stinging eyes. Lightning
filled the sky, illuminating the broken outline of their small ship
just long enough for her to see the extent of the damage. While
Valor’s trick with the wave may have spared them all a very cold
dousing in the stormy sea and possible drowning, it certainly had
not spared them the pain of a ship wreck. Blinking her eyes once
more she staggered to her feet and stared along the coast for any
sign of her friends.

Never again. I don’t care what the
purpose. You will never again get me on a ship, Marrow snarled
in her mind and she felt herself release a sigh of relief. There
was sign that one of her companions had survived; now all she had
to do was find the other two.

“Jala!” Sovann’s voice rose above the howling
wind just long enough for her to hear the single frantic call.

“I’m all right!” Jala called back, hoping he
could hear her. Slowly she began to walk in the direction she
thought the call came from. In the current weather, it was
difficult to be sure.

“Is Valor with you?” Sovann called again, his
voice louder and closer.

“No,” Jala replied as loudly as she could
while her mind raced with images of Valor lying broken on the beach
somewhere. With a muffled curse she picked up her pace toward
Sovann, her eyes scanning the ground around her as she moved.

I haven’t located him yet. If I do I will
tell you at once. I am trying to determine exactly where we are at
the moment, Marrow informed her.

“Valor!” Jala called, her voice breaking as
she contemplated the heavy armor he had been wearing. Even with
Valor’s strength, swimming in all of that steel would have been
next to impossible. “Damn it, Val why did you leave the armor on,”
she hissed as she blinked rain back from her eyes. Another violent
gust of wind drove hard across the beach and she clenched her teeth
against the cold. She’d lost her cloak at some point on the journey
and the sheer material of her dress was no match for the
weather.

“No sign of him yet?” Sovann asked as he
approached her quickly, his cloak pulled tight against the
wind.

Jala shook her head and chewed on her lower
lip as she continued to stare hopelessly at the beach. “I think
magic is my only hope here. I’m too damned blind in this murk and
rain,” Jala informed him and let out a long sigh.

“Let me. I doubt you have had a chance to
rebuild all your power from Goswin and you may need what little you
have for the negotiations with Kithvaryn,” Sovann offered with a
frown.

“Well, look for my staff as well as Valor, if
you would please. Valor first, though,” Jala agreed and rubbed her
face with both hands. This was not exactly how she had planned to
make an entrance to the isle of Kithvaryn. From what she had
learned of the man, Kithvaryn was a meticulous person with an eye
for details that made most seem blind.

“This way,” Sovann urged after a long pause
and she followed after him quickly as he moved toward the ship
wreckage. He stopped just short of the main body of the ship and
began frantically pushing the tattered remains of their sails from
his way. “He is under here somewhere,” Sovann called over his
shoulder.

“Is he living? Can you tell?” Jala asked
frantically as she dropped to her knees and began pulling the cloth
back as quickly as she could.

“He is pureblood Immortal, Jala. It will take
more than a simple ship wreck to kill him,” Sovann assured her, but
the expression on his face said otherwise. “Here, Jala I’ve found
his arm,” Sovann exclaimed and Jala moved quickly to his side.

Pushing past Sovann she forced the remainder
of the wreckage back and stared down at Valor’s pale face and the
streak of coppery blood that tracked down from his temple. “He is
alive, but he will need healing. Give me a bit of room please,”
Jala said, her words coming out in a rush as her eyes lingered on
the color of his blood. It was too dark to be sure, but it didn’t
quite seem red. It wasn’t gold she could tell that much, but it
still wasn’t quite the right color.

“Should I look for Marrow as well, or just
the staff?” Sovann asked as he stepped back away from her.

“Marrow is fine just the staff please,” Jala
replied softly her eyes never leaving Valor.

“I will find it then. If you need me, call. I
shouldn’t be far off,” Sovann said as he backed away farther.

“Valor can you hear me?” Jala whispered.
Carefully she placed a palm on either side of his face and gently
smoothed his hair back from the wound. Leaning back a bit she
daubed at the blood with the sleeve of her dress. It didn’t look
like a deep gash, but she could already see the lump rising beneath
it. Chewing on her lip once more she looked down at his pale face
and swallowed heavily. “I don’t ever want to see you like this
again, Valor Hai’dia. I’d rather you be fuming and cursing me then
bleeding on the ground before me,” she whispered hoarsely as she
began to form a healing spell in her mind.

“I’d rather you not give me a reason to fume
and curse,” Valor replied in a broken whisper, his eyes still
closed. “Gods be damned but it feels like my head is split in two,”
he mumbled.

“My father always said that it’s easiest to
fight with those you care for. And it’s not quite split in two but
it is a nasty bump. Give me a moment and I’ll have you fixed up,”
Jala returned softly. The glow of magic radiated off her hands and
highlighted his face making it seem even more ghostly. “I know I’ve
seen you wounded before, Valor, and I don’t recall you bleeding
like this.”

Valor’s eyes flashed open at her words and
then widened quickly. “Jala duck!” he bellowed weakly.

Ducking quickly, Jala snapped her head to
look behind her as she rolled to the sand beside Valor who was
trying desperately to free himself from her and rise. Lightning
flashed in the sky illuminating the edge of a sword blade as it
fell directly toward her. “No!” she screamed uselessly as she
frantically tried to form a spell.

“Yes,” came the mocking reply as the flat of
the blade connected solidly with her head. Spots danced before her
eyes and she struggled to remain conscious. “Tough little bitch,
aren’t you?” The voice was faint from the ringing in her ears, yet
she still tried to target where he must be standing now.

“You will die for that,” Valor snarled and
she felt the wind rise once more. This time however she knew it was
not the storm causing the violent gust.
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“Tasty little peach isn’t she.” Hot breath
washed across her face with the words and Jala struggled to open
her eyes. Her head felt exactly as Valor had described his own
wound earlier. “And already waking up. Can you hear me, little
girl?” the voice called again, thick with mockery.

“Get away from her!” Valor snarled and Jala
felt relief wash over her at the sound of his voice.

“Just like an Arovan. Trussed up like a pig
and still trying to bellow orders,” another voice called and
judging by the laughter that followed there were quite a few others
with them as well.

Her eyes still closed, Jala let out a slow
breath and tried to force her mind to think clearly. They were
inside. Of that she was certain. She could hear the storm raging
still, but there was no sting of wind or rain. Her arms were bound
behind her and someone was holding her upright from behind.
Carefully she flexed her leg and felt her heart sink farther as she
felt the pull of bonds there as well. Apparently, Valor wasn’t the
only one trussed up like a pig. This definitely wasn’t how she had
planned to make her entrance.

“Shy one, aye?” The first man spoke again,
squeezing one of her breasts painfully as he did.

“I’m not shy, and if you do that again I will
remove that hand. I am here to speak with Kithvaryn, not his
lackeys,” Jala hissed with as much command as she could muster
given her current situation. Where are you? Jala worked the
link to Marrow as quickly as she could and took care to keep any
expression but outrage from her face.

Outside in this wretched storm. I wish you
would soothe him so this bloody rain will stop. They didn’t see me
when you were captured and I followed you here, but couldn’t get
inside without notice. It’s difficult to hide in a well lit room
even for a Bendazzi, Marrow replied almost instantly and she
could hear the relief in his voice.

Stay close, but don’t risk yourself. This
doesn’t look good at the present, but I don’t think my life is in
danger yet, Jala said quickly and dropped the link between
them. There was a chance that this room held mages other than
herself and Sovann, and she had been told many times how loud her
mental links with Marrow were by others sensitive to such things.
She may have just given away the fact that Marrow was on the
island, but they didn’t know exactly where he was. If any of them
were stupid enough to go hunting a Bendazzi at night in this kind
of weather she would lay all of her gold on Marrow for the
fight.

Laughter echoed through the room once more.
“She must be Arovan as well,” the second man called loudly through
the noise of the room.

“I am High Lady Jala Merrodin and I demand
you release me at once,” Jala bellowed over the amusement. The room
fell deathly silent at her words and she slowly lifted her head and
opened her eyes. There were perhaps thirty in the room all dressed
in assorted armor. From the looks of it they were in a sort of mess
hall and had interrupted dinner with their arrival. Benches and
tables filled the area surrounding them and she could see several
more men still seated. Apparently the entertainment hadn’t appealed
enough to them to leave their supper. Turning her head slowly, she
let her eyes travel over each and every face. There was no longer
any amusement written in their expressions, it was anger now. Valor
was perhaps ten feet away from her, bound as she was at hand and
foot. Sovann hung limply between two of the mercenaries, his face
still lax.

The hands supporting her tightened on her
arms. “I can’t believe you were stupid enough to show your face
here. Where is the cowardly bastard you call husband? I hear he
faked his own death to avoid paying his dues for killing
Kanon.”

“Finn was never a coward. He was rash and
bold, but never a coward,” A man called from one of the tables. His
voice was cultured and low as he spoke and didn’t quite hold the
same accent as her captors.

Jala turned her head at the words trying to
locate the newest speaker. She hadn’t expected to find any allies
here and wasn’t sure who it was. The sound of boot heels behind her
gave her pause and she waited as the man slowly circled around her
to stand directly before her. He was average height with long brown
hair that was pulled back neatly in a braid. The expression on his
face was one of interest, but not one of sympathy. His amber eyes
trailed across her face and then slowly down her ragged dress to
her feet. Leaning back on his heels he straightened his coat
carefully and met her eyes. “Do you know who I am?” he asked
softly.

Jala remained silent for a long breath, her
eyes lingering on the black coat he wore. It was cut just below the
waist and made of material that was far beyond the means of a
common soldier. It was the embroidery that captured her eyes
though. The careful stitching of flames in yellow and orange that
lined the bottom of the coat as well as the cuffs. “You personally,
no, I’m afraid I don’t. I recognize the colors of Rivana though,”
Jala replied coldly.

His eyebrow rose slightly and a faint smile
creased the corners of his mouth. “Bound and trussed and still
defiant,” he said softly and nodded his head with what might have
been approval. “My name is Hexian Rivana. I am the General of the
Northern armies in Rivana. It was my nephew that your husband
killed in the arena.”

“Devron earned that death,” Jala cut in her
eyes narrowing.

“You didn’t let me finish,” Hexian chided
with a smirk. “I was about to say I owe you my thanks for that.
Pity he didn’t stay dead. Devron is a righteous little shit and in
my opinion a waste of the air he breathes.” His smile grew at the
look of shock on her face. “Just because we share the name doesn’t
mean there is love among us. Release her, Keller. Lady Merrodin and
her companions will keep me company at my table until Kithvaryn
chooses to speak with one of us.” There was a snap of command in
Hexian’s voice and Jala felt the hands on her arms loosen their
grip at once, though not entirely.

“She is a prisoner, Lord Hexian. Her Arovan
knight killed one of our scouts. I can’t just let her go,” Keller
objected, though his voice was wavering.

Hexian’s eyes narrowed and he looked past her
to stare directly at her captor. “Are you suggesting that I am not
capable of preventing the escape of a half-drowned girl and her two
wounded companions?” His voice was low and dangerous as if daring
the man to offend him further.

“We don’t take our orders from you, Hex, and
I still have a few things I’d like to ask the half-drowned girl.”
It was a woman’s voice this time, and from the back of the room.
The crowd parted as the woman crossed the room toward them. Her
long dark hair was pulled back in a high ponytail and the
expression on her pale face was murderous.

“Who is she?” Jala whispered to Hexian as she
watched the woman approach. It was obvious from her armor that she
wasn’t simply a common mercenary. The quality of work on her
breastplate rivaled the detail on Valor’s.

“Commander Kithkara, I’m surprised such a
trivial prisoner has attracted your esteemed interest,” Hexian said
as he half turned to face the woman.

“Trivial? Half of the High Lords are
screaming for her blood. I scarcely think she is trivial,” Kithkara
returned dryly, her eyes moving past Hexian to fix solidly on
Jala’s face. “Where is Finn Sovaesh?” she snarled her eyes
narrowing.

“Dead and trapped in the Darklands. I failed
to raise him,” Jala answered bluntly, the truth of her words
tightening her throat painfully.

“Look at her expression Kara. You cannot fake
that suffering. She speaks the truth to you. I attended the
services in Avanti myself. It was a small affair that was kept
quiet for the most part, but I felt obliged to show my respect for
the month of peace he gave me from my nephew,” Hexian said with a
sigh.

“I never trust words given so freely. I’ve
found that the truth is only revealed by the blade of a sharp
knife,” Kithkara replied, a wicked grin curving the corners of her
mouth.

A gasping sob erupted from somewhere in the
crowd and thunder rumbled loud enough to shake the very stones of
the keep. Kithkara and Hexian both whirled toward the sound as the
crowd parted once more to reveal both of Valor’s captors writhing
on the ground. Valor himself was standing free of bonds, though he
seemed a bit shaky.

“Harm her and I will kill you,” Valor warned,
his hand dropping toward a sword that was no longer at his side.
Rolling his eyes he let out a heavy sigh and moved both hands into
a defensive stance before him as if he were prepared to take on the
room full of seasoned mercenaries with nothing more than his fists.
A spasm rocked the bodies of the two groaning men at his feet and
they abruptly fell still.

“If they are dead, your life is forfeit,”
Kithkara informed him in a flat voice, ignoring his threat
completely.

“Well, this is headed down the wrong path
swiftly,” Hexian muttered.

“Now would be a splendid time to wake up
Sovann,” Valor hissed, his eyes moving constantly across the crowds
for anyone moving. “They aren’t dead for now, simply unconscious.
Release her and they will continue to live,” Valor added in a
louder voice.

“You are outnumbered forty to one, you
idiot,” someone called from the crowd. A wave of nervous laughter
echoed through the room then dropped to silence once more as
Kithkara held up a slender hand.

Moving slowly, Kithkara began to walk toward
Valor. The sound of her boot heels echoed through the silent hall.
“Do you know what they call the armies of Kithvaryn, little boy?”
she asked softly.

In for a copper, in for a gold. Jala
smiled as Finn’s words surfaced from her memories. In this
situation, Finn would fight no matter the odds, and there was no
way she would let Valor stand alone in any fight. As long as she
still drew breath she would fight beside him.

Drawing quickly on her power, Jala sent a
violent shock into the man still holding her. It was not enough to
kill the man, simply stun him. She felt him spasm and fall back
away from her. Her balance wavered as he released her and she
barely managed to keep her footing as she quickly cast a spell to
cut the bonds that held her.

“Corpses, if we continue here,” Jala answered
as Kithkara whirled once more to face her at the sound of her
captor’s fall. Flexing her wrists, Jala watched the shredded
remains of rope fall from her wrists and straightened her shoulders
as she met the other woman’s eyes fully. “I’m here to speak with
Kithvaryn, but if you’d rather this become bloody then by all
means, Commander, draw your blade,” Jala hissed holding both hands
out in invitation.

“Well this explains why Finn loved you. You
are apparently every bit as brash and bold as he was,” Hexian
sighed as he stepped back several feet.

“We are called the Ten Thousand Immortals,”
Kithkara continued, though she had stopped her advance toward
Valor. Her gaze flicked between the two of them with an expression
that suggested they were both foolish children.

“Long name. I’m not impressed,” Jala replied
a faint smile curving her own lips. Let the woman consider them
children, underestimating the damage she and Valor could create was
a huge mistake. Death herself could attest to that.

“There are no half-bloods or commoners among
us. Every man and woman on this island is pure-blood immortal. To
attack us at the odds you now have is suicide,” Kithkara
snarled.

“I miss Finn. I can’t say that I would mind
seeing him again and I’d rather die fighting than under your knife
in torture. That is, if we lose, of course. Valor and I have faced
Death herself and lived and somehow I don’t think you are quite as
impressive as a Divine Commander,” Jala returned the smile widening
on her lips. Tilting her head back she licked her lips and let her
eyes rove across the room then back to Kithkara. Soft laughter
bubbled from Jala’s lips and she waved her hands once more in
invitation. “Just draw the blade,” she pressed the words sounding
so much like Finn’s that her smile widened further.

“Please,” Valor added as a soft breeze began
to build around him. “I have a lot of angst I’d love to release on
someone.” Jala could see how tense he was even at the distance he
stood from her, though it wasn’t with fear. It was pure
anticipation. Every muscle in his body was coiled and begging for
release.

“Enough!” The single word cut through the
room like a knife and all eyes moved toward the speaker who stood
framed in the doorway. Lightning flashed in the sky behind the man
as he stepped fully into the room, the massive wooden doors
crashing closed behind him. “Back to your duties all of you,” the
man snapped and the crowd surrounding them scattered like quail
before a hound, aside for a scant few that were brave enough to
linger.

“General Kithvaryn,” Jala said with a slight
bow of her head. The man was slight and smaller than most in the
room. His dark hair was cut short and his clothing was plain and
functional. There was, however, no mistaking who he was despite his
appearance. While Kithvaryn’s appearance might not be intimidating,
his reputation was. This was not a man to bully or bluff and he
well deserved the show of respect. In every book at the Academy
that mentioned him, Kithvaryn was described as a genius and a
brilliant leader. If the text was to be believed, this man had
never lost a single battle.

“Lady Merrodin,” Kithvaryn replied, though
without the nod of respect and in a much colder voice.

What did I really expect here, tea and
crumpets? I should have known I would share the blame for
his son’s death and approached with more caution. Jala scolded
herself silently and waited for him to continue.

“We will speak, Lady Merrodin, and if I do
not like what you say, you will regret coming to this island. I
sent no one after your husband despite my son’s death. I was
content to allow you to live in peace as long as you kept your
distance. Kithkanon was rash and overconfident and while his death
was painful to me, it was no true surprise. Your presence here,
however, is a surprise, and not a pleasant one.” Kithvaryn’s voice
was low and the look in his eyes spoke volumes of his sincerity.
“Escort the Lady to my parlor, Kara,” he ordered, then slowly
turned to regard Valor. “Have those two thrown in cells.” He paused
a moment as the remaining men in the room moved to follow his
orders. “Barllen cells,” he added thoughtfully before turning to
face Hexian. “I regret our talks will have to wait Lord Hexian. I
hope you understand.”

“Of course. I would very much like you to
resolve this difficulty first, actually. If the Lady’s words aren’t
pleasing to you, Rivana would be very interested in making a deal,”
Hexian replied with a smile.

“I will not have my companions imprisoned,”
Jala broke in before Kithkara could move her a single step. “I
would rather speak than fight General, but I will not have my
friends mistreated,” Jala warned and wondered if she had truly gone
insane as the expression on every face in the room indicated.

“You are in no position to make demands, Lady
Merrodin,” Kithvaryn warned.

“You are making the same mistake as your son
did and underestimating an opponent,” Jala countered, the
expression on her face unwavering.

Kithvaryn watched her in silence for a long
moment and then slowly smiled. Nodding his head ever so slightly he
let out a soft chuckle. “That remains to be seen, but I admire your
resolve. I’ll tell you what, Lady Merrodin. I’ll offer you this.
Your companions may join us in my parlor, but if they make a single
sound or movement that offends me I will have them killed. Or they
can wait in the cells and make all of the fuss they like and be
perfectly safe from harm. Which do you prefer?”

“That they wait with me,” Jala replied
without hesitation.

Kithvaryn chuckled again and glanced aside at
Valor who stood rigid before the approaching men, his expression as
stormy as the weather. “Then his blood is on your hands, Lady.”

Jala nodded her agreement and turned her head
to meet Valor’s eyes. Their gazes locked for a long moment as she
could see the same resolve in his eyes. If this went poorly, both
of their blood would spill. She would fight to the last breath
before she allowed herself or her companions to be sold or
imprisoned. Smiling faintly, she bowed her head to Valor. Thank
you, Valor. I know you are still mad at me and I know I got us all
into this mess, and yet you still stand beside me to the last.
She whispered the words in his mind through the most subtle link
she could form.

Always, Valor’s response was just as
faint but filled with the same promise it always held when he spoke
that word to her.

A firm hand gripped her upper arm tightly and
Jala turned to glance at Kithkara’s face as the older woman led her
toward double doors in the back of the hall. “You are either insane
or a complete fool,” Kithkara hissed, her anger still apparent in
her voice.

“Neither, actually. Reckless perhaps.
Confident certainly, but mainly it is simple tenacity. I don’t back
down and I don’t give up. You might have won, Kithkara, from sheer
numbers, but I would have given you enough fight that you would
never forget facing me no matter how long you lived,” Jala replied
in a soft voice.

“An overconfident fool,” Kithkara muttered
sourly and Jala simply smiled in response.


Chapter 20
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Emily crouched on the edge of the roof and
stared hard at the surrounding area. Ravens filled the town,
clustered on every roof and in every tree as thick as flies in
summer. The noise from the creatures was hideous and almost
overwhelming enough for her to retreat back inside. Her eyes moved
from creature to creature as she tried to determine exactly what
the birds were doing. They didn’t seem to be interested in food or
showing any interest in the city beyond the perches they sat upon.
It had been like this since the sun had risen and the commoners of
the town were beginning to mutter about ill luck.

“I say we use the damned things as archery
practice,” a passing knight muttered as they rode by the roof Emily
perched upon.

“Ill luck to shoot a raven,” his companion
returned in a voice that quavered slightly. Raising a gauntleted
hand to his chest he made a quick warding gesture as they continued
down the road.

Emily shook her head at the gesture and
returned her attention to the birds. It might have been interesting
to see what happened if the animals were attacked. Her instincts
told her the creatures weren’t entirely natural and who knew what
would happen if they were attacked.

A soft whimper from below her perch drew her
attention and she edged toward the sound and leaned down toward the
open window. The noise from the birds was so loud that she nearly
missed the cry. A second whimper followed and Emily frowned. It was
Legacy crying, probably hungry again. The child always seemed to be
hungry, especially in Jala’s absence. Another louder wail rose from
the window and Emily dropped soundlessly to the sill to peer
inside.

The crying wasn’t unusual. Legacy was
miserable without his mother nearby. The unusual part was the fact
that Wisp wasn’t in the room yet. The Fae was seldom far from the
child and usually responded with the first whimper. Silently Emily
slid through the open window and looked down into the crib at the
fussing baby. Her gaze moved from the crib to the door that was
still closed tightly. It was possible that Wisp hadn’t heard the
noise through the racket the birds were making. Moving slowly,
Emily advanced on the door, her head cocked toward the outer hall,
listening closely for any noise that spoke of trouble.

Legacy wailed again and Emily glanced back at
the crib with indecision filling her mind. She didn’t want to
actually touch the child. She had refrained from even getting too
close to him since he had been born. It wasn’t that she disliked
him. It was the simple fact that she didn’t trust herself by him.
He was so small and fragile, and the Blight instincts seemed so
much sharper when Marrow was away. Yet she didn’t want to leave him
alone either, especially when he was upset. She could relate with
his feelings completely. It was horrible to be left behind.

A soft patter at the window drew her gaze
past the crib to settle on the huge black bird that had landed. The
bird cocked its head, looking around the room before hopping
farther in and closer to the crib. She was about to attack it when
a soft rasp at the door drew both of their attention. They froze as
the door knob slowly began to turn the bird’s attention as focused
as her own. Definitely not a natural animal then, she decided with
growing interest. So which is more dangerous here, the bird or
whoever is at the door? She pondered silently and wished that
Marrow was with her once again. The Bendazzi not only had more
experience with life than she did, he was a partner in situations
such as this. Had he been here they could have divided their
strength and eliminated both threats at once.

Wisp would already be in the room. Emily
realized with a frown. Whoever this was opening the door was far
too cautious to be a member of the household. All of the maids
adored the child and would have scrambled had they heard the
pathetic cries he was making. Her breath slowed as the door slowly
pushed open revealing a sliver of shadows from the darkened hallway
beyond. A black gloved hand appeared against the wood frame of the
doorway and the faint coppery smell of blood filled the room.

Emily crouched beside the wall waiting for
the intruder to enter the room fully. There was no question of it
now. This was an enemy. All she needed now was a full target. The
door opened farther and a man stepped fully into the room. His
features were impossible to make out between the murk of the
hallway and the heavy black cloak he wore, but Emily had no doubts
on attacking.

The moment the stranger cleared the door
frame she moved, lunging forward with a speed that would make a cat
envious. One hand locked around the man’s throat, her claws digging
in deep as she slammed him hard against the wall, her other hand
slashing at his stomach. Warm blood gushed from both wounds and the
smell was intoxicating. A broken gurgling noise tore from his
throat as the wound to his stomach tore farther spilling his
innards onto the thick carpet. Emily smiled and watched the frantic
look in the man’s eyes as his body began to fail him. “Not this
child you don’t. This one is protected,” she hissed as she slowly
released the dying man and watched him slump to the floor his
lifeblood pooling around him.

“More than you know,” a man’s voice whispered
behind her and Emily whirled. He stood by the window, the child
cradled in his arms with one tiny hand clutching at a raven black
feather from the stranger’s cloak. She hadn’t even realized Legacy
had fallen silent.

“Put him down now,” Emily hissed, already
pacing to another location in the small room.

“You have a dilemma, Emily Solace. He was not
the only intruder in the house. There are more. Look down at that
man’s side. Do you see the dagger there? That’s the mark of the
Nightblades. They were sent for the child as should have been
expected,” The man leaned back against the wall his gaze falling to
Legacy and a small smile formed on his lips. “You have no idea of
the hostage value this child has to just about everyone for one
purpose or another.”

“How do you know my name?” Emily growled as
she continued to approach the man. If she could just get close
enough she could possibly snatch Legacy from the man’s grasp before
he had a chance to flee out the window.

“That is irrelevant. What you should be
considering are your friends below. The Nightblades have already
incapacitated them both as well as the household staff and while
they are not dead now if you continue to waste time they will be,”
the man continued his eyes still on the child.

“You expect me to leave this room without
that child? You are mad. Legacy is to be protected at all costs and
both Jail and Wisp would agree with me,” Emily snarled as she
crouched for another lunge. If she came in low she could lift the
child straight from his grasp and perhaps still manage to get a
solid hit on the fool.

“Nice plan, think it will work?” the man
asked in a mocking voice, his smile growing wider. Looking up from
the child he turned his attention straight to her and winked.

Emily returned the stare. Her jaw dropped
slightly as she stared at the man in complete and utter shock. Not
even Neph could tell precisely where she was without the glasses
Sovann had crafted, and yet this stranger was looking right at her.
“Are you a Blight?” she mumbled as she slowly stood back up from
her crouch. She hadn’t sensed him as a Blight, but then she hadn’t
truly sensed him at all.

“Ah, if only it were something that simple to
deal with. No, Emily, I’m infinitely more dangerous than your
brethren. I am however on your side here. I want the child safe as
well for my own reasons. He won’t be safe here. As long as your
enemies know that Jala and the main strength of Merro are gone,
they will send more for this child. Your friends are very near
death now Emily, I suggest you hurry and make your choice. Let them
die and fight me for the child or save them, kill your enemies, and
allow me to return Legacy to his mother’s side.” His eyes continued
to follow her as she backed a half step away from him, and Emily’s
frown deepened.

“How do I know you will take him to his
mother? I don’t even know who you are,” she asked as she studied
the man searching for any clue to his identity or who he might be
working for.

“My name is Seth, and you don’t know I will,
you must simply have faith,” Seth said with a mocking smile. “It
would be a perfect time for you to practice that particular part of
being human. Faith is the thing you have the most difficulty with
isn’t it? Well aside from snacking on your comrades that is. Which
in fact will be very easy for you to do shortly and they will
already be dead so no fight in getting the meal.”

“I can’t allow you to leave with him,” Emily
snarled as she lunged with no warning at all. Despite the surprise
she was positive she had, Seth dodged the attack easily and
laughed.

“You never had a choice, Emily. I was simply
trying to allow you a chance to keep your pride. Sorry doll, but I
have no more time for this. The Nightblades are already closing on
this room. Better kill them quickly, Emily or you will have let
your friends die as well as lost the child. That’s more failure
than I’m sure you want to deal with.” Seth spoke the words even as
she was charging him again, his mocking smile never once
faltering.

“You won’t leave this room with that child!”
Emily snarled as she brought her claws down hard across the man’s
side and nearly plunged headfirst into the wall as her hands passed
directly through him.

Seth turned to watch her as she stumbled back
to her feet, spinning to face him with an expression of disbelief
clearly written on her face. Shaking his head slowly he clicked his
tongue against his teeth. “I was gone before you killed the
Nightblade Emily. This is a projection. I’m surprised you didn’t
pick that up with your advanced senses.” Sighing dramatically, he
shook his head once more. “You really do need the Bendazzi with
you, child,” he murmured in a sickeningly sweet voice as the image
slowly faded into the shadows of the room.

Cold weight settled over her chest at the
words and she swallowed quickly as her eyes began to burn. “Damn
you,” she whispered as the full brunt of her failure brought
glassiness to her eyes. The faint scuff of a boot in the hall drew
her attention back to Seth’s warnings and she turned to face the
open door. Seth might have tricked her, but these fools wouldn’t.
Flexing her hands Emily waited in utter silence for the first of
the Nightblades to show themselves. She almost pitied the bastards.
Seth had humiliated her and stolen Legacy and now they would pay
for his sins, painfully. Crouching she waited for the first victim
and only then realized the rest of the city had fallen silent as
well. Not a single caw of a raven could be heard.
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“Clear the room!” Seth bellowed from the back
of the crowded audience chamber as he pushed his way through the
doors. The two demons posted to either side of the entrance gave
the rogue a fleeting glance but showed no signs of following his
order.

Finn leaned back in his seat and watched as
the man crossed the room toward him. The spirits didn’t simply move
from Seth’s path, they fled his approach in terror. “Why do they
fear him like that? They don’t run from me in that fashion,” Finn
whispered to Fiona. His teacher and unwilling mentor stood to his
left, watching the proceedings with a look of utter disgust written
plainly across her delicate face.

“The Dark Lady gave souls to him in payment.
Seth feeds off them such as a Soulreaver would,” Fiona answered
quietly, her gold eyes locked on the approaching rogue and
narrowing dangerously. “This is your first official judging of
souls. He should not be interrupting.”

“Clear the bloody room, now!” Seth snarled in
a louder voice, his attention fully focused on the demons that
lingered near the doors.

“Seth, I fail to see why I should have the
chamber cleared for the laundry you are bringing me,” Finn called
across the room before the demons had moved from their stations.
Honestly, he didn’t really want to use the creatures more than he
had to. The hold he had on the denizens of the Darklands was
tenuous at best and he preferred to have them within sight for the
time being. At least, until he mastered better control of the more
dangerous ones.

“I bring more than laundry, Milord, please
humor me, I beg of you.” Seth’s voice held a faint note of pleading
to it that seemed quite out of character for him.

Glancing at Fiona, Finn shrugged and waved a
hand to the demons. With a low growl the first of the creatures
moved to clear the hall. “This better be good, Seth. Do you have
any idea how long I’m going to have to listen to Fiona bitch about
you interrupting?” Finn sighed, glancing once more at Fiona before
looking back to Seth with a weary expression.

Seth paused, a smile on his handsome face and
brown eyes sparkling. He cocked his head to the side and winked at
Fiona before turning to ensure the room was clear of all but the
three of them. With a faint nod of approval he looked back at Finn
and carefully pulled his cloak back revealing the wrapped bundle in
the crook of his arm. “Milord, might I present your son,” he
whispered, as he offered the bundle forward toward the throne.

Finn stared blankly for a long moment before
blinking in shock and rising quickly from his throne. “My son?” he
gasped as he took the bundle and stared down at the violet eyed
child wrapped within. “What of Jala? How did you get the child? Why
did you get the child?” The questions poured out of him as he
backed once more to his throne, his eyes never leaving the baby.
His legs shook slightly as he sat back down and pulled the blanket
farther back.

“Jala left the child with two of her comrades
while she tended to Goswin. During her absence the Nightblades were
sent to retrieve the child. I beat them to it,” Seth answered with
a grin.

“Why?” Fiona demanded, her voice thick with
suspicion as she watched the rogue.

“To gain favor, obviously, Fiona. Why else
would I do it?” Seth replied with a snort of amusement.

“To save the child, perhaps?” Fiona offered
dryly.

“Silence Fiona,” Finn snapped as he slowly
looked up from his son. He regarded Seth for a long moment and
nodded slowly. “You have gained favor, but I wonder what you are
planning now.”

“I’m planning to allow you to spend time with
your son before I continue my journey to his mother and return him
safely to her,” Seth explained easily as he leaned back against a
pillar. “Time passes differently here, Milord. You could spend half
a day with your child and none would be any the wiser. His name, I
believe, is Legacy Sovaesh Merrodin. Quite a long name for such a
small boy but I’m sure he will grow into it.”

“Small boy?” Finn chuckled as he unwrapped
the child fully from the blanket and balanced him carefully on his
knee. “He seems rather large to me for his age. Should he be this
big at two weeks old Fiona?”

Fiona blinked at him several times and made a
faint sputtering sound. “How in the bloody hell should I know how
large it should be,” she asked, sounding as if he had insulted
her.

“Well I thought you…” Finn began but let his
voice trail off as he noticed her expression growing even more
indignant.

“He is large for his age, Milord. I believe
Jala’s magic is still at work upon him. At his age he should be
half that size,” Seth broke in smoothly.

“You know about children?” Finn asked in
disbelief, his gaze returning to Seth.

“He should. He is here because of one,” Fiona
said with a smirk and for the first time since he had met the man
he saw all humor drain from the Assassin’s face.

“I’m not here because of the child, Fiona,”
Seth said softly in a voice that seemed far more dangerous than any
battle cry Finn had ever heard. He raised a hand and rubbed at his
face then looked back to Finn. “I had a child once. If you have
questions, Milord, better to direct them to me than to the
harpy.”

Finn nodded slowly, his eyes watching the
Assassin. “What happened?” he asked after a long moment.

“Someone used the child against me just as
they would have done to your wife, Milord. To love something is to
present weapons to your enemies. They will use the love to kill
you,” Seth explained with a shrug and pushed off the pillar. “I
will be back for the child this evening, Milord. Enjoy your time
with him.” With a flick of his wrist he tossed a bag down at the
base of the throne and pointed at it. “Your clothing and a flask of
goats milk should the child become hungry. It’s a decent substitute
for commoner children, but for your son it will do little more than
fill his stomach. He is pureblood. He requires more to sustain
him,” With a final nod, the Assassin turned and strode from the
room without a single glance back.

Finn watched him go in silence and looked to
Fiona as the doors closed behind him. “Why did you goad him?” he
asked quietly.

“Because I knew it would make him leave. It’s
a sore spot for him,” Fiona explained calmly and looked down at the
child with a faint hint of disapproval in her eyes. “You have no
time for this, Finn. You have to let go of that life and this isn’t
helping at all. This is not your son any longer.”

“I think it’s time we set a few things
straight, Fiona.” Finn spoke quietly, a faint smile playing across
his lips as he watched his son tracing the intricate details of the
chair arm with his pudgy little fingers. Slowly, Finn looked up and
the smile faded from his lips as he locked eyes with his mentor.
“First, this will always be my son,” he said softly. “Second, I
will never let go of my former life. I will always try to protect
those I care for in the Sunlit world.”

Fiona started to interrupt him, but he raised
his voice and continued, his eyes still holding hers. “Third, you
work for me, Fiona and I don’t care what you believe the rules are.
I make the rules now. I am Death. You are dead. Do you see the
difference? I will do this job, but I will do it the way I see fit.
You have taught me and for that I put up with your complaints, but
I will not be your puppet. Are we clear?”

“You are forbidden to use your power to alter
the Sunlit world directly. The most you may do is spare a life. I
didn’t make those rules, Finn. They are part of the Immortal pact.
If you break that pact you jeopardize all of the Divine as well as
the Aspects. Do you think they will allow that? They will kill you
Finn,” Fiona leaned down closer until their noses nearly touched as
she spoke and slowly shook her head at him. “You solved everything
in life by fighting, Finn, but this isn’t something you can fight.
If you break the pact, you die. It is as simple as that.”

“This is still my son. I will never let go of
my former life, and you work for me,” Finn repeated firmly without
flinching from her words or the glare she cast him. “Leave me for
now Fiona. I’m going to spend what time I have with Legacy. When
Seth returns to take him back to the Sunlit world, we will continue
the judging of souls. Until then, see that no one disturbs me.”

“You cannot ignore the dead in favor of the
living,” Fiona objected, her voice nearly a snarl. “Would you have
the Forgotten swell in numbers because you failed to do your duty
for the dead?” she demanded.

“I would send every last soul waiting
straight to Oblivion for just a taste of my former life. Do not
push me, Fiona!” Finn snarled back, his voice taking on the
coldness it always did before he killed. A soft whimper from his
lap drew his attention back from the fight and his gaze softened as
he saw the fear written on his son’s face. “Go, Fiona. I will not
tell you again,” he said in a softer voice without bothering to
look up at her again.

Smiling, he took the child’s hand carefully
and made gentle hushing sounds. He could remember his mother using
those noises with Sovann when they were small, and somehow just
those simple noises seemed to always work like magic. “You look so
much like your mother,” Finn whispered in a soothing voice as he
listened to the angry footsteps of the knight as she left the
room.

Legacy turned his small head and watched the
retreat before turning once more to stare up at his father. Raising
his hand up and down, he murmured and slapped lightly at the chair,
his violet eyes fixating once more on the carved figures in the
wood.

“I meant what I said, Legacy. I don’t know if
you can understand fully what I say yet, but I meant it. I will
always put you and your mother before all. The laws of the Divine
be damned.” Finn spoke softly and smiled again as the child looked
up at him with bright eyes and smiled back. He wasn’t sure if his
son had truly understood or it was simply a coincidence, but it
truly seemed as though the tiny fingers had tightened on his hand
at the words.
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The journey through the fortress of Kithvaryn
seemed more like a death march than a trip to a parlor. Their
escort marched them through winding halls and upstairs in complete
silence with weapons bared. Jala glanced back toward Sovann once
more and frowned. The mage had finally awoken after being drug
between two of the guards for most of the way, but he was still too
pale. She had tried to heal him but Kithkara wouldn’t allow them to
stop for anything.

“Where does he keep his bloody parlor, on the
roof?” Valor grumbled as they turned down yet another hallway,
their path heading directly for another set of stairs.

“Silence,” Kithkara snapped, her tone as
irritable as her expression implied. Jala had no doubts whatsoever
that had the woman been given a choice they would have been heading
to the gallows instead of the parlor.

“Was he your lover or husband?” Jala asked
softly and had to fight back a smile as the woman nearly
tripped.

“I said silence,” Kithkara hissed, her grip
on Jala’s arm tightening.

“Either way if you want him back then you had
better pray for my success with your general,” Jala continued,
ignoring the woman’s growing fury completely. With a sigh she began
to climb the stairs and wondered if the night would ever be over.
Her body ached, her head throbbed and she was more exhausted than
she could ever remember being. Even with the rest on the ship and
nearly a full day without using any true magic she still hadn’t
recovered from her efforts in Goswin.

“He was my son and I do not forgive as easily
as his father does,” Kithkara said in a low dangerous voice.

“Not really meaning to insult you by pointing
out the obvious, lady, but you do realize Kithkanon died in a duel
against Finn, right? Jala had nothing to do with it and your son
was the one stupid enough to fight Finn in the first place,” Valor
said loudly from behind them on the stairs.

“My son was twice the warrior of that gutter
rat exile. Finn cheated in the duel and drew upon magic. That is
the only way he could have survived the wounds Kanon dealt him,”
Kithkara returned, her voice outraged. Her dark eyes sparkled with
malice and Jala could see the faint hint of glassiness that spoke
of unshed tears. Slowly she began to realize just how offensive
their company must be to everyone on this island. They didn’t just
blame Finn for Kithkanon’s death. They blamed everyone he was
friends with as well.

“Finn could barely cast a light spell. His
proudest accomplishment with magic was figuring out how to cure a
hangover. Beyond that he had no use for it. I’m sorry if that was
the thin thread that you were clinging to, but you are wrong,”
Valor continued in a casual voice despite the growing mutters of
anger from their escort.

“Why don’t you just kick them in the balls
directly, Valor,” Sovann sighed, his voice sounding as weak as he
looked.

“He cheated!” Kithkara repeated her voice
nearly a screech as she whirled to face Valor. “And you will not
speak ill of the dead. I will not allow it. My son is dead because
of you people and you have the nerve to come here? I will see you
dead before the sun rises, Arovan. You killed a scout on the beach
and that is reason enough for Kithvaryn to spike your head on the
battlements.” Whirling once more she faced Jala, her face twisted
into a mask of hatred. “And you…” Kithkara began her voice dropping
to dangerous tones. “You come here offering me my son back and
think I am fool enough to believe it. I will see you die slowly and
you will tell me where the cowardly little gutter rat is hiding
before you die. I can promise you that.”

“Valor will not die and neither will I,
Commander Kithkara. I’m sorry for your loss I truly am. I know how
painful it is to lose one you love, but I will not allow you
whatever twisted sense of vengeance you believe you will achieve by
killing us,” Jala replied calmly. She kept her expression as calm
as her words despite the tension of the moment. It wouldn’t take
much to provoke Kithkara into a fight. She had seen that much
downstairs before Kithvaryn’s intervention.

“I can’t wait to peel that confidence off
you,” Kithkara purred as she grabbed Jala’s arm roughly once more
and continued up the stairs, nearly dragging Jala behind her as
they went.

“I highly suggest you treat Lady Merrodin
with more respect,” Valor warned and Jala turned quickly shaking
her head at him. His dark blue eyes narrowed slightly and he shook
his head at her in defiance.

“Silence,” Kithkara bellowed, her breath
coming in uneven gasps.

It was obvious the woman was close to
breaking and Jala dreaded even looking at Valor. She wasn’t sure if
he was intentionally trying to sabotage her chances or not. Killing
the mother of Kithvaryn’s only child would certainly guarantee that
no arrangement could be made, and if Valor didn’t stop goading the
woman that would be the only choice she had.

A wave of giddy relief washed over Jala as
they stopped in front of a door at the top of the stairs and
Kithkara pushed her forward. “Wait inside and touch nothing. He
will deal with you when he has time,” Kithkara ordered, her voice
filled with loathing.

Nodding slowly in understanding Jala pushed
the heavy door open and stepped inside the dim lit room, slowly
looking around. Maps covered an entire wall, detailing every nation
in Sanctuary. On the opposite side of the room stood an enormous
bookshelf lined with heavy leather bound volumes and assorted
scrolls. Another wall held display racks lined with every type of
weapon Jala had ever seen and a few she didn’t even have a name
for. The last wall had a small table with two heavily cushioned
chairs. A game board was set on the table and, from the scattered
pieces, had recently been used. She didn’t spare time to study it
however. Her attention was locked on the man seated at the table.
His deep purple eyes regarded her with open amusement. Nodding
slowly, Vaze stood and bowed slightly to her. The pale lamplight
glinted off his dark grey hair as he moved while his black armor
seemed to absorb the light rather than reflect it. She simply
stared at him in silence as she tried to contain her emotions. She
wasn’t exactly sure what she felt other than turmoil. Vaze had
disappeared from Merro while she was still in her sickbed and the
last memories she had of her Uncle were of his sending Finn back to
hell and arguing that taking her child might be the best course of
action. She couldn’t pinpoint exactly what emotions she felt, but
none of them were good.

“Jala,” Vaze said in simple greeting as he
stood from the bow and dropped lightly back into the chair.

“What are you doing here?” Jala demanded in a
low voice.

“The same as you. Attempting to negotiate a
deal with the Ten Thousand, I would guess. Although I am rather
surprised to see you here, considering…,” Vaze answered, his voice
trailing off with the last. He studied her as he spoke and she
could see questions that he wasn’t yet voicing.

Jala sighed and nodded slightly before
glancing back to Valor and Sovann. Valor had managed to come
through their ordeals with the storm and shipwreck and still manage
to look presentable. Sovann and she on the other hand must look
like bedraggled street orphans. Glancing down at herself, Jala took
in the salt stained dress and her bare feet. She couldn’t even
remember losing her shoes and hadn’t truly missed them until their
long walk up the stone stairs.

Lamely she raised a hand to her hair and
tried in vain to bring order to her wine colored curls. Her frown
deepened as her hand brushed something and she pulled away a sprig
of seaweed. Looking back at her companions she sighed. “Neither of
you could spare a moment to tell me I had bloody seaweed in my
hair?” she asked her tone one of pure exasperation.

“Hadn’t even noticed it,” Sovann muttered as
he moved to a chair and dropped limply into the cushions.

“I found it rather amusing,” Valor replied
easily, his gaze on her was anything but sympathetic and Jala
couldn’t really blame him. She had earned his anger and she knew
it. Between her private dealings with Seravae and their being held
prisoner, it was a wonder he was talking with her at all.

“Fair enough,” Jala conceded and moved to
kneel beside Sovann. Taking both of his hands in hers she called on
the healing magic and sent the spell coursing through Sovann,
finding each bruise and scrape and healing them all. A wave of
dizziness washed over her as she finished and she fell back onto
her butt on the carpet as the magic faded from her.

“Are you all right?” Sovann asked, his voice
little more than a whisper. His eyes flicked toward Vaze who
watched them with intense interest.

“Yes, I’m fine,” Jala murmured and felt a
pang in her chest as she pulled her knees up against her stomach
and rested her forehead against them. A day ago, Valor would have
been at her side in an instant had she shown weakness. Now he stood
with his back to her, examining maps on the wall with an interest
she knew he didn’t truly hold.

“Can you tell me what’s going on?” Sovann
asked softly, his voice filled with concern. He hadn’t missed
Valor’s continued anger either. Not that anyone truly could with
the storm still raging outside.

Jala slowly shook her head, not bothering to
look up at Sovann. She didn’t want to see the look of hurt on his
face. Really she didn’t want to see his face at all right now. It
wasn’t Sovann himself. It was how much he resembled his brother. If
Finn were here now, Valor wouldn’t have any reason to be angry with
her and she wouldn’t be in this damned fortress to begin with. She
wouldn’t be contemplating marriage with Ash. None of this would be
happening if she just had Finn. Of course, she wouldn’t have an
army to face Avanti either.

This does no good, Jala. You are borrowing
misery that you don’t need. Lock him away for now please. Now is
not the time to mourn for Finn, Marrow’s voice was faint as if
he were a vast distance from her and she felt panic rise at the
thought. I’m just outside the fortress, Jala. You know that. You
are not alone. You are never alone, Jala.

I can’t stand his anger at me, Marrow.
It’s worse than a knife in the gut. Even more so because I know I
deserve it. Jala tried to keep the desperation from her voice
but knew she failed. Wrapping both arms around her knees she buried
her face farther into the salt stained skirts and squeezed her eyes
as tightly shut as she could.

Have you ever actually had a knife in the
gut? I’m fairly certain that if I were given the choice of having
Valor angry with me for a while or getting stabbed in my innards I
would choose the pissed off knight, Marrow shot back, his voice
laced with sarcasm.

I’m tired, Marrow. I hurt. I miss my son.
I’ve gotten us all captured. I’m hungry. I think I’m still a touch
hung over, and my closest friend has more interest in maps than
anything I have to say. Please, just this once, allow me to be
melodramatic and not make fun of me for it, Jala returned in a
voice filled with misery.

Such a heartfelt plea I think I might have
actually had mercy for you had you thought to make the request
before I had already made fun of you. Pity, I suppose we will have
to make a rain check on that one and I will continue to prod you
for your current whininess, Marrow’s tone was light and mocking
and for a moment she was hurt until she realized what he was
doing.

You are trying to piss me off, Jala
accused in an indignant tone.

Piss you off, make you laugh, distract you. I
would take any of those options over your pain, Jala. I feel what
you feel, remember. I may not share the sentiments exactly, but I
do share them. I miss him, too, Jala. He was my friend as well. Now
is not the time for it though. You are in your enemy’s lair, Jala,
and you are cowering on the carpet like a frightened hare. You are
not weak. You are not timid. Get up and let all who see you know
you are Bendazzi.

There is no one in the room to impress
Marrow. I don’t need to worry yet, Jala assured him, her
forehead still planted firmly on her knees. Each crack of thunder
from the storm outside seemed an accusation and made her want to
curl into a tighter ball.

Just because you don’t see them, Jala,
doesn’t mean they don’t see you, Marrow warned and she had to
agree with his logic. Had she been in Kithvaryn’s place she would
likely spy a bit before entering. It did explain his delayed
arrival nicely.

Perhaps he thinks I am simply resting. I
did get shipwrecked and whacked in the head, Jala
countered.

And if that’s all that it takes to bring
you low, he shouldn’t have to see you as a threat, Marrow
pressed.

Well in my bloody defense I did just lift
a curse and resurrect a nation. I think I’m allowed to be a bit
woozy, Jala snapped back then tensed as she felt a hand settle
on her shoulder gently. Raising her head slowly she met Valor’s
blue eyes with a questioning look. He was kneeling in front of her
with his head bent toward her and concern was written clearly on
his face.

“Are you OK?” Valor asked softly, his voice
absent of the anger that had been lacing it since the ship. She
nodded silently, unwilling to speak. “You make it impossible to
stay mad, you know that. I want to rail at you. I want to shake
some sense into you. Then I see you sitting like this for so long
and all of that fades and all I want to do is make sure you are
OK.” His voice was low, barely above a whisper as if he didn’t want
anyone else in the room to hear his words.

Jala could hear the storm outside slackening
as the driving rain slowed and the lightning began to subside.
Valor continued to kneel in front of her, watching her carefully,
his expression growing more concerned with her silence. Leaning
forward a bit she rested her forehead against his shoulder and
closed her eyes once more. “I don’t want any of this, Valor. I want
to go home. I want to see my son and I want to grieve for my
husband. I don’t want war and I don’t want to negotiate with
people.” Leaning back, she met his eyes once more and held his
gaze. “Most of all I never want to hear the sound of thunder when
you look at me again. I don’t want to ever know that you are so
angry at me that it requires the use of the heavens to voice
it.”

“I didn’t do that intentionally, Jala,” Valor
admitted with a faint smirk. “Trust me, I had no desire to be in a
blizzard or try to navigate a ship through that. Honestly, I don’t
even truly know how I did it. My magic has been strange since you
siphoned from me. It’s a hell of a lot more powerful than I
remember it being.”

Jala frowned slightly as she remembered the
barrier she had encountered in Valor the day she had siphoned magic
directly from him. The magic that had poured forth once she had
brought the barrier down had been intoxicating, far beyond what she
had expected from him. “I, uhh, well I may have bypassed a barrier
and well, it’s complicated,” she muttered, trying to decide how
best to explain what she had done or even if she should explain
it.

The sound of the door opening spared her from
trying to find the proper words. Valor rose quickly at the sound
and pulled her to her feet beside him. Kithvaryn entered the room
silently and closed the door softly behind him before moving to sit
in an overstuffed chair near the wall showcasing the vast weapon
collection.

“I apologize for my delay. It took me quite a
while to convince Kara that I did not actually plan to execute any
of you,” Kithvaryn said at last as he quite openly studied them.
“Do not, however, take that as a promising sign. I am a man of
logic and all three of you are worth coin. It would be a waste to
simply kill you,” he added after a moment’s pause.

“You do realize that two of the three
children you are considering as hostages are my blood relations,
don’t you Kith?” Vaze murmured quietly a faint smile tracing across
his lips.

Kithvaryn raised an eyebrow and surveyed them
again with more interest before turning his attention to Vaze with
a wide smile on his face. “I do believe that makes them more
valuable, Fionaveir. You are a councilor among the rebels after
all,” Kithvaryn paused, his eyes roving over his guests once more
and raised a finger to his lips tapping thoughtfully. “It’s not the
Avanti boy, of that I’m certain. I had no idea however that you
shared blood with the Hai’dia though.”

“On my mother’s side. Jala is my niece
through my father’s line,” Vaze explained in a conversational
voice. If he was the slightest bit offended by Kithvaryn’s
suggestion of more money, he didn’t show it. “Just saying, Kith. If
you already have it set in your mind to sell them off to the
highest bidder, let me know now.”

“That would depend on why they are here,”
Kithvaryn said with a sigh as his eyes turned to Jala once more.
The smile faded from his face and his brown eyes locked on her with
such intensity that she almost backstepped. “Why are you here, Lady
Merrodin?” he asked in a voice as demanding as his gaze.

“I’ve come to negotiate a contract with you,”
Jala replied bluntly with as much confidence and strength as she
could muster.

Kithvaryn’s laughter echoed softly through
the quiet room as he glanced back at Vaze who simply shrugged. “It
would seem I am in very high demand this year. You are the fourth
person to speak with me about a contract, Lady Merrodin, and by
principle alone you are the last I’m inclined to accept a contract
with.” Leaning forward in his chair he let his eyes trail slowly
across her, his gaze lingering on her torn and stained dress. “You
don’t have the resources to hire me, little girl,” he said softly
in a tone as cold as ice.

“I have resources that no one else can offer,
General,” Jala corrected in a calm voice. “I have your son’s soul
and what I want in return should be simple for a company as skilled
as yours.”

Kithvaryn’s mouth hardened into a line with
her words and she wondered if she had completely misjudged the man.
“You wish to barter my son’s soul to me?” he asked in a cool
voice.

“I wish to gift you with the return of your
son to show my gratitude for the contract we have. If we do not
have a contract I see little reason for a gift. Especially if you
plan to attempt to sell me,” Jala corrected.

“Well, she has my interest peaked,” Vaze said
with a smile.

“You cannot possibly offer me enough money to
face the Avanti for you, child. The losses would be heavy and I
know you don’t have the resources for it.” Kithvaryn fairly
growled, his expression darkening.

“I don’t want you to fight the Avanti,
General Kithvaryn. I want you to protect Goswin and currently I
don’t think they have any enemies even looking at them. I want you
to fortify the country I returned from the dead and ensure that it
survives the war. I will fight my own battles,” Jala explained, her
expression still calm despite the general’s obvious
displeasure.

Kithvaryn laughed once more a cold bitter
sound. “You will face the Avanti alone girl? You won’t survive the
first turning of the moon once they march. Their armies will burn
your sad little kingdom to the ground without hired
protection.”

“Don’t underestimate her, Kith. She is
Dashara reborn, I swear it,” Vaze said in an amused voice as he
leaned back in his chair once more a wide smile on his face.

“Dashara barely lived past twenty and every
child that has been termed Dasharan since then has died
young as well,” Kithvaryn replied dryly.

“I have no idea who Dashara is or what a
Dasharan is, but I have no intention of dying young. I hate to
repeat myself, but I will say once again that I will fight my own
battles, General. I do not need your protection. Goswin, however,
does,” Jala broke in. Frustration edged her voice and she knew it,
but it couldn’t be helped. Her nerves were already on edge and that
was the second time she had been called Dasharan. The word had
never been explained to her and she didn’t even know if she was
being insulted.

“Dashara Avanti was one of the first rebels
of Sanctuary,” Valor said in a soft voice, his gaze on the carpet.
She rose up against her own family. She opposed slavery and tyranny
and her family was famous for both. It was said that she was so
charismatic that those that followed her would have fallen on their
own swords had she asked them to. In the three years of her
rebellion she managed to bring the entire land of Avanti to its
knees and freed nearly every slave in the country. The stories
about her say that had she survived another month her rebellion
would have been a complete success and Avanti would be an entirely
different country from what it is now.”

“The term Dasharan has been coined for those
who seek dramatic change and have the potential to accomplish it,
Jala,” Vaze added with a smile. You were never being insulted by
the use of the word. Fiona Veirasha was called Dasharan while she
lived and you know how well the stories speak of her.”

“And I promise you will not suffer the same
fate as Dashara herself, nor will you die young,” Valor said in a
louder voice, his words etched with sincerity.

Jala looked between the two of them and then
back to Vaze. “How did she die?” she asked softly, not at all sure
that she wanted the answer.

“Hemlock,” Vaze replied simply without a hint
of emotion to his voice. His dark eyes were watching Valor
carefully, his expression neutral. As always, it was impossible for
Jala to gauge what he was thinking.

Jala shook her head slowly and looked back to
Kithvaryn. “I don’t want change, General. I want survival. Change
could come later perhaps, but for now, survival is the only goal. I
can protect my own lands, but I cannot protect Goswin. Will you at
least consider my offer?”

Kithvaryn studied her thoughtfully and then
turned slowly to Valor. “Would you fall on your sword for her boy?”
he asked in a mocking tone.

“Without hesitation if she asked it of me,”
Valor replied evenly with a tight smile. “If you, however, are
suggesting it, you can go straight to hell,” he added in a colder
voice.

Kithvaryn snorted in what Jala thought was
amusement but she wasn’t sure. Turning his gaze once more,
Kithvaryn looked at Sovann and raised an eyebrow. “And you?” he
asked his voice still mocking.

“I don’t actually carry a sword. So I suppose
I would have to borrow Valor’s for that,” Sovann replied with a
slight shrug. The mage’s tone was light and conversational but his
expression was dead serious.

“Such blind loyalty confounds me. Do you
think she would do the same for either of you?” Kithvaryn asked in
a disgusted voice.

“She faced down the entire Justicar order for
me without being asked,” Valor answered coldly, his dark blue eyes
narrowed in irritation. She has battled a Divine for me, despite my
objections. I’ve watched her nearly kill herself to give life back
to a nation that she holds no ties to. Yes, I think if it was
required she would do so without hesitation. However, it is my
sworn duty to keep her safe, so I think asking her to fall on a
sword for me would be rather redundant.”

“She is my sister by the marriage she shared
with my brother. Beyond that, she is my friend and I trust her,”
Sovann said softly, once Valor had fallen silent. I know without a
shadow of doubt that Jala would never ask me to harm myself
intentionally nor would I ever ask it of her. If you are asking,
however, if she would put herself in harm’s way on my behalf, then
I would say yes without hesitation. That is simply the sort of
person she is. In every action Jala has taken she has considered
others first,”

“Now ask the important part, Kith,” Vaze
prompted, his gaze on the general once more.

“And that would be?” Kithvaryn asked with a
raised eyebrow.

“Would I do such a thing for my niece?” Vaze
supplied the words with an almost predatory smile.

Kithvaryn’s eyes widened in shock and he
watched the Fionaveir closely as if he expected Vaze to burst into
laughter at his own words. “Would you?” The general asked finally
after a long silence.

“No chance in hell of it. My swords would
already be occupied cutting down any who oppose her. Do you oppose
her Kith?” Vaze answered the savage smile still on his handsome
face.

“Are you threatening me in my own keep,
Vaze?” Kithvaryn demanded, his voice filled with disbelief.

“Of course he isn’t,” Jala cut in once more,
her eyes wide as she stared at Vaze. She had no idea what he was
doing but it certainly didn’t seem to be helping her cause any.

Vaze sat in utter silence for a long moment,
his dark eyes locked on Kithvaryn before he slowly let the smile
fade from his lips and relaxed in his chair once more. “Dasharan,
Kith. Do not underestimate her and do not underestimate those that
will help her. I will support her and I will not allow you to hold
her for ransom, I want you to be clear on that. If you oppose her
we are enemies and I am a very dangerous enemy. If you mean her no
harm and simply wish to refuse her offer for contract we don’t have
a problem. I truly think you should consider her offer though.”

“I know very well how dangerous you can be. I
assume that is why the Fionaveir sent you this time rather than
Solace as they did before. Though I must say, Solace has much
better manners during negotiations,” Kithvaryn said stiffly.

“Solace is dead. Had she still been among the
living they might have sent her and Hawk to speak with you again,
but they both died to the Blights in Glis,” Vaze said with a sigh.
“They sent me because they knew I would make it here and make it
back. These are dangerous times, Kith, and sometimes you have to
make concessions. They sacrificed manners in favor of survival when
they chose their envoy. We both know I always survive.”

“Like a damned cockroach,” Kithvaryn sighed
and nodded slowly, his expression relaxing into one of resignation.
Looking back to Jala he shrugged. “It will take more than my son’s
return, Lady Merrodin. I have soldiers to pay and supplies to buy.
I cannot work for free on any contract that I take. So what can you
offer in coins?”

Jala smiled and nodded in understanding. “Of
course you can’t work for free, General Kithvaryn. I understand
that. I can offer you two hundred thousand gold to begin the
contract as well as the return of Kithkanon’s soul and another five
hundred thousand to be paid upon the end of the war. I know there
are others that could pay you more, but they will ask more of you
as well.”

Uh, Jala, I really hate to break into your
bargaining, but where exactly are we going to get that kind of
money? Sovann’s voice in her mind was as anxious as his
expression and she had to suppress a smile. It took effort to hide
a mind link in both magic and mannerisms. Sovann had always been
good at hiding his magic. He always failed at hiding his emotions
however.

I spoke with Madren about it before we
left for Goswin. He will pay most of the two hundred thousand that
will start the contract, Jala explained calmly.

And the five hundred thousand? Sovann
pressed, his voice still filled with concern.

Will be paid from the Avanti coffers once
we defeat them, Jala replied and once again had to suppress a
smile as Sovann’s eyes widened dramatically.

What if we don’t defeat them, Jala?
Sovann’s voice had risen in panic and she was sure if the mage had
spoken the words aloud they would have been in soprano.

Then I will be dead and I won’t have to
worry about it any longer, Sovann, Jala answered with a faint
smile as she broke the mental link between the two of them. She
could tell by Sovann’s expression that there was more he wanted to
say on the matter but she didn’t have time for it now.

Kithvaryn was watching her with a thoughtful
expression on his face glancing over at Vaze he raised an eyebrow.
“And what did the Fionaveir plan to offer me?” he asked.

“They had planned to hire you to defend
Sanctuary, but I retract the offer for contract in light of Lady
Merrodin’s request. So now I suppose it is between Lady Merrodin,
Lord Hexian, and whoever offered you the fourth contract. Who
exactly was it that arrived before me, Kith?” Vaze said, raising an
eyebrow as he spoke the last words.

“Morcaillo, actually. He wanted me to level
Goswin before they could become a problem. Coincidently, he offered
more money for the job. While it would bloodier than simply
defending them, it would also be very quick. Which would allow me
to take another contract before this is all done,” Kithvaryn
answered with a faint smile.

“Is that a no on my offer then, General?”
Jala asked calmly, though in truth, she was anything but calm. She
had been so certain Kithvaryn would accept the contract for return
of his son that she hadn’t actually thought about what she would do
if he refused it. Then, of course, there was the possibility that
he would take Morcaillo’s offer which pretty much guaranteed the
destruction of Goswin. Of course, Lord Hexian’s contract would
likely mean the same thing. Hexian’s homeland of Rivana shared a
border with Goswin and while they were currently at war with Delvay
she doubted it would be long before they looked at Goswin. Things
were going from bad to worse at a speed she had never
anticipated.

“Not a no, as of yet. I will think on it and
I will speak with Lord Hexian first. You will stay as my guests
here for the night and I will have your answer by morning,”
Kithvaryn said after a long silence. Slowly he stood from his chair
and rolled his shoulders. “Too long in that bloody chair and too
long ignoring my other guest,” Kithvaryn sighed as he turned to
look at Vaze with a faint smile. “I have no doubt that you know my
fortress as well as most of my guards, Fionaveir. You are, after
all, the favored spy of your people aren’t you?”

Vaze shrugged and stood as well, as it became
obvious that their meeting was at an end. “I know a bit about the
place, I suppose. Why do you ask?”

“Because I trust you to guide my guests to
quarters better than I trust my own guards to do so. Lady Merrodin
is not well loved on this island and I think it would be best that
I not tempt fate. Take them to the north tower if you will, Vaze.
You will all be safe and out of the way there,” Kithvaryn
answered.

“As you say, Kith,” Vaze agreed with a faint
smile and motioned Jala and her two companions toward him. “The
shadows will be the quickest I believe,” he explained as the room
around them began to darken.

Jala nodded quickly and held her hands out
for Valor and Sovann. It was not the first time Vaze had
transported her by shadows and she was incredibly grateful for it
now. The thought of walking through the fortress again through the
countless halls and stairs was akin to torture in her mind at the
present.

Don’t look forward to sleep just yet. The
night is far from over I’m afraid, Vaze warned her as his magic
washed over the three of them.

What is that supposed to mean. Is Kithkara
planning on murdering me or something? Jala demanded once her
feet touched down on solid stone once more. There was a time when
translocation magic had nearly made her sick. Lately however she
had been using it so much that it barely even made her dizzy.

“Welcome to the South tower,” Vaze said
softly with a faint smile.

“I thought Kithvaryn said the north tower?”
Sovann asked in confusion as he scanned the narrow hall they stood
in.

“He did and that is why I chose this one. The
rooms here are nearly as good and it is farther from the common
hall as well as the officers’ quarters,” Vaze said aloud at the
same time he spoke in Jala’s mind. Third door. Open it slowly
and leave your companions outside when you enter. I can see through
the shadows here and I know what awaits you. Looking back at
Valor and Sovann he smiled widely and motioned toward the first two
doors. “Your rooms, gentlemen. I will take the one on the far side
of Jala’s. That should keep her safe for the night.”

What are you sending me into Vaze?
Jala tried to keep her voice calm, but her emotions were running
too high.

Nothing that you can’t handle, Jala,
Vaze assured her.

Jala sighed and searched her mind for Marrow.
She would have given a lot to have the Bendazzi beside her tonight.
He was better off where he was however. If things went poorly in
the morning he could possibly be a trump card in her favor, or at
the very least he would be safe from whatever fate she suffered.
Smiling calmly at Valor and Sovann, she walked slowly toward the
third door. “Goodnight, guys. I will see you in the morning,” she
said, letting the brunt of her exhaustion fill her voice.

“I should check your room first,” Valor
objected and started to move toward her door.

Jala shook her head softly and laughed. “Val,
we both know Vaze sees through the shadows. If there was anything
dangerous lurking in there waiting for me he would know it,” she
said in a light voice and hated herself for every syllable. It was
close to lying in her mind, but Vaze had said to enter alone. Still
it was hard to trust the man after what he had done in Merro.
Turning back toward the door, she started to push it open and then
paused, her teeth clenched. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t
deceive Valor again no matter what Vaze said. Her hand flat on the
door she turned her gaze back toward Valor and met his eyes fully.
Something is waiting inside for me Val and I don’t know who or
what it is. Vaze says it is something I should face alone but I
won’t pretend the room is empty to you.

Then let me go in first, Valor
demanded the irritation plain on his face.

Vaze says it is nothing I can’t handle
alone, but I didn’t want to lie to you. Just go ahead and go into
your room. If I need you, I will call, I promise, Jala assured
him as she slowly turned the knob to the door and stepped inside
the dark room. She closed the door without turning her back on the
darkness as she held a hand up and summoned a pale mage light.

Soft violet illuminated the room outlining
the large bed and dresser as well as the man seated in the only
chair the room offered. He was slight of build with jet black hair
and features that reminded her of Wisp. Smiling softly he pulled
back the edge of his black feathered cloak revealing a small
blanket wrapped bundle nestled in one of his arms. “Your son missed
you, Lady Merrodin,” he said in a low voice as he beckoned her
closer.

“Who are you and why do you have Legacy?”
Jala demanded, her eyes locked on the bundle in his arms. Every
instinct in her body screamed for her to run and snatch the blanket
from his arms, but she held herself back. There was no guarantee
that this wasn’t a trap. Legacy should have been safe in Merro with
her friends.

“My name is Seth, and I have your son because
he was in danger. The Nightblades came for him earlier tonight.
Your friends live, though they were unable to protect your son
properly,” Seth explained as he rose slowly from the chair and
walked toward the bed. He kept his gaze on her as he moved slowly
to set the bundle down. “You are wise to be cautious, Lady
Merrodin. I respect you for that. Let me assure you that I mean no
harm to you or your child, though.” Seth spoke softly as he
unwrapped the blankets to reveal the child sleeping soundly within.
He stepped back as slowly as he had approached the bed and kept
both of his hands upraised and well away from the weapons that
lined his belt. “This is a lesson for you, Lady Merrodin. Never
leave something you love behind. Your enemies will use love against
you at every opportunity, and there won’t always be someone there
to stop them.”

Jala stared at her son in disbelief and
started toward the bed, but froze before she had taken more than
three steps. It took all of her willpower to keep from rushing to
Legacy, but she forced herself to call on her magic instead. As
quickly as she could she poured through every spell Sovann and Neph
had taught her to examine the child. “It’s really him,” she gasped
as the truth of the matter was proven with magic. Rushing forward
she leaned over her son searching for even the slightest bruise on
his tender skin.

“He is in perfect health. I promise you that.
Though he will likely be hungry very soon,” Seth said quietly.

“Why would you help my son? I don’t know you.
I don’t even know who you serve,” Jala whispered, her eyes
searching the man for any emblem that might give her some clue of
his origin. His dark leather armor was of simple fashion without
even the slightest embellishment and the long feathered cloak had
no ornamentation other than the feathers themselves.

“Memories. I helped him for the sake of
memories. You didn’t know me, but you do now, Lady Merrodin, and as
to who I serve… Well he prefers to be anonymous, though I promise
you he is not your enemy or affiliated with any of your enemies,”
Seth answered, his words so cryptic that they didn’t even begin to
answer her questions. Smiling faintly Seth bowed to her and pulled
his cloak back around himself once more. “Do you know why Dashara
failed, Lady Merrodin?” he asked as he stepped back from her toward
the room’s only window.

“No,” Jala answered in confusion, caught
completely off guard by the change of topics.

“She wasn’t strong enough when things got
dirty. She couldn’t stand the sight of blood or to actually cause
pain to others. Her companions did all of the messy work for her.
Dashara was beautiful and compassionate to a fault and could speak
with such eloquence that you could believe the Divines themselves
guided her. Twice she had the chance to end the rebellion with one
thrust of a knife and twice she showed mercy and lost that
opportunity.” Seth shook his head slowly and let out a long sigh
before looking toward her once more. “They repaid that mercy by
flaying her skin and salting the wounds. Dashara died in complete
agony because she wasn’t strong enough to strike.” He paused again
to open the window, turning his back toward her, but not before she
caught the look of pain on his features. “Fiona was the complete
opposite. She had the strength and the resolve, but none of the
compassion and charisma,” Seth continued, turning back to look at
her, his expression neutral once more. “Despite what they lacked
and their faults, both of them nearly changed the face of this
world, and neither of them had Divine blood.” He winked at her and
smiled. “We share enemies, Lady Merrodin, and for that and the sake
of memories you may call on me if you are ever in dire need. They
call you Dasharan and there are those who seek to kill
anyone given that title. Call on me if they try and you think they
might succeed.” He pulled a feather from the edge of his cloak as
he spoke and laid it carefully on the table by the window before
slipping out into the night.

Are you all right? Valor’s voice in
mind broke the spell of silence she had been lost in and she shook
her head quickly before answering.

I’m fine Valor. I just had a very strange
visit and Legacy is here now, Jala explained, still in a bit of
a daze. Seth’s words had left her in a state of confusion. She
wasn’t sure exactly what he was wanting from her. Did he expect her
to change the world? Would he still help her when he realized she
had no intention of changing anything aside from the population of
the Avanti lands?

What? How is Legacy here? Is he
OK? Wait to answer. I’m coming to your room, Valor’s
voice was filled with concern as he broke the mental link. Within a
breath, her door was opening and he stood there, his gaze sweeping
the room as if he had expected trouble.

“A man by the name of Seth brought him,” Jala
said when he turned his gaze toward her. Her eyebrow raised in
question as she watched the color drain from Valor’s face. “I take
it you know him?”

“Only through stories and few of them are
pleasant,” Valor murmured.

“It is likely that Valor only knows stories
from after Seth’s death. He became much more brutal after he died.
The part that is important here is what he did in life,” Vaze’s
voice echoed from the shadows and Jala whirled to face him.

“How long have you been in here?” Jala
demanded, her eyes narrowing. Seeing him in Kithvaryn’s rooms had
been a shock. Knowing he was spying on her was infuriating. Her
feelings were still mixed when it came to Vaze. Part of her hated
him for what he had done to Finn, and the other smaller side wanted
desperately to keep him close for the simple fact that he was her
Uncle.

The shadows faded a just enough for her to
make out the look of sadness on his face. “You truly hate me now
don’t you Jala?” Vaze sighed.

“How could I not after what you did to Finn.
Did you even check on him after you sent him back to hell?” Jala
demanded, her voice cracking a bit on the words. It wasn’t true.
She didn’t entirely hate him. She wasn’t even sure it was truly
hate instead of simple anger. Her emotions were guiding her words
now though rather than logic. “I can’t check on him you know. I’ve
tried. I managed to cut her strings on him, but I couldn’t get him
out of there again,” she admitted her voice thick.

“I did check on him, Jala. You did save him
from being a puppet. He is free of the Dark lady now, but he is
beyond either of our reach. I’m sorry, Jala. If I had seen any
other way I wouldn’t have done what I did,” Vaze said as the
shadows began to thicken around him again. “I’ll go, Jala. I had no
intention of upsetting you. I just wanted to make sure Seth was
here with peaceful intent. Given that he had Legacy, I assumed he
was, but I have a hard time trusting good intentions in
anyone.”

“Wait,” Valor broke in before Vaze could
leave. “What did you mean about it was important what Seth did in
life?”

“He was the first slave that Dashara freed in
her rebellion. He is quite possibly the biggest enemy the Avanti
have. The only reason he hasn’t destroyed them before now is
because he was on a very short leash. I do believe that has changed
now though, and he will have more freedom to act in the future.
Funny how history repeats itself, isn’t it?” Vaze’s voice grew
fainter as the shadows darkened around him until the last words
were barely a whisper.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Jala asked,
but Vaze was already gone from the room. Or at least she thought he
was. The man was sneaky enough he could have been standing directly
behind her for all she knew. Sighing she looked to Valor who simply
shrugged in confusion.

“I have no idea. The sun is already coming
up, though, so I don’t think we have time to ponder it now. It
would be best to get what sleep we can before Kithvaryn summons
you,” Valor said in a weary voice. He crossed the room silently and
looked down at Legacy, a look of concern on his face. “He seems
fine, but what about Wisp and Jail?”

“Seth said they lived. Beyond that I don’t
know and I don’t think I can contact them from here. Not with the
amount of magic I have left anyway. I believe a mental link across
that distance would be quite draining,” Jala said with a frown of
her own. Carefully she lifted her son into her arms and rested her
chin gently on the top of his head. “I can’t believe how much I
missed him,” she sighed. Her worries and frustration seemed to fade
a bit just from the contact with the child. Legacy stirred in her
arms and her frown changed to a faint smile.

“I’d give just about anything to see that
look on your face all the time,” Valor said softly as he leaned
back against the bedpost watching her as she rocked her son in her
arms.

“I’d love to be able to tell you that I would
smile more often, Val, but Legacy is about the only thing I have to
smile about,” Jala sighed and felt the weariness of the past few
days wash over her once more. “I believe I will take your advice,
Val, and sleep while I can. Thank you for checking on me.”

“Always,” Valor said softly as he turned for
the door.

“Maybe one day I will find more to smile
about,” Jala said softly as he opened the door. She wasn’t sure
exactly why she had spoken the words. Maybe it was to reassure him,
or maybe it was simply wishful thinking. Life had to improve.
Surely it couldn’t always be filled with frustration and sorrow.
Wrapping her arms tighter around her son she exhaled softly, her
breath stirring the wispy strands of his red hair.

“I’ll wait patiently for that day then, Jala.
Goodnight,” Valor replied as he stepped into the hall.

“Goodnight, Val,” Jala replied despite the
fact that he was already gone. Carefully she set her son back down
on the bed and moved to close the window. “Good morning rather,”
she sighed as she stared at the lightening sky. “One day, no one
will be trying to kill us. War will not be looming. The entire
world will not be in chaos and we will get a full night’s sleep
every night,” Jala whispered to her son as she climbed into the bed
beside him. “I promise,” she added through a yawn and pulled him
close to her side.
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Pain lanced through her body as her eyes
slowly flickered open. Morning sunlight shone brightly through the
window, blinding her momentarily. Blinking slowly, Emily tried to
sit up, but only managed to flop over on the floor as her body
refused to respond to the commands she gave it. The coppery tang of
blood was still thick in her mouth and no matter how hard she tried
to summon the memories of the night before, they eluded her. Aside
from Seth. That, she could remember with painful clarity.

“What the hell are we going to tell Jala?”
Wisp demanded from somewhere nearby. Emily tried to speak but her
mouth refused to form the words and all she managed was a guttural
mumble that not even she could understand.

“She’s awake,” Jail hissed. The Mind mage
moved with exaggerated slowness as he crossed the room toward her.
Emily watched him with growing concern, trying desperately to
remember what she had done. Jail never showed this much caution
around her. He had respect for her, that was true, but this seemed
more like fear.

“Can you understand me, Emily?” Jail asked in
a soft soothing voice. He held both hands out before him as if he
were trying to calm a spooked horse.

“Jail, don’t get too close,” Wisp pleaded as
she moved swiftly behind Jail and clutched his massive arm in her
delicate hands. “She didn’t know us last night. There is a good
chance she won’t today,” the Fae added, her voice shaky. Both of
them wore clothes that were bloody and torn and Emily could see
bandages covering a good portion of Jail.

“She is calmer today and badly wounded,” Jail
assured Wisp as he carefully pried the Fae’s hands from him. “It
will be OK, Wisp,” he promised.

What are you both babbling about?
Emily demanded in Jail’s mind. Her mouth still refused to form
words to speak aloud.

“Emily, look at yourself,” Jail said
firmly.

Struggling to sit once more, Emily gazed down
at herself and gaped in complete shock at the dark fur that covered
her skin. Eyes wide, she ceased her struggles to rise and stared in
growing wonder at the thick limb ending in razor sharp talons that
should have been her arm. It wasn’t even remotely human in
shape.

“Congratulations, Emily. You are the first of
the shifter blood to find an affinity with the Bendazzi,” Jail said
cautiously, his eyes still watching her every move.

Bendazzi. The word filled Emily’s mind
and her heartbeat increased. I’m a Bendazzi. The thought
brought such elation to her mind that she felt dizzy for a moment.
Her eyes poured over her new form from the thick black fur to the
tuft on the end of her tail. A tail! The idea was so
unbelievable that she would have laughed had she the energy for it.
Simply moving as much as she had was sending small waves of agony
through her.

“Careful how much you move right now, Emily.
The Assassins had Tevrae coating their blades. That’s a poison that
halts regeneration. You aren’t healing as you should and you are
badly wounded,” Jail warned her as he began to approach again.

“Jail, don’t get too close,” Wisp hissed, her
bright green eyes as wide as saucers.

“She is fine now, Wisp,” Jail assured her
once more.

“She wasn’t fine last night,” Wisp snapped as
she took a step away.

Did I hurt her? Emily asked with
growing concern. Wisp had never been afraid of her before, and it
had never bothered the Fae that she was a Blight. Wisp had always
been just as trusting as Sovann and it hurt to see her back away
now. There was a time when Wisp and the others should have feared
her, but Jail had helped her work past that. With his and Madren’s
help, she was becoming one of them. Until now. If she had destroyed
that trust last night she might never earn it again.

“You clawed her a bit, but nothing life
threatening. You mostly just scared her. I will admit you scared me
too. You were in some kind of frenzy when we found you and you had
no enemies left to vent your rage on. I regret that some of the
damage you have is from me, but I had to stop you before you left
the house,” Jail explained in a calmer voice. The fear was slowly
fading from him, but she could still see hints of caution in his
movements as he knelt beside her. “Obviously, we can’t get a healer
to see to you, Emily. None of them even realize you exist and we
can’t let word of a Blight living in the city spread through the
commons. It would raise panic. We will have to tend your wounds
ourselves.”

“I’m not tending anything on her until she
explains where Legacy is. If she hurt him, Jail, I will kill her
myself,” Wisp broke in, her voice cracking as she spoke and tears
quickly filling her eyes. “There was so much blood in there Jail,
what if she…” her voice trailed off into choked sobs.

I didn’t, Jail. I didn’t hurt him. I swear
it. I was trying to protect him, but I failed. Emily fairly
screamed the words in his mind. Desperately she looked between the
two of them shaking her head. I didn’t, Jail. I swear it by all
of the Divine and my mother’s soul. I wouldn’t have hurt
Legacy.”

“Then where is he, Emily? We found no trace
of him in the room, but it is as Wisp says. The entire room is
destroyed and drenched in blood. You were eating someone when we
found you. I’m inclined to give you the benefit of the doubt, but
I’m afraid Wisp is not.” Jail kept his tone calm as he leaned back
on his heels and met her eyes. She could see his doubt clearly now,
too. Part of him was wondering exactly how much of a monster she
truly was.

I don’t think you will believe me,
Emily spoke the words softly in his mind, her hopes falling as she
recounted her meeting with Seth. How could she possibly expect
either of them to believe that a damned bird had abducted the
child? Swallowing heavily she lowered her head back down to rest on
her paws. The elation of her new form was completely gone now,
replaced by sorrow.

“Try me Emily. You would be amazed at the
things I believe,” Jail pressed, his dark eyes searching her. “Your
mind is a jumble right now. I’ve been trying to scan it all
morning. Just tell me please.”

Do you remember all of the damned birds
outside yesterday, Jail? Emily asked softly, and when he
nodded, she continued. I was on the roof watching them when I
heard Legacy cry. It was early evening and the birds should have
been shutting up by then, but they weren’t. I went into his room to
check on him and grew worried when Wisp didn’t answer his cries.
One of the birds landed in the windowsill not long after me and
when my back was turned…”

“It turned into a man. Seth,” Jail broke in,
his tone going cold. Slowly he rose to his feet and turned to look
at Wisp. “Seth took him. This has to be revenge from Death. He is
her lackey.”

He said he was taking Legacy to Jala,
Emily added quickly as she watched fear turning to anger on her
friend’s faces.

“What?” Jail exclaimed, turning to look back
at her in complete shock. “Wisp, tend to her wounds. I have to
contact Jala. Apparently Seth might have done a good deed.”

Wait, Jail. What about Devony. Is she all
right?” Emily called before the Mind mage had a chance to make
it more than two steps toward the door. The child had been annoying
to her at first, especially when the Blight instincts were at their
height. Recently, however, she had begun to notice the qualities
about Valor’s niece that endeared her to every person in Merro.
Devony was quick witted and beautiful, even as a child. If the
Nightblades had killed the girl, both Jala and Valor would be
devastated.

“Devony was with the Knights all day
yesterday, which is quite fortunate for us. The Nightblades only
attacked here, and lucky for us all they managed to kill no one.
Though I’m sure they thought they had finished Wisp and me. Silly
bastards should know better than to believe anything when they are
fighting a Mind mage,” Jail explained and then smiled. “I’m glad
you asked about her, though, Emily. It shows you are truly one of
us,” he added before turning once more toward the door.

“I’m sorry, Emily. I shouldn’t have thought
that you, that you, well…” Wisp’s voice trailed off once more as
she knelt beside Emily. Her small hands began to prod at the wounds
checking each one.

“It’s OK, Wisp. Given the circumstances,
what else would you think,” Emily assured her and nearly
laughed at the shocked look on the Fae’s face. It wasn’t often that
she spoke to anyone other than Jail or Jala through the mind links.
Now did not seem the time to be picky about such things, though.
She needed to reassure Wisp. Especially if she wanted to be
healed.

“I’ve never actually seen Seth before.
Really. I thought he was just a myth made up to frighten children.
I’m not sure how I feel, knowing he is real. Was he as terrifying
as the stories say?” Wisp spoke with hesitation, her words still
interrupted by the occasional sniffle.

It was hard to suppress the laughter, but
Emily did her best. Wisp was upset. Now was not the time to laugh,
no matter how amusing her question was. She wasn’t sure the Fae
would like her answer either. Actually, Wisp, he looked a good
deal like you and your brother, only a bit paler and much less
charismatic. My overall impression was a pretty boy Fae that was a
complete asshole.

“Oh,” Wisp said in what Emily thought was
dismay. “I, uh, I always heard he was a Shifter. At least in the
stories, he is, but he looks Fae you say. I, uh, well I suppose
there is nothing to be done about it, but I can’t say that I like
the Harbinger of Death looking like me,” Wisp mumbled with a
frown.

“Legacy is safe with Jala. I’ve spoken with
her and everything is fine. I have no idea why he helped but
apparently he did,” Jail announced as he reentered the room.

Wisp let out a sigh of relief and wiped the
remainder of the tears from her eyes. “Well, that is the good news
then. The bad news is, Emily is down for a while. These will have
to be stitched until Jala returns unless we want to share the
secret with Kendry or Wesley.”

Stitch the wounds. I will wait for
Jala, Emily told them both through a mental link, and Jail
nodded his agreement with her decision.

“Emily is a trump in our favor as long as she
remains a secret among Jala’s friends. While I don’t know for sure
that our healers would gossip, I don’t want to take the chance,”
Jail said softly.

“Then we are all in agreement. Just one
thing, Jail,” Wisp said with a faint smile.

“What’s that?” Jail asked as he sat down
beside them.

“Do you know how to help her shift back to
her other form?” Wisp asked.

“Uhh. No. You mean she doesn’t know how to do
that herself?” Jail asked in confusion, his gaze going back to
Emily.

“I’ve heard Shifters have to be taught by
their elders how to change their forms,” Wisp said with a
shrug.

“Is that true, Emily. Do you not know how to
change back?” Jail asked, his gaze fully on her now.

Why would I want to? Why would
anyone want to be a Blight, Jail? Emily asked as she rolled
onto her side and stretched out, her muscles flexing under her new
skin. It was both painful and wonderful at the same time. She could
feel the raw power of this form. When she was healed she would be
even more devastating to their enemies. The Bendazzi form was like
a blessing from the Divine in her eyes. People feared the Bendazzi
as well as respected them, but no one despised them simply for
existing. Even she despised the Blights and she was one of them.
Why would she ever want to change back? The thought itself was
almost laughable. She had absolutely no intention of ever being a
Blight again. On that she was certain.


Chapter 24

 


Kithvaryn

 


 


Pale blossoms floated down through the air
before her. Turning slowly, Jala gazed up at the blossom covered
trees around her and felt her burdens lifting. The sky above was a
pale blue, dotted with the sort of clouds you could find all manner
of shapes in. She used to love those sorts of clouds as a child.
She could remember lying in thick grass, simply staring at the sky
for hours while her imagination ran wild.

Jala closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. The
scent of the flowers was nearly intoxicating. Slowly, her eyes
opened once more, and she moved to the edge of the orchard to stare
at the white walls of a city in the distance. Everything was so
pristine, so absolutely beautiful it was surreal.

“I must have died in the night. That bitch
slit my throat while I slept,” Jala murmured as she remembered
Kithkara’s promise of death. This place was simply too perfect in
all of its details to be just a dream.

“It’s a dream, not the afterlife. You know
very well if you die you are bound for someplace darker than this,”
It wasn’t truly a surprise to hear War’s voice. Still, it took her
several moments to locate his perch in the upper limbs of one of
the trees.

“I thought you couldn’t contact me in the
sunlit world? Where are we this time?” Jala asked, gazing up at her
Grandfather.

“Kithvaryn is different. I have more power
here. They all worship me on this island. As to where we are, this
was Tevonale, another land that is nothing more than a memory in
the minds of those old enough to remember it,” War answered in a
wistful voice.

“I’ve never even heard of it,” Jala
admitted, her eyes going once more to the white walls of the city.
Small forms were circling over the walls dotting the blue sky at
intervals that seemed too regular to be coincidence. “What are
those? They are too small for dragons, but too big for
birds.”

“Griffons. They no longer exist in
Sanctuary. They were lost with Tevonale,” War explained as he
dropped down beside her and motioned toward the city. “It’s
probably for the best though. Griffons would have been no match for
the Spell Hawks and dragons had a tendency to snack on
them.”

“Is this place another lesson for me?”
Jala asked as they began to walk slowly toward the city.

“Not one such as Lady Veyetta. Tevonale is
a history lesson I suppose. It’s a reminder of what can happen when
the High Lords go to war,” War said in a voice that held more
sadness than she would have expected. Glancing over at her, he
smiled faintly and shrugged. “I know I’m War. I shouldn’t mourn the
effects of my aspect. I do, though. Tevonale was remarkable. They
were the ones that started the tradition of the Spring games. No
one remembers that now, though. No one ever remembers after a few
centuries. Do you know where the Black Sea is, Jala?”

“North of the Greenwild and Avanti,” Jala
answered with a raised eyebrow. She could picture the stretch of
water perfectly in her mind from the maps at the Academy. The
narrow channel between the Greenwild and the southern shores of
Gaelyn was what Marrow had swum to reach Merro.

“That used to be Tevonale. There are
islands dotting the Black Sea that to this day cannot support life
and the waters there are considered cursed by most. Not even the
serpents will swim that channel,” War explained.

They were close enough to the city now to
hear the chatter of its citizens. Pausing, Jala watched a brightly
gowned woman ride past them on a pale coated horse. The woman never
slowed or glanced their way. “They are memories of yours?” Jala
asked hesitantly. In the Veyetta dream the city had been
abandoned.

“They are only memories now, nothing more.
Her name was Alexia. She was a healer. Does she look familiar to
you, Jala?” War explained.

Jala kept her gaze on the woman, studying the
dark golden hair and the aristocratic features carefully. “Are you
about to tell me she is a long lost relative?” she asked.

“Not of yours, but you trained with her
sister in Sanctuary,” War chuckled.

“Rose!” Jala exclaimed, her eyes still
following the woman as she rode through the gates of the city to
disappear into the crowded streets. “Rose is that old?” Jala
gasped, her eyes moving quickly to War.

“Older than that, I’m sure. Even I do not
know how old she is, exactly. Her family was renowned for healing.
It’s in their blood, you might say.” War paused near the gates and
looked to her. “And on that subject are you sure you know what you
are getting into with Seravae?”

“I’ve thought it through. I have to have
this alliance,” Jala said firmly, her lightened mood fading at the
mention of reality.

“Spirit mages are dangerous, Jala. They
can read your intentions as clearly as a Mind mage reads you
thoughts. You can’t deceive them no matter how hard you try. Not to
mention they can rip your bloody soul from your body on a whim,”
War cautioned.

“Did Seravae do this? Is that why you
brought me here to show me how dangerous the Soulreavers are?” Jala
asked, her eyes sweeping over the city once more.

War snorted in amusement and shook his head.
“Tevonale would have wiped the floor with the Soulreavers. No I
brought you here because I like it here.” He sighed and the
amusement slowly left his face. Leaning back against the gate post
he watched the city for a long moment before glancing back toward
her. “Can you at least tell me why it must be Seravae that you ally
with? After your approach to Kithvaryn on behalf of Goswin, I can
see that you have thought things through, but isn’t there another
house that would be more fitting?”

“I need the Spirit mages. Avanti isn’t the
only enemy I have,” Jala explained with a sigh, her violet eyes
meeting his darker gaze fully. “I’m not too concerned about
deceiving Ash, either. I think I can trust him as long as our goals
follow the same path.”

“I’m not worried about Ash. I’m more
concerned with the other eight to ten thousand you are hoping to
bring home. What if they don’t follow Ash’s orders quite as they
should? It has been a while since Ash has even been among them. He
has been living in self-imposed exile for nearly a decade. I’m sure
he has lost most of the political sway he had in that
time.”

“I suppose we will see when I arrive,”
Jala shrugged as she spoke and watched the ghosts of Tevonale as
they continued the charade of a normal day.

“Have you thought of the other side of the
coin concerning Seravae? It’s obvious that you didn’t anticipate
that Kithvaryn might hesitate at your offer. So I have to ask. Have
you considered what you will do if the Seravae lords refuse the
marriage offer or find Ash unworthy?” War pressed.

“They need land; they won’t refuse,” Jala
replied with confidence. She had spoken with Ash several times
about the idea and he assured her that Seravae would accept the
offer without difficulty.

“So that’s a no. You haven’t thought it
over,” War concluded with a sigh and shook his head slightly. “You
have to start looking at the full picture, Jala. You can’t just
assume that everyone will play the parts you want them to.”

“Why would they refuse? And how could Ash
not be worthy? He has more training than their High Lord has,” Jala
countered a bit irritably. She had too much riding on her plans. It
was too late for War to pick them apart now. The ball was already
in motion.

“And if they do?” War pressed once
more.

“Then I will do something else,” Jala
snapped, throwing her hands up. “What do you want from me? I have
no training in politics. I have no training in intrigue. I’m
winging it here, Grandfather, and I’m trying to do my
best.”

“Perhaps you should have listened to
Vaze’s advice and talked to Valor about your plans. He has training
in both of the fields you are professing ignorance of,” War mused.
He frowned and fell silent, his gaze on the sky as a deafening
clangor filled the city.

“What is that?” Jala asked as she cringed
from the noise and covered her ears.

“A knock at your door, Jala. Time to wake
up I’m afraid.” War sighed and gave her one last smile as the city
around her faded.

“Are you all right, Jala? I knocked but you
didn’t answer.” Sovann’s voice was hesitant and from the sound of
it he was still at the door.

“Mmph,” Jala replied as her eyes fluttered
open. Her face was still partly buried in the pillows and her hair
all but blinding her with its tangles.

“Is that a yes?” Sovann asked, sounding a bit
confused.

Grumbling incoherently, Jala sat up slowly
and pushed her curls back from her face before looking over at
Sovann with bleary eyes. She nodded slowly and looked toward the
brightly lit window. Legacy had awakened her in the middle of her
sleep with his hunger and between that and War’s dream walk, it
didn’t feel as though she had slept at all.

“We are supposed to meet with Kithvaryn in
one hour. Will you feel up to it by then?” The expression on his
face suggested that he highly doubted she could even form a
sentence by then.

Jala smirked slightly and nodded, her eyes
searching the room for a basin for water. “I need to get cleaned up
first,” she mumbled as she reluctantly dragged her legs over the
side of the bed. “Can you watch Legacy for me while I get dressed
Sovann?” she asked through a yawn.

“Legacy?” Sovann exclaimed moving forward to
look down at the sleeping child in her bed. “I thought he was with
Wisp? How did he get here? Is Wisp OK?”

His questions came so rapid fire that she
didn’t have a chance to answer any of them. She watched him with a
bemused expression until she was sure he was done and then nodded
slowly. “Wisp is fine, as is Jail. Legacy was brought here by an
unexpected guest because of difficulties in Merro,” Jala said
slowly and then raised an eyebrow at him. “So will you watch him
while I get dressed?”

“Of course. There is a bathing room at the
end of the hall if you want it. Would be nice if there was a
bathtub in each room but I suppose this fortress is so old it’s
bound to be rustic,” Sovann replied as he plopped down lightly on
the bed and smiled down at his sleeping nephew. She knew he had
more questions on the subject of Wisp and the mysterious guest, but
apparently Sovann had given up on her telling him the whole truth
when he asked.

“At least it has one available,” Jala mumbled
through another yawn and headed off toward the end of the hall. She
would have to summon clothes to wear and she hated to waste the
magic to do it. There was no other choice, though. If any of her
possessions had been salvaged from the ship wreck they were yet to
be returned to her. The loss of her clothes wasn’t truly troubling,
but the loss of her staff made her sick. It had been so lovingly
crafted especially for her and she had lost it on her first outing
with it. It was possible that one of Kithvaryn’s scouts had found
it, however, and perhaps if they negotiated well today it would be
returned.

With a sigh, she opened the door to the
bathing room and froze, staring at the half naked form of Valor
standing in front of the small mirror. The muscles in his back
tensed at the sound of the door and she realized she was still
staring with what had to be a stupid expression on her face. “I,
uh, didn’t know you had a tattoo,” Jala muttered lamely as she
struggled to come up with a reason for her slack-jawed expression.
Her eyes fixated on the delicate form of the female devil on one
shoulder holding a bloody sword and the crumpled form of an angel
on the other shoulder. It was obvious that the tattoo was from his
days of debauchery in Sanctuary rather than anything he might have
gotten in Arovan.

“That’s because you’ve only seen me in this
state of undress once before. I was drunk and you were averting
your eyes, as I recall,” Valor replied with a hint of amusement.
“It’s not a tattoo I care to show off either. It’s the result of a
too much alcohol and too little thinking.” Stepping back from the
mirror he grabbed a shirt off the rack behind him and bowed his
head to her. “The room is yours,” he said with a motion of his hand
toward the bathtub.

Jala nodded slightly, her eyes still
following his every move. He had the same lean athletic figure that
Finn had possessed with only a bit more muscle. It was the scar on
his stomach that was holding her attention, now that he had turned
to face her. Every other inch of Valor’s skin was flawless and pale
aside from the ragged claw marks. He had earned that wound saving
her life and she had never even realized he still bore the scar
from it.

“As soon as you move out of the doorway that
is,” Valor added after a long moment of waiting for her to move.
The expression on his face held curiosity and a bit of
amusement.

“Oh bloody hell. Sorry. I’m not awake yet,”
Jala mumbled and stepped quickly out of his way, hoping he didn’t
notice her blushing. She had no reason to be blushing either which
was even more infuriating. Her gaze dropped to the floor and she
closed her eyes as she took a deep breath. “Sorry, Val. Long night.
Very little sleep,” Jala added quietly as she moved past him into
the room and quickly closed the door behind him as he stepped out.
Leaning back against the door frame she stared at the mirror and
let out another sigh. “You are a complete idiot,” she whispered to
herself.
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Vaze was waiting for her when she opened the
door to step out from the bathroom. He watched her carefully as if
trying to judge her mood before he spoke.

“I don’t hate you, Vaze. I don’t like you
very much for what you did.” Jala spoke quietly as she adjusted the
skirts of her dress. She held up a hand before he could speak and
shook her head slowly. “I know you did what you did with the best
of intentions and that is the only reason I don’t hate you for it.
It’s like a wound that won’t heal and the sight of you salts the
wound,” she finished.

“I don’t know how many times I can say I’m
sorry to you, Jala,” Vaze said softly. “If it’s the sight of me
that bothers you, though, you won’t be troubled much longer. I’m
here to take you back to Kithvaryn and then I must leave. Unless
you would rather take the stairs than the shadows of course.”

“No, I would appreciate your help with the
shadows,” Jala sighed and felt a pang of guilt at his words.
Perhaps she didn’t have the right to be angry with him. Maybe his
way had been the best way. It was all a jumbled mess in her mind
and nothing she had time to examine now. In truth, it was nothing
she truly wanted to examine closely. As it was in her mind now,
Vaze shared the blame for the failure to save Finn. She had acted
rashly and rushed the spell. He had sent Finn back to hell. If she
admitted that Vaze had acted in the best way, then the only one to
hate was herself.

“Your friends are waiting in your room,” Vaze
said quietly in a voice that seemed far too humble for the man she
knew him to be.

“Do you have any idea what Kithvaryn has
decided?” Jala asked in the most conversational voice she could
manage.

“None whatsoever. Kith is hard to judge. I’ll
cross my fingers for you, though, kid,” Vaze replied with a faint
smile.

Nodding, Jala stepped into her room. Valor
stood gazing out the window in a long coat of dark purple. Silver
embroidery lined the trim in shapes of tiny Bendazzi. He looked
every inch the noble, from the tips of his well-polished black
boots to his short silver hair.

Sovann on the other hand bore the appearance
of a scholar. His clothing was practical as always with more
pockets showing than she could count. He sat waiting patiently in a
chair with Legacy balanced carefully on one leg and an expression
of dread on his face.

“It won’t be that bad. I’m sure, Sovann,”
Jala offered with a faint smile as she crossed the room to take her
child.

“It’s not the meeting with Kithvaryn,” Sovann
mumbled with a slight shake of his head.

“Ash is waiting in the city for you. Word
arrived while you were bathing. Apparently he plans to take ship
from here directly to Seravae,” Valor explained in a steady voice,
not bothering to turn from the window.

“But I have to raise Merro still. I hadn’t
planned on going to Seravae until my people were living again,”
Jala objected with a frown.

“I suppose you will have to take that up with
your fiancé after our meeting with the General,” Valor said dryly
as he turned toward Vaze. “Ready when you are Vaze. The sooner this
day is over with, the better.”

Vaze nodded slowly to Valor and looked back
to Jala with a questioning expression on his face.

“I’m ready,” Jala agreed and moved closer so
that he could transport them all more easily. Legacy squirmed
briefly in her arms before contenting himself with wrapping his
tiny fingers in a lock of her hair.

Vaze stared at her for another long moment
before nodding slowly. He glanced to Valor and then Sovann before
looking back to her once more. “I really hope you know what you are
doing with Seravae, and I really hope you have considered all other
options first,” he said softly as the room darkened with his
summoned shadows.
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Kithvaryn sat waiting in the same chair he
had occupied the night before. Kithkara stood behind him, leaning
against the wall near the weapons racks. The expression on the
woman’s face suggested she would like to make use of those weapons
as the group entered the room.

“Good morning, General Kithvaryn, Commander
Kithkara,” Jala spoke the greeting politely and bowed her head to
Kithvaryn with respect.

“You look more the High Lady today than you
did on our first meeting,” Kithvaryn returned with a note of
approval in his voice. He gazed at her son for a long moment before
nodding her toward one of the empty chairs.

“I regret the condition I arrived in. I’m
afraid under the circumstances of yesterday’s events that it
couldn’t be helped,” Jala replied with a small apologetic shrug.
Carefully she pulled the long silk skirts of her newly summoned
dress out of the way and sat down in the indicated chair.

Kithvaryn waited patiently for Valor and
Sovann to take places behind her before nodding toward her son.
“Finn’s child, I assume. I had heard rumors that you were with
child, but the news seems too fresh for a child his age.”

“I was in poor condition when I returned from
the Darklands, so I used magic on my son to insure that he
survived,” Jala explained, leaving out as many of the details of
the event as she could. There was no reason for anyone other than
her friends to know what bad condition she had been in.

“I see,” the general responded in a tone that
suggested he didn’t want to hear all of the details any more than
she wanted to speak them. Exhaling heavily, he leaned back farther
into the cushions of his chair, resting his elbows comfortably on
the arm rests. “I’ve considered your offer and I have a counter for
you. As it turns out, I didn’t care much for Hexian’s offer and we
couldn’t reach terms that we both agreed on. As for Morcaillo, I
don’t like nor trust the man so I don’t plan to take contract there
either. That leaves you. If we can reach terms that is.”

Jala struggled to keep the look of hope from
her face and nodded slowly. “What is your counter, General?” she
asked in a reserved voice.

“First, my company will keep any spoils of
war that are gained in defending Goswin. That is the full and
complete spoils. Goswin will not get a share regardless of whether
they fight beside us or not,” Kithvaryn began in a formal tone.
“Second, my son’s soul is to be returned to me before we move our
troops to Goswin. If there is any deceit in that transaction, the
contract between the two of us will be void. If it is not truly my
son that I raise, I will not only void the contract I will remove
the leash from Kithkara that is keeping her on such remarkably good
behavior.”

“Understood and agreed upon,” Jala said with
another nod when he fell silent once more. She had expected his
terms to be much worse, but so far he had said nothing that she
couldn’t live with.

“I’m not finished,” Kithvaryn said firmly and
cleared his throat. “Third, you and I will exchange blood for safe
keeping. If at any time you should move against me, I will not
hesitate to use the blood against you. You will have a vial of my
own blood as well, should I fail in the contract.”

“You are out of your mind,” Valor snapped,
cutting Kithvaryn off before he could finish.

“Valor, please,” Jala pleaded and gave
Kithvaryn an apologetic look. “Forgive him please. It is his duty
to protect me and I fear I’ve made that a rather difficult chore
for him. His nerves are on edge, which doubtless caused that
outburst.”

“I would guess it has quite a lot to do with
the Soulreaver waiting at my port for your company,” Kithvaryn said
dryly before casting Valor a withering look. “The blood is not
negotiable, Lady Merrodin. We will exchange vials and hold them
until the end of the contract or there will be no contract. At the
end of our contract, which will be the end of the war by your
request, we will once again exchange the vials. Which, if we have
both kept faith, should still be sealed. The fourth and final
condition of the term is that you pay for the three goats your
damned Bendazzi ate while you have been in my Fortress. I have not
seen the hell-spawned creature myself but I know enough about you
to know what it is preying on my livestock.”

You ate three goats! Jala exclaimed
through a mental link with the Bendazzi while she nodded politely
to Kithvaryn. “I apologize for my familiar. I expected him to be on
better behavior.”

Kithvaryn glanced over his shoulder at
Kithkara and nodded faintly with a tight smile. “How well do I know
that pain. We always expect the best behavior of those we
trust.”

They only counted three? Perhaps
you shouldn’t deal with these people if that is as high as they can
count. You will end up purchasing the services of six thousand
troops and only getting three, Marrow returned in an amused
tone.

How many did you bloody well eat? Jala
demanded while keeping her expression as neutral as she could.

Four goats, one calf and a dog, Marrow
replied, sounding quite pleased with himself.

It’s only been one bloody day Marrow!
Jala fairly yelled the words back to him before smiling at the
General as sweetly as she could. “I agree to your terms General
with one exception.”

“And that would be?” Kithvaryn asked his tone
growing colder.

“That you change three goats to four goats,
one calf, and a dog and allow me to make restitution for the
updated list of snacks,” Jala said quietly, wishing she could have
simply left it at three goats which was bad enough as far as she
was concerned.

“I can’t imagine the feed bill you must get
monthly for that creature if he reaped that much damage here in one
night,” Kithvaryn said as he shook his head slowly in amazement. “I
accept the terms and if all is settled I will write the contract up
and we can both turn our attention to other duties.” Jala nodded in
agreement and watched the General rise from his chair. “I will
return shortly with the paperwork, then. Feel free to have a drink
while you wait. I will have the servants send up breakfast
now.”

“Thank you, General,” Jala said with a faint
smile as she watched him and Kithkara leave the room. Turning in
her seat she looked up at Valor and found him glowering down at
her.

“Guarding a child with a hatchet,” Valor
grumbled shaking his head in disgust.

“I have to agree with Valor here, Jala. I
don’t like the idea of you giving your blood to anyone,” Sovann
said quietly.

“Everything has a price, Sovann. Kithvaryn’s
was lower than I thought it was going to be after the initial
meeting. I count myself fortunate that he is willing to exchange
vials rather than simply demanding one from me,” Jala sighed and
watched with a growing frown as Valor poured himself a large
tumbler of whiskey. He had been doing so well at avoiding drinking,
and she knew it was her actions that were pushing him back toward
the bottle. There was hardly anything she could say to make it
better now, though. Not with Seravae looming so close in their
future.


Chapter 25
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Dark forms circled the camp, dotting the
smoke filled sky with a scattering of black. Havoc watched the
ravens as they approached and shook his head before glancing at
Victory. The scout’s camp should have been far enough from the
borders that they would have been safe until the arrival of the
main force. From the looks of things, they had been wrong,
though.

“Thirty ravens at least. That’s far too many
for just a few dead,” Victory said quietly. The Fae looked as
haggard and miserable as Havoc had ever seen him and he felt a
twinge at the sight. Victory had taken several wounds in the last
conflict and they had no healers left. The healers were always the
first to die in any conflict and the war in Delvay had proved to be
no exception.

“Kes was in this camp. It was her patrol,”
Havoc said quietly, his gaze flicking over to the small boy riding
behind them. No matter how many times Havoc had argued that the boy
was too young for war, the Delvay had ignored him. This was his
first actual ride from the city and it was likely that the boy’s
first taste of war would be the sight of his mother’s corpse.

“It’s possible that some of them lived,”
Victory countered without much hope in his voice.

“I’m going to ride ahead and see. Keep them
back if you can,” Havoc said and spurred his horse forward before
Victory had time to object. He knew what the objections would be
without hearing them. There might still be enemies. It might not be
safe. Either was fine with him at this point. Let there still be
some Rivasans in the camp. He would gladly help them on their way
to the Darklands.

The cawing of the ravens increased as he drew
closer and Razor snorted in displeasure. The flame steed hated the
carrion birds almost as much as his rider did. A raven was never a
good sign as far as Havoc was concerned. It meant one of three
things: a battle was over before he had arrived, Seth was somewhere
nearby, or the bloody spooks of Seravae had landed. Though in the
latter case, the raven was no more than a sigil on their
banners.

He slowed his horse to a walk as they entered
the small clearing where the scouts had chosen to wait for them.
Dismounting slowly, he took in the burnt tents and corpses with a
single glance, his eyes searching for Kes. At the very least he
could spare the boy the sight of his mother if he could simply find
her and cover the body before they arrived.

His search slowed as he noticed a depression
in the ground near the edge of camp. The track was far too large to
be made by any animal. Moving closer Havoc kicked the torn
remainder of a tent back for a better look and let out a deep sigh.
“Dragon,” he muttered with disgust. That was it then. The war was
as good as over with Nerathane involved. The only hope the Delvay
had for survival now was retreat. Rivana already had them on
numbers, and now with the added strength of Nerathane there was
nothing for it.

“Jani.” The voice was weak and he barely
caught the single word through the noise of the approaching
riders.

Turning quickly, Havoc scanned the area
frantically looking for the only person in Delvay that called him
by that name. “Kes, where are you?” Havoc called loudly, sending
the Ravens back into the sky, squawking in protest.

“The tree, Jani,” Kes called, her voice
choked and filled with pain.

Havoc spun in a full circle his eyes scanning
every tree surrounding the camp until he noticed a knotted rope
tied around the middle of a large oak near the edge of the camp. He
moved swiftly around the tree and nearly choked when he found what
remained of her. There were few wounds more terrible to look upon
than a burn, from what he had seen over the years, and her body was
one large burn. Not a trace of flesh remained on her that wasn’t
black or blistered. Her hair was burned away, leaving her scalp raw
and bloody. Her eyes were the only part of her that seemed
unscathed and they were locked on him with a look of such agony
that he felt his breath catch in his throat.

“Kes,” he managed at last, the single word
holding more emotion in it than he thought possible. Grief, anger,
sadness, and doubt all rivaled for dominance in his mind. He didn’t
know how to help her, let alone how to save her life. The ropes
they had tied her with had cut into her cooked flesh until the hemp
was almost part of her arm. There was no way he could remove the
bonds without causing her excruciating pain. Not that she wasn’t
already in pain, but the shock of adding more might very well kill
her. “Kes, I don’t know how to help you,” Havoc whispered, his
voice thick with grief.

“Listen to me. That is all you can do Havoc.
I don’t have enough strength to last much longer.” Kes coughed and
her eyes welled with tears. “Nerathane has joined the fight, Jani,
and they have Magebreakers with them. You have to tell Kadan. We
didn’t have a chance here.” Kes managed the words through her
broken lips but the effort it was taking was obvious. She was
spending the last of her strength to try to save them all.

“Havoc?” Victory called from the campsite and
Havoc could hear the sound of the other horses.

“Momma?” The higher pitched voice of her son
sent the tears Kes had been holding back spilling down her
cheeks.

“Keep him back, Jani. Don’t let him see me
like this. Make him stay away and tell Kadan,” Kes pleaded, the
tears pouring down her face.

“I’m sorry Kes,” Havoc whispered as he drew
his dagger from his belt. “If we still had healers, Hun, I would do
everything I could to get them to you. I can’t leave you like this
though,” he whispered softly, his head bowed beside hers.

“Do it Jani. I’d rather die to a friend’s
mercy than continue in this pain,” Kes whispered back, her voice
hoarse.

“Tell me the color of the dragon before you
go, Kes, please,” Havoc pleaded softly. Dragons were unique in
their appearance. Each bore a separate pattern of colors to their
scales making each one an individual. If he knew the color, he
could avenge her death.

“Red with pale yellow tracing, Jani,” Kes
mumbled, her voice hoarse and choked.

“I’ll skin it for you, Kes, and I’ll kill
every Magebreaker I see. I swear it by the flames and the Divine
alike,” Havoc promised as he pushed the dagger hard into her chest
until it pierced her heart. She gasped once and let out a soft sob
before her body fell limp against the tree once more suspended by
the ropes.

“Havoc?” Victory called again this time
closer.

“Keep him back, Vic,” Havoc called loudly
trying desperately to keep his voice level. Stepping back slowly he
wiped the unshed tears from his eyes and glanced toward the camp.
Not only did he not want the child to see his mother dead, he
didn’t want the Delvay to see him grieving. They were much the same
as the Firym in most of their beliefs and for him to shed tears in
front of them was the same to verbally announcing he was weak.
“I’ll miss you, Kes. May your journey through the life stream be a
swift one,” Havoc whispered once more as he wiped the blood from
his dagger.

“Are you all right?” Victory had approached
so silently that he hadn’t even heard a rustle in the undergrowth.
The damned Fae had a way about such things and moments like this
made Havoc hate them for it.

“Fine,” Havoc muttered roughly, not bothering
to look up at Victory as he replaced his dagger on his belt.

“From the looks of the camp there was a
dragon involved,” Victory said softly. He doubtless knew that Havoc
had already determined that, but was choosing to give him a subject
other than Kes.

“I’m bloody well sick of losing friends,
Vic,” Havoc said in a choked voice. He hated himself for it, but if
there was anyone in the world that would understand it was
Victory.

“I’ve grown rather sick of it, myself,”
Victory agreed sadly, his gaze straying to the pathetic corpse
hanging from the tree.

“She said they have Magebreakers as well as
Dragons. I don’t even know what the hell a Magebreaker is, but I
promised her I would kill them all,” Havoc mumbled and turned his
back on the camp completely. Having Victory see him with glassy
eyes and a choked voice was one thing, but he would be damned if he
would allow any of the Delvay to see him in this condition.

“As the name implies, they are trained to
break mages. They are created using individuals with the ability to
siphon and through their learning they build up reservoirs bigger
than any mage alive. Unlike a normal mage who stockpiles his
energy, a Magebreaker will spend everything he has before a battle
and go in as dry as a desert with the intention of draining dry
whoever is using magic. They are nearly impossible for a mage to
beat in combat and I can’t imagine the Delvay Spellblades will have
much luck facing them,” Victory explained in an almost droning
voice as if he were reciting an old lesson from memory.

The sound of approaching footsteps silenced
them both and Havoc watched as Kadan approached with a grim look on
his stern face. The Delvay lord barely spared them a glance as he
moved past them to the tree and stood before Kes’s body for a long
moment before speaking. “Was she alive when you arrived?” he asked
in a voice that seemed far too calm for someone that had just found
a dead sister. Even if Kes was adopted, there should have been more
emotion there, at the very least a show of anger.

“She was, but barely,” Havoc answered, his
own voice going colder.

“Havoc,” Victory warned. His partner knew him
well enough to gauge his moods by his voice. Kadan apparently
didn’t.

“This is your knife wound then? Why the hell
didn’t you wait until she had time to report to me?” Kadan growled,
turning to face Havoc with a scowl on his face.

“Because she was in agony, you sorry bastard
and I didn’t want to watch her suffer for your convenience,” Havoc
snapped back, his anger rising to block out the grief.

“Havoc,” Victory warned again with a note of
pleading to his voice.

“Watch your mouth, Havoc,” Kadan hissed, his
hand dropping to his sword hilt. They were all tired from the
fighting they had seen and it made tempers short. Too short
perhaps. Kadan and he had never gotten along even on the best of
days.

“Or what, Kadan? You are going to draw steel
on me? Do you actually think you can win against me? I’ve seen more
fighting in the last year than you have seen in your whole bloody
life,” Havoc snarled as he began to stalk toward the High Lord of
Delvay. “Personally, I wish you would draw, Kadan. I’d love to show
you a fraction of the agony your sister felt and see how willing
you are to live with it.”

“I am Delvay. Pain is nothing,” Kadan
returned, his voice rising with his temper.

“This isn’t solving anything! Don’t we have
enough enemies already without you two fighting? She did give a
bloody report. She gave it to Havoc before she died. If you two
would stop, we can track down the bastards that did this!”
Victory’s voice rang through the clearing with more anger than
Havoc had ever heard from him. Normally, Victory was the rational
one, the even tempered diplomat, now he almost sounded Firym.

“Vic,” Havoc muttered stupidly as he stared
at his friend in disbelief.

“I’m so god damned sick of your dick
measuring. I’ve been watching it for weeks. Honestly, do you two
have nothing better to do with your time than irritate each other?
Kes is dead and you two care more about fighting with each other
than stopping her killers or saving the rest of Delvay. You are
both god damned morons. Firym are tough. Delvay are tough. You are
both complete bad asses and I shudder at the thought of your power.
Are you happy now? Will you shut up and do something productive
now?” The Fae’s chest was heaving as he finished his tirade and he
shook his head in disgust at both of them.

“Damn, Vic, a moron? That is a bit harsh,”
Havoc muttered, his posture going back to relaxed as he exchanged
looks with Kadan. He tried to keep his tone light despite the
emotions raging inside him. He had never seen Victory this close to
snapping before, not even when Veir fell.

“She gave the report?” Kadan asked
cautiously, his eyes flicking to Victory as he spoke. Apparently
the sight of the Fae unhinged was just as disturbing to the Delvay
as it had been for him to witness.

“She said Nerathane had joined the fight and
that they had Magebreakers,” Havoc said with barely a glance toward
Kadan. His attention was fully focused on Victory who was leaning
against a tree, his eyes locked on Kes’s burnt body.

“That could be Jala or Wisp if we don’t stop
them Havoc,” Victory whispered softly. The anger had left his face
now and he seemed pale and drained.

“We can’t stop them. You said it yourself
that the Spellblades wouldn’t hold against Magebreakers, and
Nerathane. We can’t fight the dragons and Rivana at the same time,
Victory.” Havoc spoke in the calmest voice he could muster. It
worried him to see Victory like this. Vic was the anchor that kept
him from getting them both killed.

“Are you expecting me to surrender? I won’t
back down. I don’t care how many dragons they have. Delvay will
fight,” Kadan snapped.

“So he was right about one of us being a
moron at least,” Havoc returned in a dry tone. With one simple
sentence Kadan had managed to piss him off yet again. The Delvay
lord was the best at setting his temper off though so it really
shouldn’t be surprising.

“I’m not a damned craven. I will not hide
from my enemies, but feel free to scurry off Firym,” Kadan shot
back and spat on the ground in disgust.

“You are going to be responsible for the
death of everyone in this army if you continue, Kadan. You have no
choice but to retreat now,” Havoc said, his voice rising in pitch
once more.

“For the love of the Divines,” Victory sighed
and shook his head. “Fine, kill each other off,” he muttered
throwing his hands up in defeat.

“It’s either kill him off or watch him
sacrifice Delvay for his damned pride,” Havoc snarled. “You can’t
hold against them Kadan! You were already outnumbered before the
dragons joined the fight. You are going to die, you jackass,” Havoc
said loudly, pronouncing each word slowly as though he were
speaking with a doting elder.

“If you want to run, feel free, Havoc. We
didn’t ask for your help in this fight to begin with,” Kadan
hissed.

“I’m leaving, Havoc,” Victory said in a voice
so soft Havoc barely heard him.

“I’ll be back at camp shortly. Once I knock
some sense into this dipshit,” Havoc called, his hand already going
for the hilt of his sword.

“I won’t be at the camp, Havoc. I’m leaving
Delvay,” Victory added in a slightly louder voice.

“Run with your friend, Havoc. Spare me the
trouble of burying your corpse later,” Kadan said in a mocking
tone.

Havoc glanced over his shoulder toward
Victory and then back at Kadan. Anger coursed through him, but if
he wasted more time fighting with Kadan, Victory would be gone.
Clenching his fist tightly he locked eyes with Kadan. “You should
have cried for your sister,” he hissed as his fist connected
solidly with the Delvay Lord’s nose. Bones crunched under his hand,
but he didn’t stay long enough to see the damage.

Turning, he followed quickly after Victory,
catching up with the Fae just as he was mounting Avalanche. “Vic,
wait!” Havoc called before his partner could manage the first of
the transport spell.

“What?” Victory asked in a voice that seemed
too tired.

Havoc gave a light whistle and waited
patiently as Razor trotted over to him. Looking up at Victory he
smiled faintly. “So, where are we going?” he asked as he swung into
his saddle.

“I’m going home, Havoc. That’s where I should
have gone in the first place. If you were smart you would go home
too. Our own people need us, and maybe they will actually listen
when we try to save their lives,” Victory said sadly, his eyes
flicking to the child that still didn’t seem to realize his mother
was dead.

“Well, give me a lift to Faydwar at least,
Vic. Don’t leave me stranded with the Delvay after I broke their
lord’s nose,” Havoc said quietly. He still couldn’t believe what he
had just heard. In the ten years they had been traveling together,
Victory had joked about leaving him behind, but he had never been
serious before. There was no laughter in his eyes now. This time he
was serious.

Victory nodded slowly and began the spell
silently, his gaze never leaving the child.

“Can I ask why, now, Vic? We’ve been through
a lot of shit together. Why are you cutting ties now?” Havoc asked,
amazed at the pang in his chest at just the thought of going
separate ways. They had been friends since the Academy, only Zach
had been with them back then. Then the fall of Veir, and it was
just the two of them after that. Now it looked like it wouldn’t
even be that much.

“Because I don’t want to watch you die,
Havoc, and I think for the first time since I’ve known you that it
might actually happen. You’ve always been invincible in my eyes,
but you never know when to back down, Havoc. After what I’ve seen
in the past few weeks…” Victory’s voice trailed off as his magic
washed over them. The rest didn’t need to be spoken aloud, though.
Havoc knew all too well what he meant.
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Cold wet drizzle washed over them in a steady
fall that had lasted all day. Jala glanced toward Valor who sat
alone at the prow of the ship. She couldn’t prove he was causing
the weather but she had a good suspicion that he was. He had been
silent since they had left Kithvaryn and hadn’t said so much as a
word to her the entire ship ride. With a sigh she glanced over to
where Ash stood by the rail, staring out over the ocean. He had
been quiet too, but then from what she had seen of the man so far,
Ash was always quiet. He would speak if you spoke first, but he
rarely initiated the conversation himself.

You should have brought Sovann with you if
you wanted social company, Marrow said as he moved forward to
sit beside her.

“I needed him to go with Kithvaryn,” Jala
sighed as she pulled the blankets closer around Legacy. With the
weather, she should take the child below, but the holds of the ship
were stifling and held the overwhelming odor of rotting fish. “I
wish we could have gone home first,” Jala added in a wistful
voice.

I wish we had just gone home. I don’t
understand why you must marry Ash. He isn’t right for you,
Marrow grumbled.

“We’ve talked about this. I’m not getting
married for love. I’m getting married for power. I need the armies
he will bring to Merro,” Jala said in an exasperated voice. No
matter how many times she tried to explain the concept of political
marriage to Marrow he simply didn’t understand.

He cowered from the Divine, Marrow
pointed out in a disgusted voice.

“We’ve talked of that too. The Soulreavers
have a superstitious fear of Death. They believe her to be the only
god and not a very nice one,” Jala repeated the words for what felt
like the hundredth time.

Just saying, if you don’t cower you should
have a mate that doesn’t cower, Marrow grumbled.

“I did, and his lack of cowering got him
killed!” Jala snapped and instantly regretted raising her voice as
Legacy began to squirm in her arms. He was always fussy when he
woke early from a nap. “Shh. I’m sorry, love,” she cooed, rocking
the child in her arms.

Perhaps you should try for one that is
brave and thoughtful rather than rash and fearless, Marrow
suggested. The Bendazzi had been harassing her with this line of
conversation since they had set sail. No matter how carefully she
explained her plans to him he ignored her.

“Know any of them that have a very large army
on standby?” Jala asked with sarcasm lacing her voice.

Do you even know you will need a very
large army? You are Divine with the blood of War in your
veins. Maybe you are a one-woman army and simply don’t realize
it, Marrow said with an indignant sniff.

“Please stop, Marrow,” Jala pleaded as she
continued to rock Legacy who was at the verge of tears. Slowly she
stood up and began to pace the deck, hoping the movement would help
soothe him. He was growing so fast due to her magic it was possible
he was beginning to teethe. That would only make his fussiness
worse. She had considered removing the magic and allowing him to
age at a normal pace, but in light of what was coming, it seemed a
better plan to let him grow enough to be less dependent on her. It
was a morbid path to follow, but she didn’t like the thought of her
son suffering if something happened to her.

Ash stepped up beside her as she turned back
to the rail once more. The Soulreaver smiled faintly at her and
nodded his head toward the ocean. “You can make out the edges of
Seravae now. The smaller shapes are uninhabited islands but if you
look past them you can just make out the coast of the Sword Isle.”
His voice was soothing and even Legacy stopped fussing as he
spoke.

Jala moved closer to the rail and peered out
across the rain covered distance in the direction he indicated. She
could barely make out the rocky coast through the murk of the day,
but what she saw wasn’t impressive to her. Glancing over at Ash she
nodded and tried to force a faint smile onto her face. To her
amazement Ash laughed at her expression.

“It isn’t much to look at, is it? It really
doesn’t get any better inland either,” Ash said with the amusement
still clear on his face.

“I’ve never seen you laugh before. Or even
really smile for that matter,” Jala stammered, still staring at the
Soulreaver in amazement.

Ash looked down at her and raised a pale
eyebrow. “Did you think I was serene all of the time?”

“Well yes, actually,” Jala admitted, still
staring at him.

Ash laughed again and shook his head at her.
“I have a lighter side, Jala. I just try to be professional when I
am working. Till this point, in every contact we have had, I have
been working.”

“You considered it working? I’ve never once
paid you for any help you have given me,” Jala replied, shaking her
head at him slightly. It was a relief to see this side of him. She
had pictured a marriage with him as being dull and lifeless. To see
him actually laughing gave her hope, though. There was a
possibility that their agreement could become friendship or
possibly even more with enough time.

“Money isn’t everything, Jala. I often work
for free if the task is a worthy one,” Ash replied with a smile. He
leaned forward on the rail, his eyes locked on the distant rocks.
“I won’t miss this place at all, after we have gone. I can’t think
of a single pleasant memory from the islands,” he mused.

Have you left Kithvaryn yet? Neph’s
voice broke through her thoughts like thunder and all thoughts of
conversation with Ash vanished.

I have and you don’t have to bellow at me
Neph. I can hear you just fine, Jala replied wincing a bit from
the link.

Go home. Do not come to Seravae, Neph
ordered in a voice that brooked no argument.

I can scarcely do that, Neph. I can see
the shores of Seravae right now. What has happened? I thought
everything was settled, Jala sighed, wondering if every plan
she made in her life would become a mess in her hands. It seemed
things could never simply go as she hoped. Everything had to be
complicated.

Everything was worked out perfectly until
last night. Now everything is a bloody mess. Do not come here,
Jala, Neph said with frustration thick in his voice.

What happened last night? Jala asked
wearily.

The Lord Reaver’s wife died. They are
saying it was suicide and from the few times I spoke with the woman
it might very well have been. Jexon has spent the last day arguing
against Ash, however. It would seem the Seravae mourning period
lasts approximately the amount of time it takes to roll a body into
the grave. I wasn’t too concerned at first, but Jala, I think he is
swaying the council. If you do marry Ash with the way things stand,
you will be lucky to get a guard, let alone an army. Neph spoke
quickly as if simply knowing she was near Seravae was reason for
panic.

With a heavy sigh, Jala leaned back against
the rail and closed her eyes. Swallowing heavily, she tried to
govern her thoughts and decide the best approach. She needed
Seravae, and she needed their shamans more than anything else. For
what she had planned in the spring she would need all of the Spirit
mages she could get.

“May I ask what is wrong? Your emotions went
from hopeful to despair in a matter of moments,” Ash said
softly.

“Neph just contacted me. The High Lady of
Seravae has committed suicide apparently, and your father has been
using every moment since then to sway the council against you,”
Jala explained in a voice utterly devoid of emotion. It seemed this
was going to be one of the moments that Vaze and War had been
trying to prepare her for. As they had said, sometimes you don’t
have any good options; you simply had to take the one you could
live with.

Ash was standing silently beside her, his own
expression thoughtful. Glancing down at her he shook his head
slowly. “We should go to Merro. I doubt I can win against Jexon
with the council,” he said finally in a voice that was already
filled with defeat.

“I didn’t even know the Soulreavers had a
bloody council,” Jala muttered as she raised her free hand to wipe
rain from her face and returned to rocking Legacy on her hip.

“It is comprised of a master of each circle
of training. However the High Lord himself has a voice there as
well and his word is worth two votes. In order to win against Jexon
cleanly, I would need all three of the Masters on my side and that
won’t happen. The Master of Blades will side with Jexon. There is
no doubt of that, and depending on who is control of the shamans
right now he might have that vote as well,” Ash explained
sourly.

“Could you explain to me why, exactly, Jexon
would do this, please?” Jala asked. She had only met the man once
at the council in Sanctuary and he hadn’t seemed too fond of her
then. She couldn’t imagine why he would want her as a wife after
that meeting.

“Politics,” Valor said from his seat at the
prow of the ship. She hadn’t even been aware that he could hear
them speaking until now. Standing slowly, Valor stretched and
walked over to join them. “If he marries you and places a lackey of
his in control of the isles, he effectively has control of both.
From what Ash is saying, whoever is the master of blades, is his
lackey,” Valor said with a look of misery on his face. He stared
down at her with a look that held both resignation and accusation
in it.

“Scythe is in charge of Blades right now. He
has always been a staunch supporter of my father and Valor is
likely right about their goals,” Ash agreed and leaned heavily back
on the rail.

“But you aren’t going to listen to us when we
tell you to go home are you?” Valor asked, though his expression
showed clearly that he already knew the answer to his question.

“I’m not going to go home without speaking
with them first,” Jala answered carefully. It seemed as though
vengeance was going to have a very high cost. Possibly her
friendship with Valor, if she wasn’t careful. “You don’t
understand, Valor. Every plan I have is contingent on Spirit mages.
I have to have Seravae in this,” Jala sighed.

“Make new plans,” Valor suggested. “I’ve
never met Jexon personally but I’ve heard enough of him to hate the
man,” he added in a lower voice.

“Rumors, Valor. We both know how viscous
rumors can be,” Jala returned in a voice that was sharper than she
had intended.

“In my Father’s case, they may not all be
rumors,” Ash offered hesitantly.

“Maybe you should listen to the son that had
to exile himself to keep his father from killing him?” Valor added,
his voice gaining volume with his anger.

The cold drizzling rain began to fall in
heavier sheets and Jala sighed. Pulling her cloak tighter she
looked up at the sky and then to Valor. “Really, Val, as if the day
wasn’t bad enough,” she grumbled.

“Like I’m bloody well doing it on purpose!”
Valor snapped back as he pulled the hood up on his cloak. “Maybe
you shouldn’t have done whatever you did to my magic. Or maybe,
just maybe you should stop pissing me off.”

“I feel inclined to mention that it isn’t
exactly anger you are radiating right now, Valor,” Ash said
quietly.

“Shut the hell up, spook,” Valor growled, his
voice low and dangerous as he whirled to face the Soulreaver.

“OK, now it’s anger,” Ash amended quietly as
thunder cracked in the sky above them. “We should probably get the
child below until landfall,” Ash suggested to Jala, giving one last
glance at Valor and the worsening weather.

With a heavy sigh, Jala nodded and moved
toward the ship’s hold. “I never try to piss you off, Valor,” she
murmured though she doubted he could hear her through the rain and
wind. The smell of fish hit her the moment the heavy door was
opened. “I really don’t want to go down there,” Jala sighed with a
glance back to Ash.

“I apologize for the ship, Jala. It was the
best I could do on short notice. There aren’t many passenger ships
left on the water and there were no Spell Hawks available,” Ash
said with an apologetic shrug.

Moving another few steps down the stairs,
Jala found a perch that was reasonably dry and sat down. She heard
the sound of the hold door closing and then Ash was beside her.
“Valor is being stubborn, eh?” she asked softly. She hadn’t really
expected him to come into the hold, but she had been hoping he
would, regardless.

“Hurt, angry, defiant, grief stricken, but
not stubborn,” Ash corrected as he took a seat beside her. He wiped
the rain from his face and brushed his long white hair back from
his eyes and looked over at her with his pale, almost colorless
gaze. “May I speak bluntly without offending you?” he asked
cautiously.

“Will it involve a typhoon if I don’t say
what you want to hear in reply?” Jala returned dryly.

“You know it won’t,” Ash said with a
smirk.

Jala sighed again and nodded. Then looked
around in shock as she realized Marrow hadn’t come down with her.
She’d been about to lean up against him, but he wasn’t there. She
turned her head to gaze up at the hold door, a faint pang in her
chest at the realization that Marrow had chosen the cold and rain
rather than her company.

“Jexon is a son of a bitch. He is ruthless
and cold, Jala. He loves power more than anything else in this
world and you will be nothing more than a stepping stone for him,”
Ash began slowly and Jala felt her hopes sinking farther.
“However,” Ash said and paused until she looked up at him. He
exhaled heavily and gave her a faint smile. “However, if you are
set upon this and you need the shamans. I think I might have a plan
that will work,” Ash said slowly, each word spoken grudgingly.

“What?” Jala asked after a long pause.

“You have to tell me why you need the shamans
first, Jala, and then I will decide if it is worthy of what you
will suffer to attain them,” Ash said as he leaned back against the
wall. He looked even more like one of the Darklands’ spirits in the
shadows of the hold. His white clothing and pale, almost
translucent skin made him seem more dead than alive to her eyes.
The sight only strengthened her resolve.

“I go to war in the spring, Ash. There is no
question of that. The Avanti will march and I will face them.” Jala
paused as she tried to find the right words. If she phrased this
poorly Ash would abandon her just as quickly as Valor and Marrow
had. “I need the Shamans to hold my people in this world, Ash.
There will be those that fall. I know that, but I won’t let them
die. I will give her nothing, Ash, nothing. She has already taken
too much from me and I won’t let her claim a single soul. There are
three Divines in this world, Ash. I will only feed one of them. I
will not fear and I will not die.” Jala spoke the words with such
vehemence that Ash simply stared at her. “Will you help me?” she
asked softly.

“Are you sure you wish to involve the Divine
in this war?” Ash asked cautiously.

She could see the doubt in his eyes clearly
and she knew how the Soulreavers felt about Death. It was a gamble
telling him her plan, but she needed his support.

“The Divines helped create this mess. They
involved themselves in it. I’m simply the one calling them out,”
Jala replied with a shrug.

Ash nodded slowly with a thoughtful
expression and let out a long sigh. “I won’t tell my people what
you have told me. They would call you mad and there is a
possibility they might try to cleanse you.”

“Cleanse me?” Jala asked in confusion.

“It typically involves an angry mob hurling
rocks at you violently. After the mob is dispersed and the body is
removed the officials claim it was a cleansing of a tainted soul,”
Ash explained with a smirk.

“Lovely,” Jala mused and shook her head.

“OK. Well, this is my plan,” Ash began with
hesitation in his voice. “I can’t win the votes so if you marry me,
it will be just me you get in the bargain. There will be no
political advantage. We both know that and understand that. Jexon
will sue for your hand because he wants your land. He will see you
as disposable once he is settled in Merro.” Ash gave her an
apologetic look as he spoke and she nodded her understanding. “I
pretend to fight him on the matter and draw the council out for a
day or two at least. In that time the allies I have on the isles
can make provisions as to who goes in the army with Jexon. He will
be allowed to take a set number from each Circle. The Masters
decide who is to be in that number, though. If I stage it correctly
we could have an army comprised of my supporters led by Jexon and I
doubt he will be any the wiser. He will pay attention to his
officers, but not the common soldiers.”

“He won’t move against me until he is sure of
his hold on Merro,” Jala mused as she turned the plan over in her
mind. “How many officers do you think he will have?” she asked
after a moment’s consideration.

“That depends on the size of the force he
plans to take. Jexon will want to guarantee he can overwhelm your
own forces in Merro. So I would guess ten thousand common soldiers
at the least, perhaps three hundred officers if you include the low
ranked ones. Jexon won’t bother with knowing the low ranking
officers, though. He will pay attention to the top tier. So perhaps
twenty that we have to watch,” Ash surmised.

“This plan has merit,” Jala said with
approval.

“It’s dangerous, though. He won’t acknowledge
the child you have now. He will want an heir of his own to secure
him in Merro,” Ash warned, his gaze dropping to Legacy who was
peacefully asleep.

“Will he try to kill my son?” Jala asked. She
would gamble a lot for vengeance, but not Legacy. If her son was in
danger with this path, then she would have to find another way.

Ash shook his head, his expression still
thoughtful. “When we negotiate the contract, make strong references
to the ties your child has to Arjuna Firym. If he knows Legacy is
the High Lord of Firym’s nephew he won’t touch a hair on his head.
There are a few other details we have to work out, but, Jala, I
need you to understand this before we continue. Jexon sees
absolutely no value in women beyond warming his bed. He will not
respect you, he will not treat you kindly, and he will do
everything he can to break your will. Are you still willing to walk
this path?” Ash watched her closely and she knew he was reading her
emotions as well as her expression.

“As long as my son is safe, there is nothing
he can do to me that will be worse than what I’ve already seen. To
see Merro safe from the Avanti and to repay the Dark lady for what
she has done, I will willingly suffer anything,” Jala answered
quietly with resolve thick in her voice.

“A life lived for vengeance is a life not
truly lived.” Ash continued to watch her as he spoke the proverb as
if he expected to see some shift of emotions, perhaps a moment of
indecision.

“To set aside my vengeance would be the same
as saying I don’t care. The Avanti killed my husband and now they
threaten my people and lands. Death is corrupt. She kept me from
bringing Finn back and has wrongfully kept thousands from returning
to the life cycle. I do care, and I plan to let them know exactly
how much I care. They are a festering wound to Sanctuary. Their
corruption taints everything they touch, but I will cleanse them,”
Jala said with promise thick in her voice. Carefully she brushed a
strand of hair back from Legacy’s face and smiled down at her son.
“They will never take anything from me again,” she added in a
softer voice.
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Nothing about the Seravae islands was
inviting, from what Jala had seen since their landing. The entire
place reminded her of what the Darklands would be if the sun turned
its face on the shadows there. Cold fog rolled across the rock
strewn fields outside the window and she wondered if even a goat
could survive on the vegetation that struggled to grow there. The
view was utterly dismal, and yet it was still more appealing than
the view of the room she sat in.

She had been in the room for hours now while
the High Lord and Ash verbally battled over who would win the honor
of leading an army to Merro. It had been a constant debate for the
past two days and the arguments were beginning to run in circles
with both men repeating themselves. That hardly mattered though.
Ash was buying time now and nothing more. They both knew she would
end up in a marriage with Jexon.

At the thought, Jala turned her gaze toward
the dark haired man standing before the heavy oaken table. At a
glance, Jexon was attractive as all Elder Blood were. When you
looked closer, though, you could see the truth of him. Every time
his dark eyes settled on her she could see the calculations and
lust for power. She could see the distaste there as well. Jexon had
made no secret of what he thought of her. At least he is honest
about that, she mused.

“I’ve heard enough of this. We are repeating
ourselves here,” the Master of Blades proclaimed in a disgusted
voice. Ash had said the man’s name was Scythe, but no one had ever
bothered to properly introduce her to him. He was lean and sharp of
features and a cold bluntness to his words that made her rather
glad no one had bothered to introduce them.

“I agree.” The words were faint, barely a
whisper, but then as the title implied the Master of Silence rarely
spoke loudly. She was the only woman Jala had seen since her
arrival that actually had a voice of power. Though saying she had
seen the woman was a bit of a joke in itself. The lady kept herself
covered from head to toe in a long grey dress. A veil of matching
silk fell over her face and covered her hair. Not a single trace of
the woman could be seen through the garb. Jala couldn’t even begin
to guess the woman’s age through the clothing.

“I think this has all been a marvelous waste
of time to begin with. We all know Jexon holds the advantage here.
Ash’s loyalties are questionable at best. He fled from his country
and went into hiding rather than abide by our laws. If we are truly
going to form an alliance with a country as questionable as Merro,
then we must send a trusted leader. Jexon has proved himself time
and time again.”

Jala turned to gaze at the last speaker and
forced her face to remain neutral. It wasn’t the first time the
Master of Spirits had insulted Merro, or her for that matter, and
she doubted it would be the last. The man was old, wrinkled, and
balding, and by far the ugliest creature she had ever seen among
the Elder Bloods. He was half-blood if she guessed and took his
physical traits from the commoner side of his family.

“I regret that the council stands against me
on this matter,” Ash said with a bow of his head. He had regained
the serene bearing the moment they had landed on Seravae and had
managed to keep it through the entire debate. He never showed
anger, he never smiled, and he never gloated, which was more than
could be said for his father. She had witnessed all three emotions
in the High Lord.

“There should have been no debate on this at
all. The matter is settled now, though,” Jexon said, his voice
thick with triumph. Turning, he looked Jala over with a faint
expression of distaste and then looked past her to Neph as if she
wasn’t worthy of his direct words. “If you seek an alliance with
Seravae you will deal with me. If she simply wishes a marriage to
something better than an exiled bastard then I suppose Ash
qualifies.”

“She seeks an alliance with Seravae to
support Merro in this time of conflict,” Neph said formally and she
could tell he had to fight to hold back saying more on the
subject.

“Then we will draw up a marriage contract,”
Jexon agreed with a smug smile of satisfaction.

“We have stipulations on that contract,” Neph
began, and the attention of the entire room riveted on him.
Standing slowly, Neph straightened the knee length coat he wore and
rolled his shoulders. She knew he hated the clothing as much as he
hated holding his tongue. This entire fiasco was taxing on Neph and
she loved him all the more for enduring it. “First and foremost,
would be the matter of Legacy, my Lady’s son. It is to be clear to
all parties involved with this alliance that Legacy is not to be
involved in this contract. It is understood that the new High Lord
of Merro would wish his own blood to be heir in his kingdom and for
that reason the High Lady has decreed that her only son will follow
in his father’s path and will be considered in the succession of
Firym under his uncle High Lord Arjuna rather than be considered
for heir of Merro,” Neph said in clipped tones and Jala wondered if
the Soulreavers in the room were reading his emotions. If they
were, they would no doubt give Neph a wide space at the dinner
table tonight. Even though she couldn’t sense the emotions with
magic, she could see the fury he was containing.

“Next, it is to be understood that in the
event that should the High Lady die before an heir has been born
that the lands will revert to her brother-in-law Sovann Sovaesh
rather than to her husband. If this should happen, it is understood
that Seravae will consider the alliance null and the strength that
they have brought will return to the isles,” Neph continued, his
expression growing darker. “Lastly, my Lady wishes me to remind all
present that this alliance will be occurring after other promises
have already been made. There is a structure in Merro that must be
upheld regardless of Seravae tradition. She has a council of Lords
that will continue to hold power after this marriage. They are to
be given choice lands after all conflicts have settled and will
continue to help in the governing of Merro in times of peace. The
individuals are as follows, Nephondelvayon, Wisp Faydwer, Valor
Hai’dia, Jail Han’shy, and Sovann Sovaesh. If there are any
problems with these conditions, please speak now.” Neph finished
and sat down in his chair, his back rigid. He glanced over at Jala,
his pale blue eyes stormy and nodded once to her. She could tell
she was in for a rant from him, but he didn’t dare risk a mental
link in their present company.

“I see no issue with these stipulations,”
Scythe said slowly as if he was still trying to determine the catch
on her demands.

Jala smiled faintly and glanced to Neph. He
returned the look with a grudging nod. Neither of them had been
sure if the Seravae would accept the terms of her lords or not.

“I find no objections,” the Master of Silence
spoke once more in the hushed whisper and Jala wished she had
managed to catch the woman’s name. The woman reminded her so much
of Ash in her speech and bearing that she was sure the two were
related.

“Then we have the votes required and the
contract will be written. We will sign it this evening and the
marriage will commence,” Jexon announced with a firm nod.

To his credit, Ash did a perfect job of
showing disappointment. “Then there is nothing more for me to say
on the matter, I suppose,” Ash said and bowed his head to Jexon.
“As usual, you win,” he added softly. He watched silently as Jexon
left the room and then turned back to Jala and nodded toward the
door. “Call Valor,” he whispered.

Jala nodded slowly and rose from her chair.
On the surface it was said that Valor was keeping her child away
from the meetings to keep Legacy’s fussing from interrupting the
council. In truth, Valor had been given the job of guarding Legacy
to keep his own fussing from interrupting the council. The knight’s
mood hadn’t improved in the least, even after she had explained
their plan to him. If anything, Valor’s mood had grown darker,
though thankfully he seemed to be gaining more control over the
weather that reflected his emotions. She knew he was still furious
and yet the weather outside was dismal and foggy rather than the
raging storm she had expected.

Leaning out through the door she peered down
the hallway until she spotted Valor seated in a window ledge with
Legacy curled on his chest. He had balanced himself, carefully
bracing his back against one side of the window and his knees
against the other, forming somewhat of a living hammock for her
son. Marrow lay sprawled beneath the two of them, his massive head
balanced on his paws as he slept. She smiled faintly at the sight
and approached slowly to speak rather than risk waking Legacy. She
had thought at first that Valor was sleeping as well, but as she
grew closer she could see his eyes were open and locked on the
rolling waves beyond the keep.

“Is it done?” Valor asked quietly as she
approached. His voice was neutral without the bite to it that she
had expected. He didn’t bother to turn his head toward her as he
spoke, a sure sign that he was still angry.

“The negotiations are finished. Ash asked me
to bring you back to the room,” Jala replied softly, her eyes
moving from Valor to Legacy who was sleeping peacefully with one
hand clenching the front of Valor’s coat and the other curled into
a fist by his mouth. “Has he been asleep long?” she asked, hoping
the answer was yes. The child looked so peaceful she hated to
disturb him, but it was necessary.

“About an hour or so,” Valor replied as he
pulled his legs back from the windowsill and slowly stood. He kept
one arm behind the child’s back, balancing his head and the other
bracing his legs as he moved and Legacy continued to doze without
so much as a flicker of his eyes.

“He always wakes when I move,” Jala murmured
as she watched the child in amazement. Her gaze rose to Valor’s
face and her smile faded. His dark blue eyes wouldn’t meet hers and
his expression was distant. Swallowing heavily, Jala nodded to him
and held her arms out to take the child.

“He is fine and likely will find more rest
with me. I’m sure you will have a hundred things to attend to
here,” Valor said quietly and brushed past her toward the council
room. She watched him go and dropped her gaze down to Marrow.

You have blinded yourself so fully with
your goals that the rest of the world is nothing more than shadows
to you. I hope this army is the most formidable force on the face
of Sanctuary, Jala. That is about the only way it could be worth
the price you have paid for it, Marrow told her as he rose from
the floor and stretched. I love you, Jala, and I will always
stand beside you. I will stand beside you in this, but I will be
hanging my head in shame as I do, Marrow finished as he moved
closer to her and braced his massive head against her leg.

Jala stared down at him for a long moment,
her hand trailing across the back of his head. “I never wanted his
friendship to be the price Marrow. I have followed the only path I
saw available. Faydwar and Firym are infested with Blights, Arovan
and Glis are on their knees and Oblivion is worse off than Merro. I
had no other choices for an alliance, Marrow. Please understand
that,” Jala pleaded, her eyes growing glassy.

So blind, Marrow repeated as he pushed
against her leg forcing her back down the hall toward the room
where her friends waited.

Jala allowed herself to be pushed and began
walking slowly, her head hung as she tried to master her emotions.
It wouldn’t do to walk back into that room on the verge of tears.
Taking a slow breath, she shook her head at Marrow. “Sometimes
there are no good choices,” she whispered as she stepped through
the doorway once more.
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“This is absolutely ridiculous. Women do not
have Warders,” Jexon raged as he paced the small room they stood
in. The High Lord had arrived only moments before and simply his
presence had managed to clear most of the occupants of the room.
Every assistant or servant that wasn’t absolutely necessary had
fled at his approach.

Jala watched him out of the corner of her eye
from her perch in the center of the room. She didn’t dare move with
the seamstress already glaring at her and holding a handful of
pins. No doubt the woman wasn’t used to so much commotion in her
tiny chamber. It was her own fault, though. She had been the one
that had sent the page rushing to find the High Lord at the first
mention of Warders.

“The vows were sworn before the council,” Ash
said calmly as he watched his father cross the room once more.

Jexon turned his glare, moving from Ash then
onto Neph and Valor. “Women have handmaids not Warders!” he
repeated nearly screaming the words.

“I do her hair and nails on the side. Valor
handles the wardrobe and fashion advice, and Ash is there for girl
talk,” Neph said dryly with a tight smile.

“As far as I understand, the Warders are
protectors of the ruling house. Nowhere in the laws does it state
that the ruling individual must be male,” Ash broke in before Jexon
could continue his ranting.

“It shouldn’t have to be stated in the laws.
No woman has, or ever will hold ruling power in Seravae,” Jexon
raged wheeling back to face his son once more.

“It’s a good thing she isn’t from Seravae
then, isn’t it,” Valor said coldly, his eyes locked on the High
Lord.

Jexon turned toward Valor, but held his
tongue, his gaze furious. Smiling slightly, Valor raised an eyebrow
in invitation, daring the man to speak. To Jala’s astonishment,
Jexon turned to face the seamstress instead. “See that she is
properly attired as a matron should be,” he snapped as he moved to
stand directly in front of Jala, his gaze traveling over her
critically. His eyes lingered on her right hand and his lip curled
slightly. “And make sure she has some gloves,” he snarled as he
turned back toward the door and his attention fell on the servant
there. “Tell them to have plenty of strong alcohol at the feast
tonight and have them find some Nesra powder.” Glancing back at her
once more he shook his head. “I’m going to need it, I’m afraid,” he
added in a disgusted voice as he stalked from the room.

Valor started to move forward to block his
way but Neph pulled him back with a sharp shake of his head. “Not
now, Val. He is trying to piss us off. The sorry bastard likely
needs Nesra powder to get it up at all,” Neph whispered.

“He succeeded in pissing me off,” Ash said
quietly and let out a slow breath. “Are you all right, Jala?” he
asked as the seamstress moved off to sort through the stacks of
cloth that covered most of the table standing by the far wall.

“I’m fine,” Jala replied, her eyes locked on
Legacy who was happily playing on a blanket under the window. Her
son had managed to capture Marrow’s tail finally and was trying to
figure out how to shove it into his waiting mouth before the
Bendazzi managed to free himself once more. Marrow squirmed and
twisted in mock agitation always managing to keep his tail just out
of range.

“I admire your resolve in this.” The soft
voice drew Jala’s attention back to the doorway as the Master of
Silence stepped into the room. The woman moved with a catlike grace
as she crossed the room to stand before her. “Jexon is…” her voice
trailed off as she searched for the proper word to use.

“A waste of air?” Neph offered in a helpful
tone.

“A craven sack of shit unworthy to clean the
mud from Jala’s shoes?” Valor suggested, taking the cue instantly
from Neph.

“Please, I’m sure the lady can find her own
choice of words here,” Jala said, desperately hoping they were
done. She was quite sure both of them were filled with many more
phrases that she didn’t want repeated in front of the snitching
seamstress.

“No, either of their choices will do. I might
have phrased it more eloquently, but theirs will suffice,” the lady
said softly with amusement thick in her voice. Turning slowly she
regarded the seamstress who was staring with a look of pure shock
on her face. “If you repeat any of what was just said, old woman,
it will be the last words you ever speak,” she warned. The
seamstress paled visibly and nodded quickly, her attention swiftly
returning to the cloth she was sorting. “I do not believe we had a
chance to be properly introduced. My name is Sirena. My son tells
me that you are remarkable in your will and determination.”

“Your son?” Jala asked as she pointed a
finger toward Ash who simply nodded with a smile on his face. It
was the first time she had seen him smile since they had stepped
foot onto the islands.

Sirena nodded, and though the expression on
her face was shrouded by the veil, Jala knew she was returning the
smile. “He has warned you about Jexon, I assume?” Sirena asked.

“He has, and I understand this will be a
difficult arrangement,” Jala replied. Though from what she had seen
so far, difficult may not be the proper word to describe it. She
had thought she was beyond insults, but Jexon’s every comment was
cutting. In just the few times she had spoken with the man she had
felt her confidence slipping.

“Well then, allow me to lesson a bit of the
pain of it. The Wraiths support you. The isle of Silence has always
supported my son and you will have the best that I have to offer
from the Circle of Silence,” Sirena said as she turned back toward
her son. “As for you, several of your friends asked me to tell you
how pleased they are that you have finally returned. They look
forward to speaking with you at your first convenience.”

Jala flicked a gaze toward Ash who simply
smiled wider. Apparently that was the sign they were waiting for
that would indicate their plan was working. “Please, Ash feel free
to visit your friends if you like. I doubt I will be going anywhere
soon, anyway.”

Ash shook his head with a smile. “It can
wait, Lady Jala. I will stay close by until after the feast, in the
event that you have any questions about the culture that I can help
with,” he said bowing his head to her slightly.

“What questions could there possibly be about
this culture. You are raiders that exist off others like parasites
and treat your women with less respect than a civilized person
shows a dog,” Valor said with a glare in Ash’s direction.

“Well, in their defense, most dogs I have
seen follow orders far better than Jala does,” Neph said with a
wink toward her.

“I’m more of a cat person, I suppose,” Jala
sniffed and shook her head at the three of them.

“Some of us are as you say, Lord Hai’dia, but
not all of us. There are some on this island that would welcome
change,” Sirena said quietly as she moved toward the door. “I will
pass your words along, Ash, and tell your friends to expect you
after the feast,” she said as she disappeared once more into the
halls of the keep.

“You didn’t have to insult her like that. My
mother is not at all what you described and neither am I,” Ash
said, his gaze upon Valor and the smile no longer present on his
face.

“Words, Spook. Those are nothing but words.
If you want me to believe it, then prove it,” Valor shot back.

“I’m trying to, Valor,” Ash said with a sigh
and shook his head sadly. “I just can’t seem to get far enough past
your prejudice to do it quickly.”
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The night was brightly starlit and the
scent of a thousand flowers filled the air. The memories of her
first wedding stirred in her mind with such vibrancy it was almost
as if she were there. We sat for hours simply talking and I knew
with every fiber of my being that he was the one I wanted to wake
up beside every morning. Finn’s dark green eyes rose in her
mind and the smoke filled hall faded to nothing more than noise.
The memory of his smile and the warmth of his skin brought a faint
smile to her lips and glassiness to her eyes. Vezradesh.
That single word that only he used, that meant so much when he
spoke it.

The image faded as someone at the roughhewn
table jostled her while reaching for more ale and shattered the
illusion she had built to block out the present. With a heavy sigh,
Jala looked around her to ensure she hadn’t blocked out anything of
importance. Jexon sat on her left, already deep in his cups and
laughing with those seated close by him. Another man that no one
had bothered to introduce her to, sat to her right. It had been him
that had pulled her back from her memories to face this.

Jala glared at him, knowing full well he
couldn’t see the expression on her face. No one could. As it turned
out, matron’s fashions on Seravae were the same attire Sirena wore.
A long modest dress that showed no hint of skin or the figure
beneath, complete with a long veil to cover her face and hair. It
had been a chore in itself to tame her curls enough that no hint of
them would show. She thought that would be the most difficult part
of the attire until they had arrived at the feast. She wasn’t
permitted to remove the veil to eat or drink, and she had yet to
master the art of getting whatever she was trying to put in her
mouth without getting some on the veil first. After the first
droplets of wine had stained the fabric and Jexon had made mockery
of it, she had simply given up. She really didn’t have much of an
appetite now anyway.

Her gaze wandered across the room to settle
on the small table where her friends were seated. Neph was keeping
a close eye on the other occupants of the room while Ash held
Legacy and spoke quietly with his mother. Valor, however, was
paying attention to nothing beyond his flask of brandy. His food
sat untouched, as did his glass of Seravae wine, and his eyes never
seemed to move beyond his part of the table. Everyone was smiles
and laughter echoed through the gardens. The music was nearly as
sweet as the wine they were drinking and no matter where I looked
the night was filled with celebration. Pushing the memory of
Firym back once more, Jala looked around the dark stone hall and
nearly laughed at the comparison. Those that sat at the table with
her husband were celebrating, that was true, but everywhere else
the mood was much different. Jala could see several people glaring
openly at her or her companions. Others seemed deep in plotting and
then a smaller crowd seemed bored by the whole ordeal.

The laughter beside her rose in volume and
the sound of a chair being pushed back loudly drew her gaze back to
her husband. Jexon was standing and wobbling slightly on his feet.
With a grin to his companions, he reached down and grabbed her
roughly by the arm, half-dragging her from her chair. Jala stood in
confusion, wondering if he was going to give a speech or if they
were retiring. By the Divine, she hoped they weren’t retiring from
the feast. She had been praying the man would be so drunk he would
pass out before they left the hall.

“What is going on?” she asked in a voice
pitched for his ears alone. She doubted he would answer. So far he
hadn’t spoken a single word to her directly.

With a swift kick Jexon sent the chair he had
been seated in shuddering across the floor to hit the wall behind
him drawing the attention of everyone in the room with the noise.
All eyes were on them as he pulled Jala roughly over in front of
him and pushed hard on her back. With a sharp gasp, Jala caught
herself on the table bracing both hands between the pitchers of ale
and filthy plates. She felt his hand tugging at her dress in the
back and her breath caught in her throat. For the first time since
she had dressed for her wedding she was grateful for the veil that
was hiding her expression of shock and humiliation. Her mouth
dropped open and she started to pull away until she remembered her
vow to the bastard behind her. She had sworn obedience in return
for his protection of Merro. He was testing her with this.
Swallowing a sob, Jala dropped her head forward and tried to ignore
the jeers of encouragement that echoed through the hall. He meant
to consummate their marriage here in the hall with her bent over
the table like a tavern whore, and there wasn’t a damned thing she
could do about it without breaking her vow.

“You are a breath away from death, Jexon. I
will not simply sit here and watch you rape her, you son of a
bitch.” Valor’s voice rose above all other noise in the hall and
Jala looked up to find him on his feet with a hand on his sword
hilt.

“It’s not rape, boy. She married me,
remember,” Jexon returned, his voice thick with drink. More calls
of encouragement rang out along the table and she felt him tugging
more roughly at her dress as he tried to find flesh beneath the
long folds of cloth.

“You are outnumbered thirty to one in this
room and half-drunk, boy. Sit down before you fall on your own
sword,” Scythe called out loudly and more laughter filled the
room.

“Thirty to two and I’m sober,” Neph declared
as he stood from his chair and flexed his fingers. A long slender
blade of shimmering white steel appeared in his hands as he
regarded Scythe with a wicked smile. “There has been quite a bit of
debate over the years about who is more formidable, a Soulblade or
a Spellblade. Continue and we will find the answer.”

“Please don’t. I gave my word to obey,” Jala
said in the steadiest voice she could manage. Her throat was tight
with unshed tears and despite her words about not feeding fear she
knew Lutheron was getting a healthy dose from her at the moment. No
matter how much she loved them for speaking up for her, she would
rather face Jexon humiliating her than watch her two closest
friends fight for her honor against these odds.

“I didn’t swear shit to the bastard,” Valor
replied hotly, his dark blue eyes locked on Jexon. Thunder rang
across the stones as the weather rose to match the Stormlord’s
temper. A few nervous murmurs broke through the hall amidst the
jeers. These people were island born and they knew how dangerous
storms could be.

“Your call, Jexon. Are we going to have a
nice peaceful wedding feast and you keep your pants on? Or are we
going to have a blood bath and a hurricane?” Neph called, his tone
filled with warning.

“Let’s settle it now Jexon. Fight me, just
the two of us. As Scythe said, I’m half-drunk and you are the Lord
Reaver. I should be easy to silence,” Valor challenged, his hand
never leaving his sword hilt.

“I won’t have blood spilled at my wedding,”
Jexon sighed and his grip on her relaxed as he stepped away.

“You god damned craven, fight me! You aren’t
going to run again are you?” Valor’s words brought the hall to
absolute silence. There were few things more despised in Seravae
than cowardice.

Jexon stepped another pace back from her and
shook his head. “What did you just say, boy?” he asked in a voice
that was likely meant to intimidate. If so the attempt failed on
Valor.

“You don’t remember me, Jexon? I didn’t know
your name at the time but I remember your face. You want me to
refresh your memory or do you want to draw your blade?” Valor
called back, his voice filled with mockery.

“You are obviously mistaken, boy. You have
never been to Seravae. Of that I’m certain and I have not left the
isles aside from councils. You are drunk and it is about to get you
killed,” Jexon said with disgust.

“It’s only a matter of time before your blood
is on my sword Jexon. I will find you when you have nothing to hide
behind and you will have no choice but to face me. With every
insult you show Jala you bring that day closer. Remember that, you
fucking coward, and perhaps it will motivate you to treat her with
respect,” Valor called, his hand finally moving from the hilt of
his sword.

Silently, Jala pushed herself back away from
the table, her eyes locked on Valor who looked ready to face the
entire Seravae nation if need be. It wasn’t his friendship I
sacrificed, Jala realized sadly. It was his faith in me.

Blind. So gods-be-damned blind, Marrow
muttered quietly in her mind.


Chapter 27
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The world beyond her window was one made of
chaos. Everywhere she looked, people rushed by in preparation for
the coming march. “I’ve had my people back for less than three
months and now I’m sending them to war,” Jala said quietly.

And they are going willingly because none
of them think too highly of life as an Avanti slave, Marrow
replied smoothly.

Jala’s eyes settled on the dark form of her
father and she closed her eyes. “What if Jexon refuses to let me
go. How can I spare them from death if I’m not there?” The question
had filled her mind since the first scout reports of Avanti
movement had arrived. In her planning, she had never once guessed
that she might be left behind. Jexon, however, didn’t even like to
let her leave the house on simple errands.

Her contact with her friends had been limited
as well by his command. Jexon didn’t like her male friends to visit
the house and she had barely seen Wisp more than twice since her
return to Merro. That part had been Jala’s doing, though. The looks
Jexon gave Wisp made her skin crawl and she didn’t want to see her
friend hurt. Jala knew full well how rough Jexon’s attention could
be and the thought of the delicate Fae staggering away from one of
his blows made her sick. She had kept her word, though, and
remained obedient, despite how much she missed her freedom. Now she
was watching as he kept his promise to protect Merro.

The soldiers that Jexon had brought with him
were the only organized part of the army beyond. Each division was
lined up in perfect ranks with their preparations for marching
already done. But the Merro militia and the knights of Arovan were
still struggling with the supplies. Not that they had much in the
way of supplies. Most of what they were packing was spare weapons
and feed for the horses.

The essential supplies of food and medicinal
stores were being sent from Seravae. Merro quite simply could not
provide those things. Her people had been on rations throughout the
winter and even then it had been mostly grains. According to Jexon,
ships would arrive in Brannaford with provisions and the army would
march from there. That was, of course, if everything went as
planned. Which, in her life, Jala had come to realize nothing ever
did.

A flash of purple caught her eye and Jala
watched in silence as Valor rode through the ranks, calling orders.
It was the first time she had seen him since they had returned.
Neph had visited her when he could spare the time and Ash was a
constant presence when Jexon wasn’t home, but Valor had never even
approached the house.

He has been working for weeks on that
barding so that it was in your colors, Emily said quietly from
the floor beside Jala. It had been quite a shock to return home and
find another Bendazzi waiting for her. Though it was a bigger shock
to Marrow she was sure. Both of them had gotten used to the new
arrangement, though, and Jala had to admit it was rather nice to
have a Bendazzi on either side of her when faced with an angry
spouse. Jexon never raised a hand toward her when the Bendazzi were
with her.

“He looks quite the commander. Leave it to
Valor to be the best dressed in the army,” Jala said with a faint
smile. The armor he wore and the matching barding on his horse did
look quite striking. He stood out from the army like a songbird
among sparrows. Even the Arovan knights in their fine silver armor
seemed shabby next to him in the purple plate with the sigil of the
Bendazzi blazoned across it.

They are all going, you know, even Wisp.
As far as I understand, it’s only going to be a skeleton crew
guarding the city, Emily said with a heavy sigh.

“And he will try to leave me here,” Jala
mused as she let her head fall gently against the window frame, her
eyes still searching the ranks of the army for familiar faces.

He can’t leave you here, Emily
said.

“Why?” Jala asked, her gaze dropping to meet
Emily’s golden eyes. Emily had chosen to keep the dark fur rather
than alter it to match Marrow’s shining white coat which Jala was
rather grateful for. Both Bendazzi were equal in size and had they
matched in color it would have been difficult to tell them apart at
a simple glance.

Because you aren’t with child yet and if
you die while he is off pretending to be a warrior the land goes to
Sovann. He can’t afford to risk that, Jala, Emily explained
with a feline grin.

Jala’s eyes widened and she nodded slowly.
That was actually logic that Jexon would listen to, she was sure of
it. The only problem was how to relay it to him without it actually
coming from her. He never bothered to listen to anything she said
and this was too important to risk his inattention. “Jail,” Jala
whispered with a smile. The Mind mage could slip the thought into
Jexon’s mind so subtly that Jexon would believe it was his own
choice.

Jexon won’t let Jail anywhere near him.
The moment Jail enters a room Jexon leaves it, Marrow reminded
her.

Emily rose from the floor and stretched, the
feline grin still showing on her face. Get packed, Jala I’ll see
to the rest. Jexon may avoid Jail when he notices him, but in all
that chaos out there. I doubt he will see him and Jail doesn’t need
to be close. Just within sight, Emily said with a flip of her
tail as she turned to leave the house.

And Legacy? Marrow asked
cautiously.

“Goes with me. Seth warned me once about
leaving those I love behind. I do not need to be warned twice on
that account,” Jala said firmly. It was risky, of course, taking
her son along, but then her mother would likely be going with
Nathan, and he was still young. The supply wagons and the camp
followers wouldn’t be anywhere near the actual fighting. She could
simply leave Legacy in her mother’s care during the actual
conflicts. The rest of the time he would be with her and far safer
than he would be if she left him behind in the city.

Her gaze moved to the window once more, only
this time with a smile on her face. Things were finally falling
into place and she was about to receive the reward for her
obedience over the past three months. Avanti was about to fall and
every bruise and insult would be worth it.
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Her horse shifted under her and Jala leaned
to the side to pat the gelding lightly on the neck. She couldn’t
really blame the horse for being restless. She was sick of waiting,
too. Badger let out a long sigh beside her and relaxed more in his
saddle, one hand loosely holding his reins. Her father had been her
constant company during the trip north, and only left her side in
the evenings to seek out his wife and leave her with Jexon.

Glancing over at her, he smiled reassuringly
and let out another sigh. “I really hate that veil you know,”
Badger muttered sourly. “I’ve been back among the living for three
months and I’ve only seen my daughter a handful of times before
this march and I’ve yet to see her face. I can’t even tell what you
are thinking with that thing on.”

“I’m wondering why we are still standing
here. They should be calling people forward to unload the ships by
now,” Jala returned lightly, her gaze moving to the wooden gates of
Brannaford. Jexon and several of his officers had ridden into the
city hours ago and they were yet to receive word back from
them.

“My guess would be that the ships haven’t
arrived yet. Though I would have thought someone would have sent
word to strike camp by now,” Badger said with a shrug.

“I think I may ride through and try to
determine the problem,” Jala said hesitantly. She knew she should
stay with the main army but Jexon hadn’t officially told her to
wait. Though there was, of course, the chance that he would simply
ignore her when she asked what the delay was, and he would no doubt
be furious with her for coming to find him.

“You missed your friend riding through those
gates half an hour past didn’t you?” Badger asked with a grin.

“Which one?” Jala asked, quickly turning back
to look at her father. She hadn’t noticed anyone approach the gates
though she had been keeping most of her attention on the city.

“The big one with the tattoos around his
head. Jail, I believe his name is, though why anyone would name
their child that is beyond me,” Badger replied with a smirk.

“He probably used a mind fog to keep anyone
from noticing him,” Jala mused quietly and looked at her father
with surprise. “You shouldn’t have been able to see him,” she
pointed out in a slightly louder voice.

“Aren’t you glad I did, though? Saved you
from approaching that horse’s ass that you married. Now we can just
wait and see what your friend has to say when he gets back.” Her
father grinned at her as he spoke and she felt herself returning
the smile. He was exactly as she remembered him from childhood.
Calm, logical, and able to make everything better with a few simple
words.

“You shouldn’t call him that, daddy,” Jala
scolded quietly without much enthusiasm toward her husband’s
defense. Her gaze lingered on Badger for a long moment before
looking away. It seemed strange to call him daddy or to even think
of him as father when she truly looked at him. When Jala was a
child, Badger had seemed old. Now she realized he wasn’t much older
than Finn had been when she married him. His hair was still dark
and only the small lines at the corners of his mouth and eyes
showed the hints of his age. Had he been full Elder Blood she
doubted he would have looked any older that she did.

“Quite right. It insults horses,” Badger
agreed with a grin and nodded his head toward the gates. “See your
friend is already on his way back. Not so long to wait, eh.”

Jala turned her attention toward the city and
stared hard at its gates before turning back to look at her father
with a raised eyebrow. “I don’t see a thing,” she muttered
dryly.

“Well, he is walking right toward you. Are
you blind girl?” her father teased, raising his eyebrows at her
twice with a grin on his face.

“Jala,” Jail’s voice came from directly
beside her horse and Jala jumped in the saddle at the sound,
despite the fact that she should have been expecting it. Looking
down she met the Mind mage’s eyes and scowled at the faint smile on
his face. “Sorry I should have given you warning,” Jail whispered
in a voice that wasn’t the least bit apologetic.

“No worries, Jail. What is it?” Jala said
calmly and resisted the desire to glare at her father for the
chuckling behind her. It wouldn’t do much good to glare at him
anyway. With the veil he would have no way of seeing the
expression.

“Issues with the ships. They aren’t here and
from the gossip I’m hearing in town we shouldn’t be expecting them.
I overheard Jexon saying something about returning to Merro,” Jail
explained and all amusement vanished from his face.

“We can’t. The Avanti are already in the
Greenwild,” Jala protested.

“I know, Jala, but we can’t very well march
without supplies either,” Jail returned with an exasperated sigh as
he crossed his arms on her saddle and leaned against her horse
looking up at her. “So what do you want to do? I don’t think we
have much time before he gives the orders to turn back.”

“Do you know where the biggest merchant in
town is?” Jala asked, her gaze returning to the city once more. She
wasn’t even sure if Brannaford had enough supplies for an army the
size of theirs but she had to try. The real problem was money. She
had gold in the bank in Sanctuary, but everything she had brought
with her from the city had gone to Kithvaryn to pay for his
contract. If the merchants would accept a promissory note with her
seal there was no problem, but she wasn’t sure if a town as small
as Sanctuary had any merchants that would be willing to do
that.

“Not offhand but I can find out easily
enough,” Jail said with a shrug.

“Do so,” Jala ordered and sat forward in her
saddle once more. Taking her reins up once more she turned her
horse and rode back to Wisp who sat with Legacy and Sovann in the
grass near the road. “I’m going into the city. Keep Legacy with
you, please. There is a bit of a problem with supplies and I’m
going to see what I can do to fix it,” Jala told them, waiting just
long enough for Wisp to nod before turning her horse once more
toward the city.

The sound of hoof beats behind her caused her
to glance back and she nearly fell off her horse in shock as she
recognized Valor among the small escort that followed her. She had
expected her father to come as well as Ash, but Valor was a
complete shock. She slowed her horse and allowed the other three to
catch up and turned toward Valor with a questioning look. Which he,
of course, couldn’t see, she realized with a heavy sigh.

“I really hate that damned veil,” Valor
muttered in a perfect echo of her father’s earlier words.

“Pretty pointless isn’t it,” Badger agreed
with a firm nod. “Only the damned spooks would be stupid enough to
marry a beautiful woman and cover her up from head to toe,” he
added and then seemed to realize Ash rode on the other side of him.
Coughing lightly Badger grinned sheepishly and shrugged toward Ash.
“Present company excluded from that remark of course.”

“No insult taken. I find the veil ridiculous
as well. The only reason Jexon forces her to wear it is to lower
her self-esteem and irritate her friends,” Ash said calmly.

Tipton’s Warehouse on Saltshore Avenue.
That is the answer I’m getting from just about everyone I scan on
the biggest merchant. If I’m not mistaken, though, I think that is
the one Neph threatened, Jail informed her through a link, and
she immediately turned her horse toward the dock district. If she
was lucky she might manage to reach the warehouse before Jexon
realized she was in the city.

Fortune, it seemed, still showed her a bit of
favor and there was no sign of her husband or any of his officers
on their way to the merchant. Pulling her horse to a stop, Jala
dismounted in front of the shabby warehouse and looked up at it
with doubt. The paint was peeling from the walls and most of the
boards looked to be rotting. With a sigh, she tossed her reins to
her father and headed up the rickety stairs to the door. She paused
before opening the door to read the badly faded black lettering
that proclaimed the place as
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Had Jail not insisted that this was the
place, she wouldn’t have believed it was still in business, by the
looks of it. With a shrug back to her friends she opened the door
and stepped into the dimly lit interior of the shop.

A square built man of middle years sat behind
the counter with ledger books spread out before him. He looked up
sharply at the sound of the door and his face transformed from grim
concentration to a smile in a breath. “Ahh, Lady. Welcome,” he said
in an overly chipper voice, though it was obvious from the look in
his eyes that he wasn’t sure what to think of her garb.

“Good afternoon,” Jala began as she slowly
walked toward the counter, her eyes roving over the stacks of rope
and various other supplies that lined the walls. By the manner of
goods he carried it was clear that Tipton was more accustomed to
provisioning ships than armies, but there was a possibility that he
might be able to handle her order.

“Local girl, eh? I wasn’t sure with all of
that covering you, but that’s definitely a Greenwild accent,”
Tipton said with a grin, his eyes locked on the fine weave of her
veil. Silk was rare in the Greenwild and any who could afford it
were wealthier than most in Brannaford.

“Actually Merro, though I was raised near
here,” Jala said quietly and she watched the man’s expression
change at once.

“You tell that bastard Neph that I will have
no trade with Merro. I don’t give a rats ass who they got playing
High Lady down there I’m not buying it and I won’t be selling
nothing to anyone from there. Figures he would try to send a local
girl in here hoping he could get a better deal. After the way that
bastard acted the last time he was here I woulda thought he would
have had more sense than to come back.” The volume of his voice
rose with each word in his tirade and Jala was nearly covering her
ears by the time he finished.

Slowly, Jala reached up and pulled her veil
free, revealing her face and hair. With her other free hand she
unclasped the pin that was holding her curls in place and shook her
head letting them fall free before locking her gaze once more on
the merchant. “Actually, I am High Lady Merrodin,” Jala said
softly, allowing the man to stare blankly at her face and eyes.
There was no mistaking her for anything other than Elder Blood and
she knew it. Her days in Sanctuary had taught her that much. “I
apologize for any offense that Neph may have given in my absence.
He is Delvay and they are different from us in their manners.”

The man was still staring at her, his
expression caught somewhere between shock and anger. Slowly he
nodded, though what he meant by the nod she couldn’t guess. It was
possible that he was simply agreeing that Neph was rude.

“I have an army outside of Brannaford’s
walls. I’m sure you have heard rumor of it,” Jala said as the
silence stretched between them. The man nodded once more his
expression still one of utter bewilderment. “Our supply ship has
been delayed and I’m in need of food and medicinal provisions for
my soldiers. I’ve been told that you are the one to speak to about
such orders.”

“I usually supply ships, but I might be able
to handle enough to last you for a while if the price is right,”
Tipton said cautiously his interest returning again.

Jala nodded and exhaled slowly. “My finances
are in Sanctuary’s bank, actually. I can offer a promissory note
with my signet upon it, but I cannot offer hard coin,” she
explained in a quieter voice. This was the difficult part. In most
other cities they would have had a bank or a money changer to
handle such things, but Brannaford wasn’t large enough for such
things.

“You expect me to hand over supplies enough
for an army for nothing more than a piece of paper with your mark
on it?” Tipton demanded, the volume of his voice rising once
more.

“I had hoped you would be willing to accept a
note of credit for the supplies. The gold is there, Sir. You simply
have to cash it in. I’m sure that the short trip to Sanctuary would
be more than worth the gold you will charge me for supplies,” Jala
returned in what she hoped was a charming voice.

“Sanctuary is held by rebels right now, or
had you forgotten that. I’ll not do business for paper, lady.
Either bring me coin or find some other fool to deal with,” Tipton
declared loudly as he crossed his arms over his chest.

The sound of the door rattling open drew both
of their attention. Valor stepped through the door silently and
closed it behind him before crossing the room to the counter. With
a faint nod to Jala he dropped his bridle down heavily on the
counter and looked up to meet Tipton’s eyes. “Those are real
sapphires and that is truly a golden bit. Give the lady what she
wants and be grateful she offered to buy it rather than simply
taking it with her army,” Valor said quietly.

“Yes sir,” Tipton agreed hastily with greed
lighting his eyes. Quickly he snatched the bridle from the counter
before Valor could change his mind and looked to Jala. “Food you
say and Medicines. Of course. Give me but a few moments to check my
inventory and I’ll bring you a list of what is available.” He
nodded to them both again and swiftly disappeared through another
door into the warehouse itself.

Jala watched him go and turned her eyes back
to Valor. “You didn’t have to do that, Val, but thank you,” she
said softly.

Valor nodded and smiled faintly at her as he
leaned back against the rickety counter. “I was getting sick of the
golden bit jokes anyway. You owe me another bridle though,” he
replied his eyes tracing across her face.

“I have missed you, Val,” Jala admitted
quietly, then cursed herself for an idiot when he looked away the
moment the words were out of her mouth. “I mean I missed everyone
of course, but I was so used to you always being there beside me,”
she added, trying desperately to salvage the situation and failing
miserably.

Valor’s mouth opened and then closed again
and he slumped farther back against the counter. Raising one hand
to his face he rubbed at his eyes and nodded slowly to her. “Missed
you too, Jala,” he said at last in a voice that was barely above a
whisper. She could tell there was more that he wanted to say, but
he had apparently thought better of it.

The door opened once more and Ash leaned
inside long enough to catch Jala’s eye. “Jexon is riding this way
and he doesn’t look happy,” he warned her.

“Shit,” Jala hissed as panic seized her.
Quickly she twisted her hair back into a semblance of order and
clipped it back into place before frantically tugging the veil back
on. Moving swiftly to the dirty glass of the window she did her
best to use her smudged reflection to straighten her dress and
ensure that the veil was on straight.

“That was fear,” Valor said quietly behind
her.

Turning back, Jala shook her head slightly.
“I gave him my word, Valor. He expects me to wear the veil,” she
said in a voice that was far calmer than she felt. In truth, her
heart was hammering so hard in her chest she was amazed Valor
couldn’t hear it.

“There was a time that you never would have
lied to me,” Valor said as he pushed off the counter and stood
straight.

“That wasn’t a lie, Valor,” Jala
objected.

“It wasn’t the truth either, Jala,” Valor
returned as Tipton came bustling through the door once more waving
papers in his hand.

“This is everything in the warehouse. Now if
you will just sit with me we can mark off what you need and get it
packed up for you,” Tipton began apparently oblivious to the
tension in the room.

“If it’s edible or medicinal we will take it.
I’ll send my men to fetch it,” Valor said as he turned and stalked
from the store.

“What?” Tipton fairly yelped his eyes locked
on Valor’s back as the door slammed shut behind him.

Jala watched the dust falling from the
ceiling from the force of the door and glanced back at the
merchant. “I don’t want to argue with him. Do you?” she said
quietly.

Tipton shook his head slowly, his eyes still
on the door then looked down at his list sadly. “Are you sure that
you have enough wagons to haul this much?” he asked with a note of
hope in his voice.

“If we don’t, I’d find more if I were you,”
Jala said quietly, her attention focused once more on the window
and the steadily approaching form of her husband. Ash was right. He
did look angry, though she couldn’t begin to guess why. By all
rights he should be pleased that she had managed to secure
supplies. Without her intervention they would have had no choice
but to return to Merro.
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“The scouts say they aren’t more than two
days off,” Badger spoke loudly enough for everyone in their small
group to hear the words clearly. Jala glanced over at him and
nodded faintly. She wasn’t sure if he had been speaking to her, or
Wisp and Sovann who rode just behind them.

“My archers are ready and fully equipped,
thanks to Sovann,” Wisp said with a quick look to Jala to ensure
she had caught the full meaning of her words.

Jala nodded and bowed her head to Sovann.
“Thank you for working as hard as I’m sure you had to,” she said as
she straightened in her saddle once more and pulled the end of her
reins from Legacy’s grasp. “We don’t eat leather,” she said softly
as she leaned forward to kiss her son on the top of his head.

“Mothers are so bossy, eh kiddo,” Badger said
with a grin and winked at his grandson.

“You didn’t let me eat leather when I was a
child,” Jala pointed out calmly as she folded the reins back once
more.

“Actually that’s what you teethed on,” Badger
returned.

“What?” Jala demanded her head whipping back
around to face him.

Chuckling softly, Badger nodded and pointed
right at her. “And that was the exact tone of voice your mother
used every time she caught you chewing on it,” he said with a wide
grin.

We have issues, Jala. One of our scouts
just returned riding like demons were after him, Jail said
quietly in her mind. None of her other companions stomach riding in
the front ranks for long with Jexon, but Jail had taken to it
daily. He kept a very close eye on her husband and was quick to
inform her of anything interesting that he heard or saw.

What is it? Jala asked as she
slowed her horse allowing the others to ride ahead. After weeks of
travel the others had become accustomed to her odd behavior and no
longer even bothered to glance her way when she stopped for no
apparent reason.

The thundering of hooves from behind her drew
her attention and she watched a company of the Arovan knights ride
by, led by Valor himself. Apparently they had gotten word about the
scout as well.

The Avanti, from the looks of things.
Either our earlier scout was very wrong or they’ve used magic to
get the jump on us, Jail relayed quickly.

Fight coming? Marrow asked, his yellow
eyes still watching the disappearing knights.

“It would seem so,” Jala said as she kicked
her horse to catch up with her friends once more. Badger looked
over at her as she slowed her horse beside him and raised an
eyebrow as she handed him Legacy. “Take him to mother, please,” she
said quickly, then turned to Wisp. “I want a squad of your
specially equipped archers guarding my family as well as no less
than six of the knights. Make sure they are people we can trust,
Wisp.”

“Of course, Jala, but I thought they were two
days off,” Wisp said a bit of confusion in her voice.

“Apparently not,” Jala said with a shrug as
she kicked her horse once more to get a look for herself. The road
before her twisted back on itself through a small stand of trees
and then opened up onto a vast open field. The front ranks of her
army were stopped at the edge of the woods with her husband at the
front. All of their gazes were locked on the far side of the field
where the rows of the waiting army could just barely be seen. The
Avanti lines stretched as far as she could see in both directions,
in numbers that she couldn’t even fathom.

“How in the bloody hells did our scouts miss
that the first time out?” Noble asked quietly from the back ranks
of the Arovan knights.

“We sent the spook scouts out first and had
to wait for the real scouts to go out later and actually do their
jobs,” Foster suggested with a faint smile.

“Silent in the ranks!” Bridgette barked, her
voice wiping the smiles instantly off the men’s faces.

“They used magic to gain their ground,” Valor
said softly with a glance back at his men. “They likely waited
until our first scouts passed through and then moved giving them
several hours before another patrol,” he said before turning his
attention back to the army. His gaze paused on Jala as he turned,
but he said nothing, not even bothering to nod in her
direction.

“They outnumber us five to one,” Jexon
announced with a shake of his head. Turning to the officer beside
him he nodded back to the army. “Give orders to strike camp here
and send an envoy to the Avanti camp. We will see who is in charge
over there and determine what to do from there,” he ordered, his
gaze falling across her as he turned his horse. She watched his
eyes narrow at the sight of her in the front ranks but he kept his
silence. He always did until they were alone.

Pulling her horse to the side, Jala watched
as rank upon rank of her army moved forward to begin breaking camp.
There were so many people and yet the Avanti still had more.

There will be Blights. You know there
will, Emily whispered in her mind, her yellow eyes focused on
the woods behind them as if she expected an attack at any
moment.

The archers are all equipped with the
glasses Sovann crafted. If there are Blights we will see them,
Jala assured her. She had her own set of the glasses as well and
briefly considered putting them on under the veil. With a sigh she
shook her head slightly. It was hard enough to see clearly through
the dark silk without adding shaded glasses to the equation.

Her gaze rose as a rider left her camp riding
for the Avanti lines with a parlay flag tied securely to the end of
his lance. It was a Soulreaver, she noted dryly. Jexon rarely even
acknowledged the rest of her army, using his own men to do
everything. She couldn’t really blame him, though. She was guilty
of the same thing, she supposed.

“I highly suggest we attend that parlay,”
Jail’s voice came from beside her and once again she jumped in the
saddle. He smiled over at her from the back of his bay mare and
bowed his head slightly.

“By the gods, you are sneaking up on me on
horseback now,” Jala sighed and shook her head slightly. “I have
every intention of attending that parlay, though I doubt my husband
will approve.”

“On the contrary. I don’t think he will even
notice,” Jail said with a wink.

“I’m so glad you are on my side, Jail,” Jala
said quietly. Pausing she looked back at Jail and then glanced over
to where the knights of Arovan were camped. “Jail, do you scan
everyone’s mind?” she asked softly.

“Of course not. That would be an invasion of
privacy and strictly against the Mind Mage strictures,” Jail
replied looking a bit indignant at the suggestion.

He does too. Don’t believe him, Emily
told her with a shake of her feline head at Jail.

“Lying cat,” Jail muttered and raised an
eyebrow at Jala before glancing over to the Arovan camp. “You want
to know if I scan Valor’s mind?” he asked quietly.

Jala chewed on her lower lip for a moment and
then nodded slowly. “Does he hate me, Jail? He avoids me and the
only time I’ve actually spoken with him since Seravae I pissed him
off,” Jala said, her voice reminding her of a frightened child.
With a heavy sigh she rubbed her temples and shook her head.
“Forget it, Jail. I shouldn’t even have asked and I hate the way
that sounded,” Jala mumbled and was glad the veil hid her
embarrassment.

“Jala, I’m fairly certain that you could walk
over there and kick Valor in the balls, call him any name you chose
to use and stab his horse and he still couldn’t find it in himself
to hate you,” Jail said with a shake of his head.

“I would never,” Jala gasped, her voice
trailing off in shock at his suggestion.

“No, you wouldn’t, so we don’t have to worry
about his hating you now, do we. However if you don’t want to take
my word for it simply place a hand on his Arovanni. They are bonded
creatures. What you feel through the horse is what Valor is
feeling.”

“He hasn’t summoned Valorous at all that I’ve
seen,” Jala said with a sigh. Every time she had seen Valor since
they left Merro he had been mounted on Vanguard. She wasn’t
entirely sure how he had gotten the horse back, but she hadn’t had
a chance to ask him about it. As far as she knew Vanguard had been
left in Sanctuary when they fled the city.

“He will before this is over,” Jail said as
he nodded toward the field. “Our envoy is returning with an Avanti.
Let’s leave the horses here and see what they have to say,” Jail
suggested as he dismounted and waited patiently for Jala to follow
suit. He took her hand in his as she moved over to him and
carefully pulled her along after him as he headed for the
commanders tent.

“Be silent until we leave and they won’t even
know we were there,” Jail whispered to her as they drew closer to
the tent.

Jala started to reply but fell silent as a
loud roar split the air from the Avanti’s lines. Freezing in
mid-step, she watched mutely as a massive form took to the air
above the Avanti camp, its wings beating strongly as it gained
altitude. Behind her the sound of panicked horses filled the air as
the animals spooked. She couldn’t blame them in the least. The
dragon was very large and at first sight she had felt the fleeting
desire to run as well. “Five to one and a dragon,” Jala
whispered.

“Don’t forget the Blights they doubtless
have,” Jail returned softly.

“And Blights,” Jala agreed her hopes sinking
a bit further.

What was it Havoc said about your Father’s
name. They called him Badger because of how fiercely he fought. The
greater the odds the harder he would fight. Something like
that? Marrow asked, his words quenching the despair that had
been growing in her chest instantly.

“Never pick a fight with a Dazzi,” Jala said
softly, choosing to focus on Valor’s words rather than Havoc’s.
Both had merit though and both bolstered her spirits enough to tug
Jail along once more. Dragon or not, Merro didn’t have a choice
here. It was either fight or surrender and she would not
surrender.

They both paused at the entrance of the tent
while Jail scanned the minds of the guards closest to the
opening.

“And what exactly would the terms for that
be?” she heard Jexon say from inside.

“For a full surrender? Well, we will have to
have prisoners to ensure your good behavior. Lady Merrodin, of
course. Lord Avanti will insist on that I have no doubt,” the envoy
returned, his Avanti accent sounding almost musical next to Jexon’s
harsher voice.

“Naturally. I would agree that my wife must
be among the prisoners, but I must insist that I keep the child. He
is far too young for such treatment,” Jexon replied smoothly and
she could almost hear the pleasure in his voice.

Turning quickly on her heels, Jala strode
back toward their camp her fury growing with every step. She could
hear Jail behind her but didn’t bother to slow her steps. Reaching
up with one hand she tore the veil off and dropped it on the ground
as she walked. “Stupid, cowardly, traitorous.” She snarled a word
with every stride.

“What’s going on?” Neph demanded as he fell
into step beside Jail at the edge of the camp.

“Arrogant, backstabbing, craven and
worthless,” Jala continued, her words gaining volume with every
syllable spoken. She could feel her magic coiling inside of her.
The swish of wings drew her attention upwards and she watched as
the dragon circled the field, the last rays of sunlight glinting
brightly off its green scales.

“She is reciting all of the charming
qualities her husband holds that makes her marriage such a blissful
one,” Jail informed Neph quietly.

“Jala, is everything OK?” Wisp asked as she
approached where they had stopped cautiously. The Fae was watching
her. Jala could feel her gaze, but her eyes were still locked on
the dragon as her mind worked together a plan.

“What the hell is that thing doing?” Jala
asked as the dragon turned for another pass over their camp.

“Trying to intimidate our men, spook our
horses, and generally cause chaos in our camp,” Jail explained.

“Are those things protected from arrows?”
Jala asked Wisp as the rest of her friends formed a group around
her. No doubt curious as to why she no longer wore the veil and had
a look of pure fury on her face.

“Uh, no, but then an arrow can scarcely hurt
one seriously,” Wisp said, her words faltering slightly as if she
couldn’t quite believe Jala was truly that stupid.

Nodding slightly, Jala reached over Wisp’s
shoulder and pulled an arrow from the Fae’s quiver then nodded
toward the dragon. “Shoot it Wisp,” she ordered as she turned to
face Ash. “Can your shamans pull a spirit from a dragon?” she asked
as Wisp carefully bent her bow back, aiming for the dragon with an
expression on her face that showed how pointless the Fae thought
the endeavor was.

“They can, but it would be difficult,” Ash
said cautiously.

The twang of the bow behind her brought a
smile to Jala’s face and she nodded slightly to Ash. Turning she
locked her eyes on Valor, holding his gaze for a long moment before
speaking. “I need you, Valor. Jexon is negotiating a surrender. If
we don’t strike now he is going to hand me over to the Avanti and
Merro will fall,” she said carefully, her voice filled with her
desperation. Valor always stood by her no matter what. If he
refused her now, there was no doubt in her mind that the others
would as well.

“Jala, we are outnumbered and they have a
bloody dragon,” Neph protested with a shake of his head.

“I have to agree with Neph here, Jala. Our
best course is to run,” Sovann said softly though she could hear
the disgust in his voice.

Valor watched her silently, his dark blue
eyes locked with her violet ones. Neither of them bothered to
acknowledge the protests from the mages. “Valor, I whored myself to
a man I despise for this army. I have sacrificed everything I have
for my land. I traded Finn’s life for the people of Merro. I cannot
walk away and I cannot surrender. Will you stand with me?” Jala
asked

“Always,” Valor replied with a firm nod.
Turning he looked to the others one by one and smiled. “And they
will, too. They are just having a moment of scared little bitches
right now,” His eyes settled on Neph and his smile widened. “What
was that you said, Delvay? Did I hear you say retreat? When did
your balls fall off, Neph?” Neph fumed at the words which just
seemed to amuse Valor more. Turning slowly he let his eyes fall on
Sovann and he raised an eyebrow. “Sovann, did you actually say you
wanted to run from the bastards that had your brother killed?
Surely I didn’t hear you right.”

“Valor, look at the odds,” Sovann protested
feebly.

“I see a bunch of conscript slaves in pretty
armor. Some green as hell knights that have more ambition than
training. And one big ass lizard. The odds don’t look so bad to
me,” her father said with a grin, his hand dropping lightly to his
sword hilt. “I’ve never fought in an army before, Curly. I look
forward to the experience.”

“My people will fight as well. Those that
follow me, that is,” Ash assured her, his gaze flicking to the
commander’s tent. They didn’t have long before the parlay was over.
If they didn’t move before Jexon left the tent they wouldn’t be
able to move at all.

Jala nodded at Ash in understanding and
looked back toward Valor. “Move your knights forward as quickly as
you can. Ash, inform your Shaman that they are to rip the dragon’s
soul out on its next circle over the Avanti camp. I don’t want that
bastard falling on us,” Jala said quickly as the shadow of the
dragon passed over them once more. Holding her hand out to the side
she summoned Wisp’s arrow back to her hand and glanced down at the
point of it. Dark blood covered the very tip of the silver
arrowhead. It hadn’t been a deep wound, but it was enough. “Nice
shot, Wisp,” Jala said with a smile as she handed the arrow to Ash.
“The blood should help with removing its soul,” she said with a
wink as he stared down dumbly at the dragon’s blood.

“Quite,” Ash murmured with a quick nod.

“Wisp, I want you to divide your archers into
two companies. Place them at each side of our lines to watch for
Blights. Sovann, Neph you are with Wisp. I want one of you with
each Archery regiment. Make sure you get the Blights stopped before
they reach our archers. Ash, once the shamans have the dragon down,
their only duty is to keep our people from passing onto the
Darklands,” Jala continued, the orders flowing out of her as
naturally as if she were discussing the weather. “Valor, wait until
the signal and then charge. Ash, have your Soulblades ready to back
up the knights. Badger, you have command of the militia. They know
you better than the rest and they will take commands from you
better. Use them as you see fit. Jail, you are with me,” she
finished turning on her heel to head for her horse.

“Jala,” Valor called behind her, a bit of
amusement in his voice. She turned back to look at him and raised
an eyebrow at the smile on his face. “What is the signal?” he asked
cocking his head to the side with a questioning look on his
face.

Jala walked backwards a few steps and pointed
her finger toward the dragon with a smile. “That ugly bastard
falling out of the sky, Val. Should be pretty hard to miss.”

“Got it,” Valor said already turning to jog
back to his waiting knights.

“Impressively handled,” Jail said as they
remounted. “Think we will win?” he asked with a smile.

“Always,” Jala replied, her gaze locked on
the dragon. Pulling on her magic she held it ready as she waited
for the Shamans to start the fight. “Jail, they are protected from
most mind magics right?” she asked quietly, her eyes locked on the
Avanti camp.

“Fear, despair, such as that? Yes it is
standard for all armies to have wards against such common tricks,”
Jail answered with a shrug.

“What about discomfort?” Jala asked turning
to look at him.

“Pain you mean?” Jail corrected with a frown
and started to shake his head.

“Nope. I mean like say a very full bladder. I
doubt anyone but a woman that has carried a child can realize
exactly how distracting it is when you truly have to piss. Whenever
Legacy would so much as shift in my womb when I had to go it was
like hell itself. You can’t think, you can’t focus on a task,” she
paused and smiled at him. “Are they protected from that Jail?” Jala
asked.

Jail shook his head slowly and then burst
into laughter. “No, Jala I’m positive they are not,” he replied
with a wide smile. “Dirty trick. I approve,” he added with a nod as
he began his own magic.

Nodding, Jala turned her gaze back toward the
field. The dragon was just finishing another pass and was close to
the Avanti camp once more. “Get the horses, too, Jail,” she added
with another smile.

Jala’s smile widened as the dragon bellowed
and faltered in the air. Its wings convulsed once and then the
entire creature shuddered as it began to plummet.

“Merrodin!” Valor’s bellow echoed through the
camp as the Knights of Arovan thundered past. It would be a long
charge at this distance, but the Arovan horses were not typical
beasts. They would not tire before reaching their target, and there
had been no way to move them closer without losing the element of
surprise. Jala could see Jexon stepping from his tent in confusion
as the horses thundered by. It was too late for him to stop them
though. The attack was already underway.

“You know, it’s considered bad form to attack
your enemy during a parlay,” Jail said casually as Jala began
casting her spell.

“You know my reputation means nothing to me
when compared with the survival of my people,” Jala replied through
clenched teeth.

Jala wasn’t entirely sure about the spell she
was casting. It wasn’t one she had learned from Neph or Sovann.
Really it wasn’t one she had learned at all. It was an impulse and
she was praying that it would work. Closing her eyes she focused
with everything she had trusting the Bendazzi and Jail to keep her
safe.

Jala’s stomach lurched painfully as her magic
took hold and she slowly opened her eyes. Vertigo washed over her
as her magic spread through the dragon’s broken body giving her
full control over the massive creature and double vision from her
human body as well as the dragon. Closing her human eyes once more
she focused only on what she could see through the dragon’s eyes
and forced the body to move with her magic. The massive scaled body
lurched to the side and rose unsteadily to its feet as Jala tested
her control of its movements. She could see the Avanti scrambling
back from the thing, looks of terror on their faces. They knew the
dragon had been dead moments before, and nothing was more
terrifying to those without magic than Necromancy.

“Very impressive indeed,” Jala heard Jail
whisper beside her and she smiled her eyes still closed tight.

“Haven’t seen nothing yet,” Jala murmured as
she willed the dragon to attack. Screams filled the air as the
massive tail tore through the ranks of reserve soldiers closest to
her. Spinning the Dragon back on its haunches, Jala tore through
another regiment with a swipe of its claws as Valor’s knights
crashed into the front lines. Chaos spread through the camp as
death closed on them from both sides. Faintly, Jala could hear the
Avanti commanders bellowing commands in a desperate attempt to
restore order. The damage was done, though. Already, Jala could see
the Soulblades moving in to join the battle. Avanti had no prayer
now. Turning her attention back to the dragon, Jala tore through
another rank of Avanti soldiers with all of the fury she had been
holding inside for the past few months. “Thank you Jexon for giving
me fuel for the fire,” she whispered.
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Exhaustion washed over her as Jala let the
last of her magic holding the Dragon fade. The Avanti army was
broken and most had fled the field running hard to the north.
Leaning back in her saddle, Jala turned her head to gaze at
Jail.

“Well, we won,” the Mind mage mumbled, his
eyes locked on the body-strewn field beyond.

“And it was beautiful,” Jala breathed softly.
Her eyes lifted to watch a rider approaching swiftly and it took
her a long moment to realize it was her father. Her human eyes
seemed weak and blurry after spending the past few hours watching
the world with a dragon’s vision.

“I wouldn’t exactly call it beautiful,” Jail
muttered, his own gaze on Badger now as the man pulled his horse to
a stop beside Jala. The animal was heavily lathered and breathing
in harsh gasps. It wasn’t like her father to work a horse so
hard.

“We have prisoners, Jala. Valor sent me to
fetch you. The woman, at least, is of House Avanti. I’m not sure
about the rest,” Badger said, still breathless from his ride and
the fighting.

“Cassia,” Jala hissed. “Where?” she demanded.
The exhaustion she had felt moments before was forgotten.

Badger eyed her for a moment and then nodded
over his shoulder. “At what’s left of their camp. This way,” he
said as he wheeled his horse back toward the Avanti camp.

Cassia. Her mind repeated the name almost
like a curse. The bitch that sent the Nightblades after Finn. The
main reason Jala was on a battlefield right now. If not for Cassia,
it was possible that the Avanti wouldn’t have bothered to look
south. Merro wasn’t a threat to anyone. It was Cassia’s hatred that
had sent House Avanti after her people. Jala barely noticed the
ride across the field or the scattered bodies. Her mind was focused
on one thing alone, Cassia.

Her horse slowed to a trot as they neared a
small group of knights. Jala could see Valor standing near the
center of the group with several forms seated behind him on the
ground. Her eyes found Cassia almost instantly. The woman was
dressed in a gown rather than armor, and from the looks of her face
she had been crying for some time. Dropping down from her saddle
Jala strode toward the woman, her eyes never wavering from her
target.

“There are six in all, Milady. At least two
are officers,” Foster offered as Jala drew closer.

Nodding her head silently, Jala continued
past, pausing only long enough to rip a sword free from one of the
milling knights. A gasp of shock sounded behind her, no doubt from
the man she had just mugged, but she didn’t slow. It was the first
time she had ever actually held a sword, but she didn’t need skill
for what she was about to do. Closing quickly on Cassia, Jala drew
the sword up behind her and brought it down for a viscous slash at
the woman without so much as a pause in her steps. Pain shot
through her arm as the sword blade struck something solid in its
path toward Cassia and Jala fell back her eyes locked on Valor who
held the blade firmly in his gauntlet.

“Could you sleep at night after murdering
her, Jala?” Valor asked, forcing her to meet his gaze.

“Soundly and with a smile on my face,” Jala
returned as she tried to pull the sword free from his grasp.

“Look at her, Jala. She is bound and
helpless,” Valor pressed, taking a small step forward and forcing
the sword blade up more.

“She killed Finn. She caused the whole bloody
war,” Jala snarled. She couldn’t believe Valor of all people was
stopping her now. He hated Cassia as much as she did.

“What happens when Legacy attends the Academy
and reads how his mother brutally killed prisoners of war? Could
you sleep then, Jala?” Valor asked as he took another step toward
her and the blade of her sword tilted even farther from her target.
“Killing a prisoner is something they would do, Jala. Are you like
them? Which is it, Lady Bendazzi? Am I serving a tyrant or are you
simply governed by anger now?” With every word he drew closer until
he was near enough to reach her hand and carefully pry her fingers
back from the sword’s hilt. Taking it from her hand gently he
tossed the blade back to its owner and nodded slowly to her. “I
hate her too, Jala. I want her dead as well, but she surrendered
and we are not the sort of people that murder prisoners.”

“I hate her, Val. I hate her so much,” Jala
whispered, the anger fading from her as she stared at the sigil of
the Bendazzi on his breastplate.

“I know, Jala. You are standing on that ledge
right now, though. You are balanced right on the verge of darkness,
and no matter how badly you want her dead, I won’t let you fall. I
will not let you become one of them, no matter how hurt or angry
you are. You are better than they are, Jala,” Valor whispered
back.

Jala looked up slowly, her eyes searching his
face. There was nothing but concern in his dark blue eyes. She had
been expecting disappointment and felt relief wash over her when
she didn’t find it there.

“The Lord is approaching,” Jail said softly
behind her and Jala nodded slowly before turning away from Valor to
watch Jexon pull his horse to a stop beside her own.

“Thank you, Valor,” Jala whispered as she
pulled back from him and walked toward Jexon. She could see the
fury on her husband’s face, but it no longer concerned her. The
agreement had been that she would be the obedient wife as long as
he protected Merro. He had failed in his task by attempting
surrender, which freed her from the obligation of good
behavior.

Jexon closed on her quickly, his strides
fueled by his fury. He would rant and rave, but nothing more. He
never did more with witnesses. Jala watched him calmly and held a
hand up for the knights to stay back. “It’s OK,” she told them
softly. Though, by the expressions on their faces, they hardly
agreed.

“You stupid bitch! Do you have any idea what
you have done?” Jexon bellowed as the back of his hand connected
solidly with her face. Staggering back from the blow, Jala reeled
in shock, more from the words than the actual blow. She doubted
Jexon even realized that he had quoted Finn’s last words to her,
but the memory stung regardless. She could hear movement from
behind and then Jexon was on his back on the ground with Valor’s
fist rising for another blow.

“Are you all right?” Her father demanded as
he pulled her farther back from Jexon.

Jala nodded absently as she watched Valor’s
fist rise again and again, his metal gauntlet coated with Jexon’s
blood. A faint smile tugged at her lips though she knew it was the
last expression she should have.

“Are you going to stop Valor?” Jail asked
softly and elbowed her lightly in the side. “Because it would
really be a good idea to do so before he manages to kill Jexon,” he
added when Jala didn’t show any signs of moving.

“Valor,” Jala called out loudly as she
stepped toward the two men.

Valor stopped his next blow, but didn’t look
up from Jexon. He crouched there, his face a mask of fury staring
down at Jexon. She could see the muscles in Valor’s neck quivering
with the desire to continue the assault.

“Could you sleep at night if you murdered
him?” Jala asked calmly, repeating his own words back to him.

“Soundly and with a smile on my face,” Valor
replied in a voice that was choked with anger.

“What happens when Legacy reads about this at
the Academy?” Jala asked as she drew closer still.

“Then he will ask what took me so bloody long
to kill the son of a bitch,” Valor shot back but she could see his
body relaxing.

Slowly, Jala closed her fingers around the
wrist of the hand he still held upraised for another blow. With a
gentle tug she pulled him to his feet and looked down at the blood
soaked gauntlet. Without bothering to even look at her husband she
began to undo the buckles and pulled the gauntlet from Valor’s
hand, gazing down at the bruised and scraped knuckles.

“Seize him!” Jexon bellowed from the ground,
his voice distorted by his broken nose and bleeding lips.

“Uh, beg pardon but who exactly are you
telling to seize him, Milord? We knocked your two guards out cold
and disarmed them when the Commander moved toward you and the rest
of us were cheering him on and hoping he would kill you,” Noble
said with amusement in his voice.

“That’s not entirely true. I wasn’t cheering
I was holding a sword out in offering in case he wanted to use
something other than his fist,” Foster objected.

“There is nothing to seize him for. He hasn’t
committed a crime,” Jala said quietly as she healed Valor’s hand
and stepped back from him. Looking down at Jexon she shook her head
slowly and smiled. “Valor is my Warder, remember? He was simply
doing his job and protecting me. Unlike you, Jexon he does his
duty,” she finished.

Jexon struggled to sit up, his face still
filled with anger. Raising one arm he wiped the worst of the blood
from his face and staggered unsteadily to his feet. “I was trying
to protect your lands you stupid little bitch. We were outnumbered
we had no choice but to find terms with the Avanti.”

“And yet we won,” Jala pointed out coldly,
her eyes narrowing.

“Against an army of rabble. That was nothing
more than show. They will send true soldiers against us now.
Before, they were just bluffing. Now they will attack in truth,”
Jexon snarled back in disgust.

“Then I suggest next time you actually
fight,” Jala returned, then turned toward Jail. “Take my husband to
the healers, Jail. I have no energy to spare to heal his wounds,”
she ordered and turned back to look over the battlefield. “Father,
have our dead and wounded cleared from the field. I will see to
them as soon as I have the prisoners situated,” With one final
glance at Valor she moved to stand in front of Cassia once more.
Looking down, she stared at the woman and shook her head slowly.
“This isn’t salvation, Cassia. This is a delay. Valor stopped me
this time, but if you so much as whine in my presence, he won’t
stop me a second time. I promise you that,” she whispered, her
voice pitched just loud enough for Cassia alone. “Valor, set your
own guards on the prisoners and Jail will question them when he has
time. I don’t want any of Jexon’s guards watching them at any
point.”

“As you say,” Valor agreed with a sharp nod.
“Jala, are you truly planning to raise all of the fallen?” he asked
as she moved toward her horse.

“Every last one of ours. Death will get
nothing from Merro,” Jala promised as she swung into the saddle
once more. Her eyes fell on the dragon’s corpse once more and she
paused before turning to tend the dead. “Valor,” she began as she
calculated the exact size of the beast.

“Yes?” Valor asked, glancing back from his
place beside the prisoners.

“Are dragons edible?” Jala asked
thoughtfully.

“What?” Valor and several of the knights
echoed the word their voices filled with disbelief.

“It’s that or horse meat. We are low on meat
and the army could use the protein. I’ll leave it to Arovan to
decide what is in the stew tonight,” Jala said calmly as she turned
her horse and rode toward the waiting dead.
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Rain poured down from the sky in steady
waves. Glancing to her side, Jala gave Valor a suspicious look. The
knight was drenched from head to toe, his fine cloak hanging from
his back like a wet rag, and yet he had a smile on his face. He had
been a steady companion of hers since the first battle, and that
had been days ago. Now, finally, they had the Avanti forces pinned
down again and Valor was in the best mood she had seen since before
Finn’s death. She wasn’t entirely sure why, either. It was pouring
down rain and the Avanti had the higher ground.

“It’s not me,” Valor said casually as she
continued to watch him. He didn’t bother to look her way. She had
been giving him glances all morning and he knew well enough she was
wondering if the weather was his doing.

“Well, can you at least stop it?” Neph
demanded from her other side. The Delvay was doubtless more
uncomfortable than either of them considering his leather armor and
lack of a cloak.

“Does leather armor shrink when it’s wet,
like boots do, Neph?” Valor asked in a voice that was far too
innocent.

“I would guess Neph’s is enchanted, isn’t it,
Neph? Oh, wait, that’s right, the Delvay put the wards of
protection on themselves, not their gear,” Jala said slowly as she
grinned at Valor.

“I’m not amused,” Neph grumbled, his gaze
shifting past them to where Jexon and his officers were discussing
the pending attack on the Avanti. “Think he is actually going to
fight this time?” Neph asked with a sigh, his gaze slowly moving to
the hillside where the Avanti waited.

“In this weather, I doubt he attacks today.
Only a fool would rush uphill in a rain storm to attack enemy
forces. The footing alone would guarantee defeat,” Valor said with
a sigh.

“Maybe you could do something about the
weather then!” Neph snapped, a bit sharper this time.

“It’s not a weather spell I can simply break,
Neph. This is a natural storm. If I alter the weather it is going
to be a major casting on my part and I’d rather not waste the
energy until we know what is going to happen with the Avanti,”
Valor replied with a sigh.

“It looks like they’ve finally decided
something,” her father said from behind her and Jala looked up to
see Jexon riding toward their group.

“He is smiling. That isn’t a good sign,” Jala
muttered sourly. She had done her best to avoid Jexon over the past
few days, but in the evenings it was impossible. For the first few
days after the battle she couldn’t even bluff him with a threat of
magic. Everyone in the entire army knew how drained she was after
raising the dead. It had taken her wearing the veil once more to
hide the bruises and keep her friends from killing the bastard. She
couldn’t afford for Jexon to die now though. She needed his
soldiers and she wasn’t sure if Ash had strong enough loyalty to
take control of the forces entirely.

It hadn’t been until the rain had started
that she had finally abandoned the veil once more. There was
nothing to ruin a good mood quite like being slapped in the face
with wet silk every time your horse took a step. Fortunately, her
energy was strong enough once more that a quick healing had
eliminated the possibility of problems.

“We will attack today. I don’t want to risk
their getting reinforcements while we wait for the weather to
improve,” Jexon announced as he stopped his horse beside her own.
“My Soulblades will be useless afoot on this ground for the first
engagement, as will the Archers. Valor, you will get a chance to
prove your name today. Take the hill and hold it until our
remaining forces can join the battle,” Jexon said with a smile.

“You want him to lead a mounted charge up a
muddy hill?” Badger demanded, sounding as furious as Jala felt.

Valor shifted in his saddle and looked at the
hill before glancing back at Jala. His eyes met hers for a long
moment before shifting back to Jexon. “I don’t follow your orders,
Spook,” he said softly then looked back to Jala once more. “Do you
want the hill, Jala?” he asked.

Jala searched Valor’s face for any sign of
doubt before shrugging lightly. “I don’t have much use for a hill,
Valor. I would like their commander and their banner though,” she
said with a confidence she didn’t feel at all.

“Didn’t you just say the footing alone would
guarantee a defeat?” Neph asked dryly.

“For Jexon. Not me,” Valor returned with a
smile and dismounted. Tossing his reins lightly to Badger he pulled
his signet ring off his finger and dropped it down into the muddy
ground. “Valorous, come,” he commanded and the air above the signet
began to coalesce at once.

The last time Jala had seen the Arovanni, his
coat had been the grey of snow clouds. This time when the horse
formed, his coat was as dark as the spring storm clouds above them.
Snorting loudly, Valorous danced back as Valor retrieved his signet
from the ground. Standing once more he bowed his head to Jala.

“One banner and commander coming up, Milady,”
Valor said as he swung into his saddle and turned his horse toward
his waiting knights.

Jala watched him ride off and then turned to
Jexon, her eyes locked on his face. She kept her expression
neutral, though the hatred she felt at the sight of him was
difficult to hide. “Once again you manage to avoid fighting. How
exactly did you attain your position as Lord Reaver?” Her voice was
as cold as the rain.

“By leadership,” Jexon replied sharply and
gave her a disgusted look. “A General does not fight among the
commons. He leads from the back where he can see every move that
must be made.”

“A good General doesn’t send a cavalry charge
uphill on muddy ground,” Badger growled behind her and Jala smiled
at her father’s words.

“That could go both ways. Perhaps I was
testing Valor’s leadership to see how foolhardy he is,” Jexon
began, a cold smile forming on his lips. “I’m afraid you won’t have
your knight to hide behind much longer,” he added in a softer voice
as the Arovan cavalry turned toward the hill and the waiting
Avanti.

“Can I kill him now, please, Jala?” Neph
asked, his gaze locked on Jexon. “If you let me, I swear I will be
nice for the rest of the year. Consider it an early name day
gift.”

Shaking her head slowly, Jala smiled and
turned back to watch the knights as their horses broke into a slow
gallop with Valor at the lead. “Valor will take the hill and I will
have the banner as well as the commander within the hour,” she said
smugly.

“You are just a big a fool as he is if you
believe that,” Jexon said with a shake of his head and then fell
silent as Valor’s company of knights divided into two columns.
Bridgette led the division that turned to the east while Foster
seemed to be in command of the western riders. Valor himself
remained in the center, his Arovanni dancing under him as his
riders took their positions.

“What the hell is he doing?” Neph muttered
beside her.

Jala shook her head slowly but remained
silent as she watched Valor lift one hand toward the sky. The
steady rain began to slacken as the wind grew stronger and the sky
above darkened. To the east, Jala could see several of Bridgette’s
riders holding hands outstretched toward the distant hill while in
the west Foster and several of his knights mirrored them.

Lightning cracked through the sky as the wind
above the hill began to increase. She could see tents breaking
loose from their stakes and horse lines scattering as the animals
panicked. Valorous rose on his heels, slashing at the air with his
front hooves. A cry of challenge burst from the Arovanni’s throat
as Valor increased his magic, urging the wind to greater speeds.
The clouds above the hill continued to swirl faster until the
barest tip of a funnel could be seen dropping from the sky. Magic
surged from the knights on the east and west and the entire hill
trembled as they sent their magic into the earth itself. Lightning
flashed again, illuminating the massive wind funnel as it settled
to earth directly in the center of the Avanti camp. The sheer
destruction of the storm was awe inspiring and Jala sat in mute
fascination as horses, men and wagons were all ripped from the
earth to disappear into the tornado Valor had called down. The
faint echo of screams could barely be heard over the roar of the
wind. Another loud crack shook the air, but this time it wasn’t
thunder. Once more the hill trembled, as cracks in the earth broke
open around the encampment.

With the combined efforts Valor had
effectively cut off all means of retreat the Avanti had. They were
left with only two options. Face the wind or the chasm below them.
Unless, of course they had mages among them, and if they did Jala
had seen no evidence of their magic. As far as she could tell they
had eliminated all of the mages from the Avanti forces in their
first conflict. There had been no Blights at the first battle so
Wisp had used her archers to good effect on anyone that even
attempted a spell.

The entire assault lasted only minutes, but
when Valor finally allowed his arm to drop the hilltop was clear of
anything living. Turning his horse, Valor rode back to her,
stopping just before he reached her. With a faint smile he held his
hand up above his head and Jala watched in amazement as the Avanti
banner fluttered down to his waiting grasp. She could just imagine
the sort of control it required to guide the wind currents of a
storm such as he had summoned enough to carry a banner to an exact
location. Lowering his arm he held pushed his horse forward another
two steps and held the banner out to her.

Jala stared at him with a smile and slowly
shook her head. To everyone watching, Valor looked as fresh as he
had before the fight, but she could see the exhaustion in his eyes.
She knew exactly how much the display had cost him. Closing her
hand she summoned a mage stone filling it with her own power as she
took the banner in her other hand. Leaning forward she grasped his
hand in thanks and as subtly as she could she slipped the mage
stone into his palm. “Thank you, Valor,” Jala said as she sat back
in her saddle once more, the Avanti banner resting across her
leg.

“I’ll have what is left of the commander
delivered if you like. You never specified you wanted him alive,”
Valor said with a smile.

“No that’s quite all right. I’ll have Ash
find his soul and see what we can gain that way,” Jala said,
quickly shaking her head at the suggestion. Above them the clouds
were beginning to clear as the storm clouds dispersed.

“There you go, Neph the rain is gone,” Valor
said with a faint smile and glanced back to his knights. “I have to
see to my men, Jala. I will catch up with you soon,” he said as he
turned to rejoin the Knights of Arovan.

I told you that you didn’t need Seravae’s
help, Marrow said smugly. Glancing down, Jala shrugged at the
Bendazzi and smiled.

I need them to keep the spirits of our
dead from crossing to the Darklands, Jala reminded him.

Let Valor lead every battle and we won’t
have any dead, Marrow pointed out, a feline grin on his
face.

“Jala, I need to speak with you,” Wisp called
from closer to the main force.

Turning in her saddle, Jala raised an eyebrow
at the Fae and then turned her horse to ride back to her. “What’s
wrong?” Jala asked as she grew closer. The last she knew Wisp had
been with her family among the camp followers.

“Legacy is fine I promise. This is just
something I think that requires your attention and I don’t want
Jexon there,” Wisp assured her quietly.

Jala nodded, her body relaxing once more.
Silently she followed the Fae through the mass of the army to the
outskirts where the camp followers had settled the supply wagons
and were already beginning to set up tents in the rain soaked
grass. Wisp dismounted and nodded for Jala to do the same. Still
without a single word of explanation, Wisp began winding through
the wagons, her path leading toward the small stand of trees
beyond.

I don’t like this, Emily objected, her
golden eyes scanning the forest ahead.

It smells like Wisp but I have to agree
with Emily. This isn’t right, Marrow said cautiously as he
moved closer to Jala’s side.

Wisp paused beside a large oak and looked
back at Jala. Her dark hair was plastered to her head from the rain
and her green eyes were wide. “We captured him trying to approach
the camp. I haven’t let him anywhere near the main army until you
had a chance to speak with him. He claims he knows you, Jala, but I
don’t see how he could. He is from Nerathane,” Wisp said quietly as
she nodded for Jala to continue into the trees.

Silently Emily pressed ahead with Marrow
close behind her and the two Bendazzi led Jala toward the secluded
camp the scouts had set up to hold their prisoner. Jala recognized
two of the three men seated at the sputtering campfire as rangers
that Wisp had trained over the winter. The third took longer for
her to place. He was dressed finely in a knee length Black coat
with gold trim and a matching vest. Mud was splattered across his
knee high boots as well as his dark trousers and it was obvious he
had been traveling in the weather for a while. His dark hair was
pulled back from his face revealing the high cheekbones of noble
blood. He turned to look at her, a few rain spots showing on the
dark glasses he wore.

“I doubt you remember me, Lady Merrodin. We
only met once and I’m sure your mind was occupied on other things
at that time.” The man’s voice was smooth with no trace of accent
to it at all.

I remember him. He was the one that placed
the bet with Finn outside the Academy, Marrow said slowly,
confusion in his voice.

The man carefully sat the bowl of stew he had
been eating on the ground and stood bowing to her. “My name is
Nigel. I regret it taking me so long to arrive,” he said as he
stood once more.

Jala blinked in confusion and shook her head
slowly at him. “Why would you apologize and why are you even here?”
she said in complete bewilderment.

Nigel laughed and a wide smile appeared on
his handsome face. “Finn never told you?” he asked through his
continued chuckling.

“Told me what?” Jala asked still utterly
confused.

“About our bet. You recall I bet against him
in the duel with Kithkanon. That day when you saved the Goswin boy
from Cassia,” Nigel began and sighed when she nodded. “I should
have known to always back Finn, but Kithkanon was formidable. Finn
didn’t wager money with me Lady Merrodin. It was a much larger
wager than that.”

“What do you mean?” Jala asked with
hesitation.

“If he lost you were to be mine. At that time
everyone had a price on your head and there was the gold blood to
consider as well,” Both Bendazzi stiffened at his words and Emily
dropped into a low crouch ready to attack. Nigel held up both hands
in a peaceful gesture though surprisingly he didn’t look the least
bit worried about the two Bendazzi. Most people would have been
terrified at the sight. “If he won, I was to support you if the
conflicts went to war. He won, Lady Merrodin. I am here to fulfill
my debt. It took me a bit of time to gather the ones that I could
to help, hence my delayed arrival.”

“You’ve brought soldiers with you?” Jala
asked, her hopes rising. If she had another army backing her she
didn’t need Jexon quite as desperately as she thought she had. All
she truly needed was the shamans and she knew many of them followed
Ash.

“I’ve brought five with me,” Nigel said with
a smile.

“Five? I scarcely see how five soldiers will
help me. I’m sorry that you have come all of this way,” Jala said
with a sigh and started to turn back toward the army.

“I think you misunderstand Lady Merrodin,”
Nigel began as he stepped in front of her once more and dropped his
glasses down forcing her to meet his eyes. Jala paused in mid-turn
and stared directly into the man’s dark eyes. There were no whites
showing at all and the pupils were shaped like that of a serpent
rather than a human. “I’ve brought five dragons, Lady Merrodin, not
soldiers,” Nigel continued, once he was sure that he had her
attention once more.

“Dragons,” Jala mumbled, her gaze dropping to
the bowl of stew he had been eating. Her mind flew back to the
first battle and the decision she had given the Arovan knights. She
didn’t even know which they had chosen to harvest meat from, the
dragon or the horses. Now didn’t seem to be a good time to mention
it though.

“One of which is Dresharn, formerly known as
Dresharn the wise. He was at one time High Lady Wilameir’s advisor.
He is known as Dresharn the traitor now since he turned his back on
Nerathane,” Nigel continued, seemingly oblivious to her distress.
“I’ve brought rations as well. Meat, medicines, grain, and the
like. The standard fare for an army of this size,” Nigel added as
he relaxed back against one of the smaller trees and crossed his
arms over his chest. “I have only one request, Milady,” he added as
Jala continued to marvel over this turn of events.

“What’s that?” Jala asked finding her voice
once more.

“That we keep quiet the fact that your new
arrivals are dragons. I do not trust the man you have married and
I’d rather he did not know what we are. I lived as a merchant in
Sanctuary as you recall. Let him believe that my retainers and I
are simply here to handle the supply issue for now,” Nigel said
cautiously as if he was afraid of offending her.

“Of course. I would prefer that as well,”
Jala agreed with a quick nod. “Finn truly bet me?” Jala asked not
sure how she felt about that knowledge.

“He had to, for what he asked. He had nothing
else that would equal the value of my assistance,” Nigel answered
with a smile, then cocked his head meeting her eyes once more. “Did
you watch the fight, Lady Merrodin?” he asked softly.

“I did,” Jala admitted. She could still
picture the awful moment when Kithkanon’s sword had plunged through
Finn’s chest.

“I was a frequent guest at the Arena. I
believe I watched nearly every fight Finn ever fought. Never before
had I seen such tenacity in him. Within the first few blows of his
sword I knew my bet was lost. Finn was phenomenal with swords on
any given day, but not even the Divine of War himself could have
bested him that day. He had too much riding on the bet to lose,”
Nigel said with a smile. Standing straight once more Nigel adjusted
his coat and bowed his head to her. “If you will permit me, I will
gather my companions and see that the supplies are distributed to
your army.”

“Of course. We are running low and I would
greatly appreciate it as would my men,” Jala said with a smile.

“I’m sure they would,” Nigel said as he
glanced back down at the bowl and looked up at her with another
smile. “Dragon meat tastes terrible,” he said with a wink as he
turned to walk off.
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“Those are not slaves in armor,” Neph said
quietly as they drew to a stop. They had crossed the border into
Avanti days ago, though it had taken quite a bit of convincing to
get Jexon to continue on with his men. After the last victory in
the Greenwild, Jexon had considered the war over. It had been
Jala’s insistence that if they didn’t break the Avanti completely
they would simply be riding north again in another month.

“Those are Elites,” Badger drawled as he
leaned back in his saddle, the broken end of a grass stem
protruding from his teeth. He glanced over at Jala and smiled. “I
hate Avanti Elite,” he said with a slight shake of his head.

“We can expect Serpent teeth from them so we
should have the healers on standby,” Valor said in disgust.
Vanguard shifted beneath him and Valor dropped a hand to the
horse’s neck to calm him. The horse could sense the coming fight
and he was already working himself up for it.

“Why did they choose here?” Jala asked. The
field before them was flat and level leaving a perfect path for a
cavalry charge. From what she could tell there was no terrain
advantage to the Avanti forces at all. There weren’t even trees for
them to fall back to.

“Arrogance,” Jexon said as he rode up. Jala
glanced over her shoulder to watch her husband, her disgust rising
at just the sight of him. “These are trained soldiers, Jala. They
don’t expect any difficulty from you at all,” Jexon continued, his
voice oddly polite.

I don’t like his being nice. It makes me
more nervous than when he has that devious smile on his face,
Marrow said. The Bendazzi flattened his ears back and paced away
from Jexon’s horse to sit closer to Valor despite Vanguard’s
prancing hooves.

“It looks even, numbers wise,” Neph said, his
eyes still roving over the Avanti forces.

“I don’t like the ground they have given us,”
Jala insisted. It seemed too much like a trap to her, though she
couldn’t tell where they might be hiding any surprises. The ground
was flat and level without so much as a bush showing.

“Caltrops in the grass maybe?” Badger offered
hesitantly. Shrugging, her father looked over to Valor and raised
an eyebrow. “What do you think, Lord Hai’dia?” he asked. Jala
raised an eyebrow at the title and smiled at her father. He didn’t
use the lord title when he addressed anyone else in the army.

“It could be, but I doubt it. I would guess
that they plan to rain arrows down on us from across the field.
That I can block for my Knights though with a simple wind spell,”
Valor said after a short pause.

“Could you perhaps summon another storm?”
Jexon asked and they all turned to look in surprise at the polite
tone he was still using.

Valor shook his head slowly eyes flicking to
the bright blue sky that held only a trace of clouds in it. “Too
much effort with the weather this clear. I wouldn’t get much in the
way of results till nightfall,” he said cautiously with suspicion
clear in his voice. Apparently he didn’t trust Jexon’s new courtesy
any more than Marrow did.

Jexon nodded slowly and let out a long sigh.
“My Soulblades cannot do a wind spell to block the arrows. The best
they could do to avoid the Serpent’s teeth would be a spirit form
to cross the field, but not all of them have that ability and for
those that do their attacks would be delayed while they regained
their physical forms,” he said with a shake of his head.

“I’ll lead the assault,” Valor announced,
straightening in his saddle and glancing over his shoulder to
locate his Knights.

“Valor, I don’t like this,” Jala insisted.
She couldn’t put her finger on it, but something felt wrong. On the
surface the battlefield looked to be in their favor. It was perfect
for her knights and the infantry would be able to maneuver easily
as well.

“Blights?” Neph asked her with a raised
eyebrow.

“I don’t know,” Jala said with another shake
of her head. “Something is wrong here,” she said softly.

Fishing in his pocket for a moment Neph
pulled out the pair of glasses that Sovann had given him and put
them on. Slowly he turned his head and scanned the entire field,
then turned back to Jala and shook his head no. “It’s clear as far
as I can tell,” he said with a shrug.

“I’ll lead the charge. Badger, bring the
militia in and disperse the Soulblades among them. Have Wisp and
her archers on the sidelines in case there are mages. Neph, you can
go sit in the back and read if you like. I got this,” Valor said
with a smile as he signaled his knights forward.

“I hope your horse falls on you, Valor,” Neph
said dryly without even the trace of a smile to show he was
joking.

“Where is Jail? Maybe he can scan the minds
of the Avanti commanders before we attack,” Jala said quickly
before Valor could fasten his helm in place.

“Jala they will be protected from that,”
Valor said with a smile and winked at her. “Have I ever failed you
before?” he asked with a grin.

Jala shook her head slowly and let out a long
sigh. “No, and I trust you Val. I just have a very bad feeling,”
she said softly.

Valor pressed his horse closer and smiled
down at her. “We can’t just sit here, Jala. I agree it looks too
good to be true, and it probably is. You have to have faith that I
can handle whatever they throw at us and I will have faith that you
are back here waiting with your magic to support me,” he said in a
voice pitched for her ears alone.

“Val…” Jala began but let her voice trail
off. She wasn’t sure what she had been about to say, anyway.
Swallowing heavily, she nodded and gave him a forced smile. “Kick
their ass,” she said at last and nodded, her gaze going once more
to the Avanti side. Whatever it was, she would find out soon
enough, and Valor was right. They couldn’t simply sit there.

“I’ll bring the Soulblades forward,” Jexon
said with a nod as he turned his horse and rode back into the ranks
of the army.

“I don’t like nice Jexon. It makes my skin
crawl,” Neph said quietly as he watched the Lord ride off.

“Rather unsettling,” Badger agreed. Leaning
over in his saddle he kissed Jala lightly on the cheek and smiled
at her. “It’ll be fine Curly. Your knight knows what he is doing,”
he said in reassurance as he turned his own horse. “Gotta get the
militia ready,” he said as he kicked his mount into a trot.

Jala glanced at Neph before turning back to
watch Valor ready his knights. When they had come to Merro they had
been considered misfits. Now, however, she saw the backbone of her
forces. In every fight so far it had been the knights that had led
the assault. Valor rode through the ranks nodding to some and
patting others on the shoulder before moving forward to take his
position in front. “Why does he always have to lead?” Jala
muttered

“Just a guess, but I’m going to say it’s
because he’s their leader,” Neph offered with a smirk. “It’s Valor,
Jala. He is too stupid to stay some place safe. Have you ever once
seen him look for the safest place? No he is always right in front
in his shiny armor practically begging to be killed,” Neph added
rolling his eyes at her.

“He is fearless,” Jala agreed, her eyes still
on the knights. They were an impressive sight. There was no denial
there.

“No, I said he was brainless,” Neph
corrected, then turned to watch as Wisp led her archers past and
began to position them on either side of the field. “Almost go
time,” Neph said flexing his fingers. “Where the hell is Jail?” He
asked, shifting in his saddle once more to look behind them.

“I haven’t seen him all morning,” Jala
admitted, though that wasn’t unusual lately. Jail drifted through
the camp constantly using his mind fog to keep others from noticing
his presence. “I haven’t seen Ash either, now that I think of it,”
Jala added with a frown.

“Come to think of it, where is Sovann? What
the hell? Did they all desert and we just now noticed?” Neph looked
over to her, his gaze leaving the archers, a look of question on
his face. “Sovann is always with Wisp, but I don’t see him there
now.”

Jala’s frown deepened and she shook her head
and shrugged. “I have no idea Neph,” she admitted, her attention
returning almost at once to Valor’s knights as the Soulblades
joined the field.

Across the battlefield she could see the
Avanti archers moving to the front as they prepared for the coming
charge. Closing her eyes tightly, Jala whispered a prayer to War on
Valor’s behalf.

“Merrodin!” Valor bellowed and she could feel
the ground shake as the warhorses thundered across the field. Her
eyes opened and she watched with held breath as the Arovan cavalry
closed on the Avanti. The air filled with arrows as the enemy
archers loosed, but as Valor had told her his wind spell kept any
from hitting the Knights.

Jala have you reached the Avanti camp
yet? Jail’s voice broke through her mind and she barely
registered the words as her eyes followed Valor across the field.
The knights on either side of him had branched out to form a wedge
formation that would break through the enemy’s lines with ease.

We are engaging them now. Where are
you? Jala responded half-heartedly. The pounding in her chest
increased as the knights reached the half-way point of the
field.

Do not engage them! Jail bellowed in
her mind as Valor’s horse faltered in its charge. Jala’s heart
stopped as two more of the Arovan horses fell as the ground split
open under them. A dark form rose from one of the chasms. The
creature was immense in size, bigger even than Valorous and built
like a wolverine. It launched itself onto the closest knight with
ripping claws taking the warhorse and its rider down into the pit
it had sprung from. Do not engage them! Jala, did you
hear me? They have the Warrens mercenaries with them,
Jala! Jail screamed in her mind.

Too late, Jala replied numbly, cutting
the mental link as she frantically searched the field for Valor.
She couldn’t even see a glimpse of his purple armor in the chaos.
Her father was rushing forward with the militia to try to lend what
help he could, but it wouldn’t be enough. A flash of purple caught
her attention and her eyes locked onto what remained of Vanguard.
The horse was lying too still, its body halfway into one of the
tunnels. “Valor!” The scream tore from Jala’s throat and her heels
were in her horse before she fully registered what she was
doing.

Chaos rose on all sides as she maneuvered her
frantic gelding through the crevasses and screaming horses trying
desperately to reach the last place she had seen Valor. Her horse
snorted and jumped to the side, nearly unseating her as the ground
before her split open. Barely registering what she was doing, Jala
launched a Windscythe spell into the face of the creature lunging
toward her. Its skull split as the spell hit it, showering her with
hot blood. The creature’s rider threw himself from the animal as it
fell back into the depths, but Jala was too far past to worry about
him. The militia would have to deal with the man.

“Valor!” Jala screamed again as she dropped
from her frantic horse beside the pit where Vanguard had fallen.
With her heart pounding in her throat she searched the ground,
terrified that she would find his body, but he was nowhere to be
seen. Snarls erupted from the tunnel below and Jala dropped down on
the ledge and slid into the depths without hesitation. The chaos of
the fight above faded and she could barely make out the form of one
of the wolverine-like beasts as it slashed viscously at a knight.
Calling on her magic once more, Jala sent a lance of ice through
the beast pinning it to the tunnel wall. The creature snarled and
convulsed trying to free itself, not seeming to understand it was
already dying. Moving forward quickly, Jala knelt down by the
knight, but he was already past any healing she could offer. The
man’s chest had been torn open as if he hadn’t worn armor at all.
Standing, Jala moved quickly down the tunnel desperate to find
Valor. The shamans hadn’t been at the fight yet. She had no way of
knowing if they were holding the souls of her fallen or not. If
Valor was already dead, there was a very good chance that his soul
had already been claimed by Death.

The sound of fighting ahead sped her steps
and Jala broke into a run, fighting back the urge to call his name
once more. Turning a corner she nearly tripped on a body of one of
the knights and stumbled hard against the wall. Her breath catching
in her throat, she pushed from the wall and barely ducked the sword
blow that was aimed for her neck. Spinning back she pulled on her
magic, forcing spikes of rock straight up from the earth beneath
the mercenary. The man screamed and struggled to free himself from
the stone before his strength failed him. Jala started to move past
when she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. Spinning
back she called on her magic once more and barely managed to
contain the spell as she recognized Marrow and Emily. The two
Bendazzi moved silently up beside her, barely sparing a glance for
the dying man skewered before them.

Warning. Just a little warning before you
go charging off into the middle of hell, Marrow snarled in her
mind.

“I can’t find Valor,” Jala breathed, her
words choked.

Emily moved forward, her head shifting one
way and then the other ears twitching as she sensed the air.
This way. He is wounded, Emily said quickly as she moved
forward deeper into the labyrinth of tunnels.

“How wounded?” Jala demanded trying to keep
her voice low despite her panic.

He is bleeding. I can’t tell you more than
that, Emily answered quickly, her head low to the ground as she
ran.

They passed two more dead knights and what
remained of a warhorse before the sound of fighting rose once more
in the tunnels.

“Bloody die already!” Valor’s voice echoed
off the tunnel ahead accompanied by the ringing of steel.

Not bothering to waste time on caution, Jala
sprinted forward, her magic already rising as she rounded the
corner. Valor stood with his back to a wall facing off against one
of the mercenaries and the massive creatures they used as mounts.
The creature was limping heavily, nearly dragging one leg behind
it. Turning at the sound of her approach it snarled and
charged.

The faint flicker of black caught her eye as
Emily launched herself fully onto the creature’s head, her hind
legs raking viscously down its neck. A blur of white passed, Jala
on the other side as Marrow joined the fight, and Jala turned her
full attention to the mercenary. Her choices of spells were limited
with him standing so close to Valor. She couldn’t risk anything
hitting the knight. From the looks of him he was already too
wounded. She settled on a spell and focused on the man’s armor. It
was mismatched chain and plate, but it would suffice. Within a
breath the armor had changed from the dull grey to glowing red as
the metal heated with her spell. The mercenary fell back, dropping
his sword, a strangled scream rising in his throat as the metal
shifted from red to white and began to melt, fusing to the man’s
skin.

Pushing off the wall, Valor drew his sword up
for a deathblow as pain shot through Jala’s back. Stumbling forward
she whirled searching for her assailant as another gash opened down
her side nearly gutting her. “Blight,” she screamed to Valor as she
fumbled for her glasses. There was no way she would reach them in
time though and she knew it. Another slash tore across her neck and
she managed to pull back just enough to save herself from a slit
throat. A grunt of pain erupted behind her, but she couldn’t spare
a moment to glance back to Valor. Her fingers finally closed around
the glasses and she tore them from her pocket, spinning back again
and hoping she was dodging the right way. She had limited ground to
move, though, with the Bendazzi still fighting the Warrens creature
and Valor apparently still fighting behind her. Red hot fire
exploded through her stomach as she finally managed to get the
glasses on her face. Numbly she stared into the face of the Blight
just inches from her own before slowly dropping her gaze to the
clawed hand that was buried in her guts. The creature smiled at her
his face, so perfectly human, as he slowly retracted his claws from
her stomach.

“Jala!” Valor’s hoarse cry rose behind her as
the Blight shook its head at her sadly and brought its claws down
hard across her face.
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“Here, drink this,” a soothing voice
whispered above her. Eyes still closed, Jala allowed herself to be
lifted as a cup was settled against her mouth. Cool liquid touched
her lips and she struggled to swallow. The liquid burned down her
throat and Jala coughed in protest. She felt the bed shift beneath
her as someone stood.

“Is she going to live?” Jexon’s voice rose
softly from somewhere nearby and Jala struggled to force her eyes
open.

“Kendry did quite a bit to heal her before
she ran out of energy. With me attending her though, not a chance
in hell.” The voice no longer held anything soothing about it. “The
Bendazzi is out. Do you want to finish him or shall I?” the man
asked, his voice sounding eager.

“Go ahead. I have no interest in the beast,”
Jexon replied in a bored voice.

“No,” Jala said desperately as her eyes
finally obeyed. Her limbs felt sluggish beneath her as she
struggled to sit up. Blinking to clear her vision, her eyes sought
frantically for Marrow. A tall slender man with a charming face
stood over the sleeping Bendazzi, a slender blade held at the
ready. “No,” Jala repeated, the word choking as her throat
tightened.

“You shouldn’t be able to move that much with
the dose I gave you,” the man scolded mildly as he dropped to a
crouch and plunged the dagger into the back of the Bendazzi’s
skull. Pain shot through her as the link with her familiar was
severed and Jala fell back on the bed, her chest heaving. The man
moved to stand over her, the dagger still in his hand. Leaning down
he casually wiped the blood on her nightgown and smiled coldly at
her.

It took Jala’s mind a long moment to
recognize him. It had been so long since she had actually seen the
man, that he was unfamiliar. It was Wesley, one of her own people,
the healer she had brought from Sanctuary. “Traitor” she gasped as
the unbearable loss of Marrow ripped through her.

“Everyone can be bought, Jala,” Jexon said
with a smile as he moved to stand over her as well. “Wesley wasn’t
that hard actually. He didn’t care much for the way you shunned him
and once I discovered his little secret, getting him to help me was
easy,” Jexon explained in the same polite tones he had used earlier
that day before the battle.

“Valor,” Jala breathed as memory of the fight
flashed back into her mind. She didn’t even know if the knight had
survived the battle.

Jexon’s face darkened at once and his smile
lost all warmth. “I’m sure you will find him in the Darklands. My
men are dealing with him now,” Jexon said, a savage smile lighting
his face.

“Valor will kill you,” Jala hissed through
clenched teeth. Words were getting more difficult as the muscles in
her body refused to respond to her commands.

“The poison is starting to kick in. She
should be fully paralyzed soon,” Wesley said as he dropped once
more onto the bed beside her. His finger traced a slow path down
her neck tugging lightly at the edge of her nightgown. “Can’t move
at all now, can you?” he whispered, his eyebrows rising as a smile
rose on his face. She recognized the expression of lust on the
man’s face and it chilled her more than the poison in her
blood.

“Wesley here has a penchant for dead things.
Did you know that?” Jexon said, his tone once more conversational.
“It took no more than the promise of his own lands and the use of
your body to get his help.”

“Valor will kill you,” Jala repeated, the
words barely audible. A crack of thunder broke the stillness of the
night outside and laughter welled in her chest. Her lips stretched
as much as they could into the parody of a smile.

“Kill her now while I deal with this,” Jexon
ordered as he turned to leave the tent.

“Bye, sweetheart,” Wesley whispered as his
dagger sank into her ribs.

A sob broke through Jala’s lips as the point
lodged against one of her ribs. “See you in hell, Jexon,” she
managed just before Wesley plunged the dagger once more and her
world dissolved from blinding pain too darkness.


Chapter 29

 


The Darklands

 


 


Finn shifted on his throne, his heart
hammering in his chest. Leaning forward he stared hard at Seth.
“What do you mean she is dead?” he demanded. His mind was already
racing, searching through the overwhelming number of souls drifting
through his domain as he desperately tried to find Jala.

“I waited for her to call, Milord. I was
ready to move, but the call never came. I cannot intervene without
a direct call or by your command. As you well know, I have limited
free will,” Seth said softly. “She was betrayed, Milord, by one of
her healers,” Seth said, holding out a hand to show the image of
Wesley as the man hovered over Jala’s still form, his hands
caressing her dead flesh. Seth let the image fade and stepped back,
waiting just below the throne, his head bowed and his feathered
cloak thrown back over one shoulder. Seth had brought him the news
so swiftly that there was no doubt in Finn’s mind that the Assassin
had indeed been waiting for her to call. That didn’t silence the
anger building in him though.

“You knew I wanted her to live. I shouldn’t
have to give commands when you already know my will!” Finn raged as
his frustration grew. He was still too unskilled with his power to
find Jala amid the sea of dead. “You want to redeem yourself, Seth?
Find her soul and bring her too me now!” Finn bellowed as he rose
from his throne. In truth he was more angry with his own failing
than he was with Seth, but then Seth didn’t need to know that.

The air before him exploded into motion as
Seth’s form dissolved into Ravens, the air filling with the dark
forms as they flew from the hall in all directions. Finn watched
them as he dropped lightly down the stairs and began to pace the
Audience hall, his arms folded behind him as he continued to search
with his magic. There were so many hazards for the dead in his
domain. From the demons themselves to the Forgotten, there were
many souls that simply did not last long enough to reach his
hall.

“It is hardly Seth’s fault that she died,
though I cannot believe I’m defending Seth,” Fiona said from her
post behind his throne. The woman stood still and somber in her
bloodstained armor watching him with impassive eyes. Fiona had
existed for so long in the Darklands that something as trivial as
the arrival of a new soul no longer held any interest for her,
whether she had known the soul personally or not.

“I know it’s not his fault,” Finn admitted
sourly and continued to pace. “Why wouldn’t she call on him? If she
knew she was going to die why couldn’t she say one name to save her
life?”

“She did say a name. It was the wrong one.
She called out to Valor,” Hemlock’s voice was as unwelcome as the
news Seth had brought.

Slowing in his steps, Finn turned to face his
newest guest with a questioning look. As always, Hemlock wore the
grey cloak preventing Finn from getting even a hint of the man’s
face. He knew Hemlock well enough to know the man was smiling
though. “Why are you here?” Finn asked coldly. He hadn’t seen the
Assassin since the day the man had plunged the dagger into his back
in Sanctuary.

“Is that anyway to greet an old friend?”
Hemlock asked as he dropped down into Finn’s throne, propping one
leg up on the side.

“I wouldn’t exactly say we are friends. You
killed me, after all,” Finn said as he stared up at the man amazed
at his boldness.

“And look where it got you. You should be
thanking me, Finn. You are truly a god now rather than just
thinking you’re one,” Hemlock returned, waving a hand in Finn’s
direction.

“You know, I find it amusing that you only
appeared after Seth left the room. Did I finally manage to stumble
across something that you fear Hemlock?” Finn asked, cocking his
head to one side.

“Ha! Seth? No, I fear many things. Salvation,
peace on Sanctuary, Kali when she is pissed off, and those little
squiggly things they serve in the Seravae quarter at all of the
cafes. You know the little green things with those tentacles that
they eat while the things are still squirming.” Hemlock waved his
fingers about for a moment mimicking his description and then
shrugged with a sigh. “Although I don’t suppose you care about
that,” he said letting his hand fall limply back to rest on his
leg. Shaking his head slowly, Hemlock let the cloak fall back
enough for Finn to see his smile. “Seth, however, I do not fear at
all,” he finished with a shrug.

“Why are you here?” Finn repeated, not the
least bit amused by Hemlock’s antics or the distraction from his
search for Jala.

“To ensure you don’t keep Jala here with
you,” Hemlock said bluntly as he rose from the throne.

“What interest do you have in it?” Finn
snapped, the mere suggestion that Hemlock had an interest in Jala
infuriated him. He couldn’t stomach the thought of Hemlock anywhere
near her. He knew quite well what sort of man the Assassin was.

“Because our world is going to shit swiftly
and I don’t want to be alone with Myth when the rest die off. Jala
is still needed, or so Kali says, and I tend to listen to Kali. As
I said she is scary when she is pissed,” Hemlock returned in a
cheerful voice. “Besides, Finn, as I said, she called out for Valor
in her moment of need. Not Seth, not Neph, not You,” he emphasized
the last word as he stepped down the stairs closer to Finn.

“Why would she call out to me? She thinks I’m
dead,” Finn snapped, his gaze following Hemlock as the rogue walked
a tight circle around him.

“I like the new look, Finn. The black armor
is very…deathly,” Hemlock said, waving a finger at Finn’s chain
armor.

“You know it isn’t wise to taunt your
master,” Fiona said, finally stirring herself to speak. “You serve
Death remember?”

“I served the Dark lady. I have no contract
with Finn,” Hemlock replied calmly, pausing in front of Finn once
more. “She has forgotten about you, Finn. Do the sunlit world a
favor and forget about her,” Hemlock whispered.

The flutter of wings drew Finn’s attention
for a moment and when he turned back Hemlock was gone. With a heavy
sigh, Finn watched as Seth settled once more on the floor of the
hall and shifted back to his human form. Bowing to Finn he held
both hands outstretched a faint glow emanating from each.

Carefully Finn took the soul stones and
retreated back to his throne examining them as he walked. “You
brought the Bendazzi too,” Finn murmured as he sat once more.
“Stay, Seth. Allow me to deal with this and then I have more work
for you,” Finn said.

Carefully Finn cracked the soulstone
containing Jala and watched as her spirit coalesced in front of
him. She had a confused look on her face as she gazed slowly around
the hall. He watched her in silence, drinking in her beauty and it
took all his willpower to not approach her. Her eyes found him
finally and they widened, her lips parting slightly in shock.

“Finn!” Jala whispered his name and her
expression shifted to a look of pure agony. “I thought you were
dead.” The words were spoken so softly he almost missed them
entirely.

“Jala,” Finn said in greeting, fighting to
keep his voice calm. His heart thundered in his chest as he tried
his best to look unperturbed. “Do you remember how Sovann always
said I would get myself into something I couldn’t get out of,” Finn
said, holding both arms out his palms up. Slowly he gazed around
the Audience hall then looked back to her. “It turns out he was
right. It’s not as bad as I thought it would be, though. There is
the godly power to consider.” He kept his words casual and forced
back everything he desperately wanted to say to her. With a sigh he
let his arms fall back to the throne and leaned forward to look at
her.

“I thought you were dead,” Jala repeated, her
voice louder and the pain in her voice was heartbreaking. “I never
would have married him, had I known. I did what I thought I had to
in order to save Merro,” she added in a rush, the words tumbling
out of her as the tears would have had she still been alive.

“I know…Jala,” Finn said, the words faltering
slightly as he caught himself at the last moment. He had almost
said Vezradesh. The word had been on the tip of his tongue.
That wouldn’t help though. Not with what he was about to do. “You
aren’t finished in the sunlit world, Jala,” Finn said as he leaned
back in his throne once more.

“I died, Finn. I failed,” Jala said sadly,
her head dropping forward as if she could no longer meet his
gaze.

“I’m sending you back, Jala. You haven’t
failed yet,” Finn said calmly. “Heal yourself the moment you
arrive. I will hold your soul in place for as long as I can, but it
won’t be long. I am the god of Death, after all, not life.”

“Finn,” Jala began, her eyes lifting once
more to meet his own. “They said it was enchantment that bonded us.
They said your love for me wasn’t real…” Her words failed her and
she tilted her head back, swallowing heavily, the actions of life
still echoing in her spirit. “It wasn’t that for me Finn. I loved
you more than anything else I had ever known,” she finished softly,
her voice pleading for him to confess the same.

Finn sat in silence a long moment preparing
to speak. “I care for you, Jala, as I would a friend. I fear there
is nothing more to it though. What I felt before…” His voice
trailed off as he nearly choked on the lie, but from the expression
on, Jala’s face he didn’t need to say more. “May I never see you in
my halls again, Jala. I wish you a long life,” Finn said quietly as
he summoned his magic and sent her soul back to the sunlit world.
He let out a long breath, fighting back the tears he felt stinging
his eyes. Bowing his head he waved Seth forward.

“How may I serve?” Seth asked quietly as he
bent to one knee before the throne.

“Take this to Jala and make sure she survives
long enough to heal herself fully,” Finn said as he dropped the
stone containing Marrow’s soul into Seth’s hand. “And Seth,” Finn
added as the Assassin rose to his feet.

“Yes, Milord?” Seth asked, his dark eyes
fixed on Finn.

“Bring me the traitor that killed her. Keep
him alive, Seth. Apparently he has a fondness for the dead and I
have a few to introduce him to,” Finn said, his tone low and
dangerous.

Seth bowed his head and stepped back from the
throne before taking to his Raven form once more. Finn sat in
silence as the Assassin left, his gaze locked on the floor where
Jala had stood moments before. He could have kept her beside him
forever, and he had sent her back. The temptation had been so
strong. It wasn’t Hemlock’s words that had swayed him in his final
decision. It was the memory of Jala in Sanctuary and how upset she
had been to see so many orphans in the streets of her district. No
matter how much Finn wanted her beside him, their son needed her
more.

“You lied to her,” Fiona said softly, her
tone almost gentle.

“And it was the hardest thing I’ve ever done
in my life,” Finn said slowly, the memory of Jala’s expression of
pain burned into his memories. “I knew from the moment I traveled
to Merro with her that she was the perfect woman for me,” he said
with a heavy sigh and raised a hand to rub his face. Somehow he was
still managing to keep his calm despite the agony twisting in his
chest. “I never once stopped to ask myself if I was the perfect man
for her.” He let his hand drop to his lap once more and leaned
heavily back in his throne. “I’ve always said Valor was a better
man than me. I wish them both happiness,” he finished, though the
words were barely audible through the tightness in his throat.


Chapter 30

 


Avanti

 


 


Lightning flashed, illuminating Wesley’s form
as his lips traced a path down her side. Jala fought back the
shudder of revulsion and called on her magic to cleanse her body of
the poisons the man had fed her. The crash of thunder hid her gasp
as another flash of lightning shattered the darkness and she caught
the briefest glimpse of the shadowed form standing in the tent
behind Wesley.

“Hello, Jala,” Seth whispered. The sound of
his voice brought Wesley’s head up sharply. The healer staggered to
his feet, a look of guilt covering his face as Seth closed the
distance between them. The glint of bare steel flashed once in the
Assassin’s hand as lightning lit the sky again. Seth drove forward
hard against the healer and Wesley’s scream was lost in the thunder
outside. “He said I had to bring you alive. He didn’t say how alive
though,” Seth hissed, his dagger buried to the hilt in the man’s
stomach. Wesley stumbled to his knees, his arms wrapped tightly
around his stomach, and a sobbing whine bursting from his
throat.

Jala stared down at the man with no trace of
mercy in her heart as her magic healed the countless wounds her
body held. “Traitor,” she hissed as she staggered to her feet. Her
eyes fell to Marrow’s still form with the next flash of light and
the pain from seeing Finn turned to fury. “I want him dead,” she
whispered to Seth, her balance still too unsteady to take action
herself.

“He will be soon, I promise. He must suffer
first, though,” Seth said calmly, seizing the man by his hair. “You
have matters to attend to outside, Jala,” Seth said as he tossed
the soulgem down on the bed before her. “You might want your
Bendazzi with you to face it, though,” he added with a faint smile
as he dragged Wesley to his feet by his hair.

“No, no, please. Jexon forced me. I didn’t
want to betray her. I had no choice,” Wesley whined his voice
rising with every word.

“I’m not the one you should be begging for
mercy. I’m taking you to him now,” Seth said coldly, his gaze
rising to Jala once more. “The runes on a Soulreavers back are what
keep the spirit from passing to the Darklands, Jala. If you destroy
the tattoos they end up in the Darklands like everyone else,” Seth
said as he backed toward the shadows dragging the sobbing healer
with him.

“Tell Finn that Jexon will be there shortly,”
Jala promised softly as she picked the soul stone up from the bed.
Moving as quickly as she could she knelt beside Marrow and healed
his body of the poison and wounds Wesley had given him. Carefully
she broke open the stone and urged his soul back into his body,
wishing Ash was there to help her. She didn’t know at all what she
was doing. Marrow stirred under her hand, his yellow eyes opening
slowly.

I cannot even begin to describe how much I
want to kill that little bastard. Marrow’s voice was weak in
her mind, but she could sense his rising fury.

“Wesley is beyond our reach now, but Jexon
isn’t,” Jala said softly as she rose to her feet once more.

Turning, she moved for the door to the tent,
her stride gaining speed as her strength slowly returned. She heard
Marrow move behind her as she pushed the flap of the tent back and
stared out into the storm filled night. She could see a cluster of
people standing near the center of the encampment and the faint
noise of ringing steel sounded above the wind. Letting her hand
fall back to her side, Jala stepped out into the rain, her bare
feet sinking in the mud. The wind and rain pelted her, whipping her
hair and torn gown as she silently approached the crowd. They
parted before her as the spectators of the fight stared at her in
shock. Still silent, Jala continued past them, her eyes locked on
the two combatants. Neither had seen her approach. Both men were
too consumed with the fight to notice the shifting of the crowd.
Pausing at the edge, Jala watched as Valor brought a vicious blow
down across Jexon, his face a mask of grief and fury. Jexon parried
hastily, his feet sliding in the mud as his sword caught Valor’s
blade at the last moment.

“Jexon!” Jala called loudly, her voice rising
over the storm. Both men froze, their swords dropping in shock as
they turned as one to gaze at her. Her eyes locked on Jexon as she
stepped forward into the circle. “Betrayer,” she hissed her eyes
narrowing.

Jexon staggered back, his eyes widening at
the sight of her. “You were dead. I saw him kill you. There was no
one that could have raised you,” Jexon stammered. The expression on
his face was one of pure terror and his sword shook in his
hand.

Jala nodded slowly in agreement as she took
another step forward. “Had you shown me kindness, Jexon, I might
have cared for you.” Jala spoke the words slowly as she took
another step forward. “Had you spoken to me, I might have
understood you,” she continued as she advanced once more. “Had you
shown me courage, I might have respected you,” she said, stopping
just in front of him. “Instead, you have shown me nothing but pain
and treachery, and you have my hatred in return,” Jala finished,
her magic rising swiftly as she pointed a hand at him. Jexon’s look
of fear changed to agony as her spell shredded the flesh of his
back ruining the protective magic. “Kill him, Valor,” she commanded
as she stepped back giving her knight room.

Valor moved with no hesitation, his sword
rising in a single graceful arc as he brought it down hard on
Jexon’s neck. Blood sprayed across her face as she watched her
husband’s body fall to the ground, his legs kicking feebly in the
mud. “A widow again,” Jala said softly as she turned back toward
her tent, her hand dropping to rest on Marrow’s head as she walked.
The crowd around her was deathly silent and she noticed a few of
the Soulreavers dropping to their knees, their heads bent in
submission as she passed.

You have mastered the art of scary bitch,
I’m proud to say. Your eyes glowing, the wind tossing your hair
around like that, the blood covering your chest and gown. I’m
impressed and I think at least a few of them pissed themselves when
you approached, Marrow said, his voice light in her mind as he
attempted to make her smile.

“Jala, wait,” Valor’s voice called out behind
her, but she didn’t have the will to face any of them at the
moment. Not even Valor.

Silently she pushed the tent flap open and
stepped into the darkness before the first of the tears filled her
eyes. Swallowing heavily she dropped to the floor and pulled her
knees up against her chest. Crossing her arms around her legs, she
lowered her head and let the pain wash over her in choking
sobs.

“Jala,” Valor called softly as he stepped
into the tent and knelt before her. “Jala, please, what's wrong.
Are you hurt?” His voice was near panic.

Looking up, Jala could see the confusion
written clearly on his face. He didn’t have a clue what to do in
this situation. Wiping her eyes, Jala swallowed heavily and let out
a choked breath. “He isn’t dead, Valor,” she whispered her voice
hoarse.

“Jexon? He is, Jala. I promise you that,”
Valor said sounding even more confused.

“Finn. He isn’t dead,” Jala corrected, her
head dropping once more to her knees.

“Then why isn’t he here?” Valor demanded, his
voice sounding nearly as hoarse as her own.

“I’ll see him again soon, I’m sure,” Jala
muttered darkly, her chest tightening at the thought. After the way
Finn had acted she wasn’t sure if she could face him again. He had
been so casual, so calm. It was like a knife in her chest. She
heard Valor stand, but didn’t bother to look up. Another sob tore
through her as more tears flowed down her cheeks. “It was the
enchantment for him, Val. He never loved me,” she whispered, the
words almost sticking in her throat.

He’s gone, Jala. He left the tent,
Marrow informed her quietly as he lay down beside her and wrapped
his body around her legs. Give him time. I’m here for you until
Valor comes to his senses. He doesn’t understand at all. Give him
time and then explain.
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The sound of the tent flap opening drew
Jala’s attention briefly from the scout reports. She watched for
half a breath as Jail stepped into the tent. With a nod and a faint
smile, Jala turned her attention back to the paperwork before her.
The reports she had so far were good. Over the past few weeks the
war on the western coast had taken a dramatic turn as Oblivion
joined the fight. From what she was reading, Avanti’s army that had
been staged in Han’shy was all but destroyed. The Han’shy had risen
the moment Oblivion attacked Morcath and victory was nearly
complete for her allies. All they had to worry about now were the
Blights.

“Did you hear about the amulets?” Jail asked
as he sat down across the table from her and folded his arms
against his broad chest.

Jala nodded without looking up. “I’ve heard
that it was decided that my soldiers must be given a choice on
returning from death. I understand those that wish to be raised are
wearing white amulets and those that don’t have black ones,” Jala
said as she flipped another page in her stack of papers.

“It was necessary, I’m afraid. There were
several that were having difficulties returning. Their minds were
starting to fray,” Jail said his tone conversational.

“Understandable,” Jala agreed with a faint
nod, her eyes scanning a map detailing the Avanti troop movements.
There didn’t seem to be much left standing between her and the
Capital city. If she pressed hard over the next few days she could
be standing at the High Lords’ gates.

“Did you know Valor is wearing a black
amulet?” Jail asked, his tone gentle.

“What?” Jala demanded, the papers dropping
from her hands instantly. She looked up sharply, her eyes locked on
Jail who simply nodded in reply. “Watch Legacy,” Jala ordered as
she rose from her seat. She had barely seen Valor since the night
she had spoken of Finn, aside from his passing during their
marches. For the most part he had taken to riding with his knights
and she had noticed that Bridgette had started joining him in his
tent nightly as well. Emily and Marrow started to rise to follow
her as she strode from the tent but Jala shook her head sharply.
“Stay here with Legacy,” she snapped as she stepped out into the
chill night air.

Light still showed from Valor’s tent as Jala
approached and she could see Bridgette’s horse tied outside. With a
heavy sigh she shielded her eyes with a hand and stared straight
down at the ground as she stepped through the tent flap. “I’m
sorry, I know you two don’t get much time alone but I need to speak
with Valor now,” Jala said quickly trying to keep the blood from
rising to her cheeks as she continued to stare at her toes. She
hated the thought of interrupting them, but this was something that
simply couldn’t wait until morning.

“Jala, what exactly are you doing?” Valor
asked calmly from the far side of the tent.

“I didn’t want to interrupt, but I need to
speak with you. I’m sorry for barging in,” Jala continued.

“I meant, why exactly are you shielding your
eyes,” Valor clarified, and Jala slowly lowered her hand to look up
at him.

Jala had expected to find them in bed. She
had expected them to be upset with her intrusion. What she hadn’t
expected at all was to find them sitting calmly at a card table
watching her with expressions that suggested they thought their
High Lady had gone mad. Blinking stupidly, Jala watched as
Bridgette tossed her cards down on the table and rose.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Valor,” Bridgette
said as she turned to leave. “Goodnight, Milady,” Bridgette added
politely as moved passed her to leave the tent.

“Goodnight,” Jala muttered with a faint nod.
She wasn’t sure what to say in light of her entrance. It was
difficult to begin a serious conversation after making yourself
look like a fool.

Valor continued to watch Jala as he raised a
glass slowly to his lips and took a drink, obviously waiting for an
explanation. “Have you grown shy about gambling?” Valor asked when
the silence stretched between them.

“I didn’t realize it was cards that kept you
both entertained each night,” Jala mumbled as she inwardly cursed
Jail. She knew the Mind mage had known the truth of the situation
and she was sure beyond a shadow of doubt he also knew what she had
assumed. He had set her up for this and she had stumbled headlong
into it.

Valor nodded slowly and waved a hand toward
Bridgette’s vacant chair. Her cheeks flaming with embarrassment,
Jala crossed the tent and sat quietly. “So what is it that you need
to speak with me about so badly?” Valor asked as he raised his
glass to his lips once more.

Jala closed her eyes and settled more
comfortably into the chair. Jail apparently wanted her to settle
things with Valor, and she had to admit it was past time that she
did so. She had meant to bring the topic up sooner, but it wasn’t
something that was easy to speak about.

“The night I came back from the dead,
actually,” Jala said and motioned toward his glass. “Have you got
another of those?” she asked.

“It’s been two weeks and suddenly you are
frantic to speak of it?” Valor said as he poured a second glass and
slid it across the table to her.

“Yes, and no,” Jala began hesitantly.
Pausing, she took a small sip from the brandy and glanced up at
him. “Are you really wearing a black amulet, Valor?” she asked
quietly.

Valor shifted in his chair and nodded, his
expression never changing.

“Why?” Jala asked, her gaze forcing him to
meet her eyes.

“Can I lie and say it’s because I don’t want
to end up like the poor bastard that won’t stop crying that
prompted us to start the process of amulets?” Valor asked
dryly.

“No,” Jala replied simply.

Valor frowned and pushed his glass back and
forth between his hands. “Then I suppose I will be truthful and
admit it’s because I don’t want to be here when Finn returns. I
know that makes me sound like a bastard, but if he wasn’t dead then
he should have been here for you. I have watched you live in misery
without him and I was utterly helpless to do anything to help you.
I can’t face him, and I…” His voice trailed off as he lifted the
glass and took another healthy swallow. “And I don’t want to see
the two of you together,” he admitted quietly as he sat the glass
down once more.

“You will see him before me with that amulet
on, Valor,” Jala said softly. She waited until he looked up at her
and smiled sadly. “I tried to tell you that night, but you left
before I could finish. I saw him in the Darklands, Valor. He has
taken the place of the Dark Lady,” she explained and watched as the
realization of what she had said that night registered in his
mind.

“Did you plan to take your own life to return
to him?” Valor asked his expression horrified at the thought.

Jala shook her head quickly and sighed. “I
was feeling so much…” She paused and shook her head again in
frustration as she searched for the correct word. “I was feeling so
much of everything that night, Valor. Pain, grief, sadness, anger,
and my words were morbid. I was being melodramatic I suppose, but
no, suicide never crossed my mind,” She stared down into the amber
depths of her brandy for a long moment before speaking again. “It
was all the enchantment for Finn. I asked him directly when I stood
before him and he answered me with blunt honesty. He never loved me
at all, Val,” she said. The pain was still there, but it was less
than it had been.

“Then he was a bigger fool than I thought,”
Valor replied quietly.

Standing, Jala moved around the table and
stopped just in front of him. Silently she raised her hands to his
neck and pulled the cord of the necklace from under his shirt. She
glanced up to find him watching her as she carefully unfastened the
clasp and lifted the amulet free of his neck. Her thumb traced
along the edge of the black coin as she stared down at the skull
imprinted deeply in the metal. She watched him as she sat the
amulet down softly onto the table. “Please, Valor. I need you to
help me finish this. The thought of you not being there beside me
when we finally ride home…” Her voice trailed off as her throat
tightened.

Leaning forward, Valor took her hands gently
in his and smiled up at her. “I’m sorry, Jala. I didn’t understand.
I will always stand beside you, as long as you want me there.”

“Promise me you won’t put that back on,” Jala
whispered, her eyes flicking to the amulet.

“You have my word. Should I die on the field,
bring me back as quickly as you can. I have no desire to ever see
Fiona Veirasha again,” Valor smiled as he spoke the words and
slowly released her hands. “It’s almost over, Jala. Another few
weeks at the most and you will have your dream. We can return to
Merro and put all this behind us.”

“Almost,” Jala agreed quietly, though she
knew Merro was still more than a few weeks off. They would deal
with the Avanti soon, that was true. The Blights were another
matter though. Sanctuary wouldn’t be safe until all of the threats
were dealt with. Now was not the time to mention that, though. It
could wait.
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“You are a son of a bitch, Jail,” Jala
announced as she re-entered her tent. Jail looked up from her chair
and dropped the reports back down onto the table, frowning at
her.

“I really didn’t expect to see you back here
tonight,” Jail said with a disappointed look on his face.

“What the bloody hell did you think I would
be doing, Jail? I’m newly widowed for the second time,” Jala
snapped putting emphasis on the word second.

“That hardly counts. You despised Jexon and
everyone in the camp knew that,” Jail countered dryly, rolling his
eyes at her.

“And Valor is my friend and nothing more,”
Jala returned and motioned him out of her seat.

“When we found you in the tunnels. Valor was
half dead and holding you against him as if his own life depended
on your survival. He had you cradled in his arms, holding his cloak
to your wounds to keep you from bleeding out because he didn’t have
enough strength left to get both of you out of there. Rather than
use what he had left to escape, he would have bled out beside you,”
Jail said as he rose, his gaze never leaving hers.

“Because he is my friend,” Jala said firmly
as she dropped into her chair.

“Because he loves you, Jala,” Jail corrected
firmly. “And you love him, too, or you wouldn’t have been in the
tunnels to begin with. Neph told me about your banshee wail and the
mad ride through the fighting to reach where Valor had fallen.”

“Jail, I don’t need this right now,” Jala
snapped as she snatched a handful of the papers from her table.

“Do you know what it means when an Arovan man
cuts his hair?” Jail asked, dropping down in the chair across from
her and leaning forward on the table.

Jala looked up at him with a glare and cocked
her head to the side. “That he wanted a haircut?” she asked
dryly.

“It means he is spoken for and the women of
Arovan know by sight that they would be wasting their time in
pursuit of him. The earring Valor wears is called a Widows ring. It
signifies his devotion to your son in his culture. Were it his true
born child the ring would be silver rather than black,” Jail
explained watching her closely as she slowly sat the papers back
down on her table.

“He cut his hair when Legacy was born,” Jala
said softly as she folded her hands before her on the table and
stared hard at Jail.

Jail nodded in agreement. “And he has shown
no interest in another woman since the day you arrived back from
the Darklands,” he added softly.

“Why in the bloody hell are you just now
telling me what the earring and shorter hair mean, Jail?” Jala
demanded, her voice rising. “Why in the bloody hell did you wait so
long to mention those two very important things to me?”

“When should I have told you, Jala? While you
were grieving for Finn or during your wedding to Jexon? There
wasn’t much time in between the two events,” Jail shot back, his
tone filled with irritation. “It wasn’t my place to tell you, Jala.
It was Valor’s, but he was waiting for you to heal from Finn, and
then he was waiting for Jexon to die, and frankly I’m sick of
watching the poor bastard wait.”

Jala leaned back in her chair and rubbed her
face. Legacy let out a soft cry from the bed and she stood from her
chair, slowly shaking her head at Jail. “Not now, Jail. I can’t
focus on this now. I have too much before me already,” Jala said,
sweeping her hands toward the reports for emphasis before crossing
the room to her son.

“Love is not something that exists in
measurements, Jala. You aren’t born with a set amount to divide
among those you care for,” Jail said as he rose from his chair. “It
comes in different forms, too. What you had with Finn was
passionate, but fragile. I watched you sit by the window waiting
for Finn to come back so many times. You had love between you, but
not trust,” Jail said quietly. “Admitting you love Valor is not
betraying what you felt for Finn, and Valor will never leave you
sitting by a window waiting. What you have with Valor is deeper and
you know that, Jala. You just won’t admit it,” Jail finished and
turned to leave. He paused at the tent flap and glanced back at
her. “If you only focus on the dark side of life, eventually you
will be nothing but dark yourself.”

Jala listened as the tent flap swung shut
behind him and continued to rock Legacy against her shoulder. Her
son was so big now it was getting difficult to cradle him in her
arms. With a heavy sigh, she kissed him on the top of his head and
tried to keep her thoughts from straying to Valor. Turning, she
paced back toward her desk, rocking Legacy lightly as she walked.
The sound of the tent flap opening once more brought her gaze
upward and she froze as her eyes fell on Valor.

Valor smiled at her and nodded once. Jala
returned the nod and raised an eyebrow at his armor. When she had
seen him in his tent he had been wearing a simple tunic and
breeches. Jala motioned him toward a chair and watched as he moved
silently to accept.

“I couldn’t sleep,” Valor said quietly, his
gaze on her son as she continued to pace.

Jala smiled faintly and nodded her head once
toward the small cabinet behind him that held the few liquor
bottles she owned. She watched him rise from the chair and select a
bottle and glass. Her eyes locked on the bottle for a long moment
before she slowly crossed the room and carefully placed Legacy on
the floor beside Marrow. Standing straight once more she placed
herself between her son and the man at the table and cleared her
throat. He turned to look at her and frowned at the expression on
her face. “Valor hates Firewater,” she informed the imposter in a
cool voice.

The man smiled faintly and his form shifted,
the armor fading into clothing as his body grew leaner. In moments
a tawny haired man in a black trench coat sat where Valor had a
breath before. He watched her with dark green eyes just visible
over the black half mask he wore. “I wanted to see how you treated
the Arovan. There were rumors of course. I just wanted the truth of
it,” Sovaesh said calmly with an apologetic shrug.

“With respect and kindness,” Jala informed
him, her eyes still narrowed. She had only seen the man once
before, but she knew his reputation well. Finn had spoken of his
father often, and of course there were the rumors in Sanctuary
about the Avanti’s pet Assassin as well.

“So I see,” Sovaesh agreed with a slight nod.
“May I see him? You don’t have to allow me to hold him, but would
you bring him closer,” he asked hesitantly as he motioned toward
Legacy.

“If you will tell me why you are here,” Jala
said calmly as she reached down to pick her son up once more.

“As far as my master knows, I am here to kill
you. That is, after all, what he sent me from the city to do. I’m
pleased to inform you, however, that you are going to manage to
thwart my attempt. That shouldn’t be difficult to believe, though.
By our reports you never seem to stay dead,” Sovaesh said as he
pulled his mask down and lifted the glass of Firewater to his lips.
“In truth, the only reason I left the city was to see my grandson
and speak with you.”

Jala nodded and looked down at the Bendazzi
that crouched at her feet. “Marrow, sit on his left. Emily, on his
right. If he moves from that chair rip his throat out,” she said
calmly and waited until the Bendazzi had taken their positions
before looking up at him once more. “Forgive me for not trusting,”
Jala said coldly as she approached the table just enough for him to
get a good look at his Grandson.

Sovaesh smiled in understanding and leaned
forward in his chair, his expression softening as he watched
Legacy. “I love all of my children, but Finn was special to me,” he
said softly. “I was so relieved when he turned his back on Avanti
and so proud of what he accomplished on his own. It wasn’t an
honorable life he led, but it was his own. He didn’t answer to
anyone but himself. When I heard he had married, I thought he had
finally found his peace in life.”

“He would have, if not for the Avanti and
Hemlock,” Jala said, her voice level despite the emotions warring
inside her. She wanted to trust the man. She wanted to believe the
sincerity he was showing, but he was an Assassin and he served her
enemy. “Did you come here to speak of Finn?”

“No, actually I came here in hopes of making
a bargain with you,” Sovaesh said with a heavy sigh.

“What kind of bargain?” Jala asked
cautiously.

“I will kill Donrey Avanti and tell you how
to breach the city if you will spare his son’s life,” Sovaesh
answered, his eyes on her now rather than her son.

“Nathan?” Jala asked, the memory of the man
beating Madren rising at the mention of his name.

“No, Truce. The eldest son. He is married to
my daughter. You may remember him from your wedding. He isn’t like
the rest of them, Jala. He has a kind heart as Dashara did,”
Sovaesh explained quickly.

Jala frowned and moved around the table to
sit in her own chair once more, balancing Legacy carefully on one
leg. “I remember him. I remember him from his father’s visit to my
lands as well,” she said slowly. Shaking her head she sighed. “I
won’t promise you I will spare him, Sovaesh. I will give my word
that I will offer him terms though. That is more than I had
intended to do when I reached the city.”

“Then I will be grateful that you are willing
to do that much,” Sovaesh said bowing his head to her. His gaze
moved to the Bendazzi as he slowly slid his hand into his coat
pocket and pulled a folded piece of paper from it. He held it up
for Jala and the two cats to see before setting it down on the
table and sliding it toward her. “That is a map of the city and an
accurate accounting of its defenses,” Sovaesh explained as he
lowered his hands to his lap once more.

Jala reached across the table with one hand
and unfolded the map, glancing down at the writing before looking
back up at him. “How do I know this isn’t a trap?” she asked
cautiously.

“Because I hate the High Lord of Avanti as
much as you do, Jala. The bastard killed my son. I give you the
information freely in return for your mercy to Truce. The decision
on whether or not to use the information is solely yours.
Regardless of what you decide, I will kill Donrey Avanti the moment
I see your army at the gates,” Sovaesh said, his gaze dropping to
the Bendazzi once more. “With your permission, I would go. I have
been away from the city too long as it is.”

Jala nodded slowly and motioned for the
Bendazzi to back down. “Your other son is in my camp, you know,”
she said as she watched him rise from the chair.

“And has less desire to see me than you did,
I assure you. Sovann despises me for my work and I respect that and
keep my distance,” Sovaesh said with a note of sadness in his
voice. Bowing to her once more he pulled his mask up and then
paused at the tent door. “For future reference, when dealing with
my ilk, Lady Merrodin, there are contact poisons that can be placed
on paper that will soak through your skin and kill you within
minutes. Gloves will protect you from such poisons,” Sovaesh said
before stepping out into the night.

Jala dropped the map she had been holding and
let out a sigh. If the paper had been poisoned she would likely
already be dead. Just to be on the safe side however she cast a
quick healing spell to cleanse her body of toxins. She had already
been poisoned once this month. She had no desire to make it
twice.
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“What do you mean you had to piss?” Donrey
Avanti’s voice rose to nearly a scream as he spoke. The vein in his
forehead was throbbing and Truce knew his father well enough to
know that someone would die today.

“It was like that for everyone, Milord. Even
the bloody horses, Sir. Then the dragon fell and she used
necromancy to turn it against us.” The man stammered. He had been
one of the few survivors from the first engagement with Jala
Merrodin and had already made the report to his superiors, of
course.

“She attacked during a parlay, father,”
Cassia added, her voice almost a whine.

Truce leaned farther back in his chair,
watching, and let out a long silent sigh. His sister shouldn’t have
been anywhere near the encampment, but she had insisted on seeing
the Merrodin defeat. If not for Sovaesh, Cassia would still be a
prisoner in Jala Merrodin’s camp. The Assassin had returned her
safely the night before and Cassia had been whining non-stop since
then.

“Are you suggesting to me that Lady Merrodin
used magic to make you have to piss?” the High Lord asked in a low
voice, his eyes narrowing dangerously.

There was a faint snort of laughter toward
the back of the room and Truce glanced back at Sovaesh who was
bowing his head and obviously losing his fight to remain
silent.

“Do you find it funny that we are losing a
war against a girl and her rabble of an army, Sovaesh?” Donrey
snarled, his eyes rising from the wounded soldier to settle on
Sovaesh.

“No, Milord. I find the reason they lost the
battle amusing,” Sovaesh returned, his voice holding far too much
amusement for the mood the High lord was currently in.

“I find nothing about this amusing,” Donrey
snarled and whirled on the second man sitting before his desk. “You
are one of my elites. You had support from mercenaries as well as
Blights and you still lost the bloody battle,” the High Lord
snarled, his face twisting in his anger.

“It was all but won, Milord. Then the dragon
attacked. Milord, there was nothing we could do about a dragon,”
the man explained. He was seasoned and steady in the face of the
lord’s fury, unlike his comrade in arms who sat fairly quivering in
his seat.

The mention of the dragon gave the High Lord
pause and his attention turned to the last man in the room. The
visitor was large by any standards, close to seven foot in height
if Truce was guessing correctly. He stood with his arms crossed
over his massive chest, a look of boredom on his face. Both his
swarthy skin and scarred leather armor made him seem more like a
backstreet thug than anyone Donrey Avanti might associate with.
Truce had been watching the man off and on throughout the meeting,
trying to determine exactly who he was and why he was here. Now it
seemed he would finally get his answers.

“What color was the dragon?” the large man
asked in a deep voice.

“Black with gold on the wings and neck, Sir,”
the soldier replied at once.

“Do you know this dragon, Lord Margundrak?”
Donrey asked, his voice slowly returning to a normal pitch.

Truce watched the stranger, his eyes roving
over the tattered leather vest and the thick rawhide bracers he
wore. The man certainly didn’t look like a Lord, but then his
father never used a title unless it was deserved.

“Nigel Rivasa. He is a half-breed. It will be
no difficulty dealing with him,” Margundrak said shrugging one
shoulder.

“I would highly appreciate your doing so
before this half-breed reaches my city. I was assured by High Lady
Wilameir that Nerathane was on our side. I find myself wondering
now, however. Is she playing both sides of the fence?” Donrey said,
his tone scathing.

“As I said, he is a half-breed, and a Rivana
half-breed at that. Nigel is a rebel. Surely Avanti, of all lands
would understand such things,” Margundrak replied coldly.

Truce leaned forward in his seat with
interest and stared at the two men. There weren’t many that would
dare speak that way with his father, but Margundrak didn’t seem
concerned with his father’s temper, and his father didn’t seem to
mind.

“Naturally. I can see by the fact that you
are here that your High Lady understands that Nerathane must take
responsibility for its own. You will kill this rebel?” Donrey said,
emphasizing the word rebel with a disgusted tone.

“Kill them all! She nearly killed me, daddy.
If not for that drunkard knight, I would be dead now,” Cassia
chimed in, her eyes going wide as she bounced forward in her chair.
“They killed Jexon, daddy! I was supposed to be his wife. I should
be a High Lady now and because of her he is dead!” Cassia added,
her voice rising enough to make Truce wince.

That was the first that Truce had heard of
Cassia being a High Lady and he turned to watch his sister as she
pouted at their father. His mother had always told him that you
loved your family despite their faults, because they were your
blood. As he sat in silence and watched his father and sister,
however, he realized how much he had failed to follow his mother’s
wisdom. His father was a tyrant and his sister was a spoiled brat.
Truce couldn’t even fathom how bad she would be as a High Lady. She
was already petty and demanding and she was simply a child of a
High House.

Donrey let out a long sigh and favored his
daughter with a faint smile. “I know pumpkin. I’m sorry Jexon fell.
I truly am. Merrodin would have been a country to be reckoned with
had you been its High Lady, rather than the peasant mud hole it
currently is.”

There was another snort of laughter from the
back of the room and Sovaesh walked toward the door, holding one
hand up in apology. “Forgive me, Lord. Just a moment to gain my
composure once more,” Sovaesh said in a voice choked with continued
mirth.

The High Lord watched Sovaesh leave with a
frown on his handsome face and then looked back to Margundrak. “If
you can manage to kill them all, Avanti would be grateful. I will
of course compensate you for your trouble,” he said and then smiled
down at Cassia.

Truce watched them silently, his mood
darkening with every word. There was so much he would love to say.
It was almost unbearable at times to be in the same room with them
and know if he spoke his mind, he would die. His sister had died
for speaking her mind and acting against what she saw as wrong. He
had never actually met Dashara. She had died long before he was
born, but his mother told him stories about her. The stories had
been warnings. Every story was a warning to him of the price of
honesty in House Avanti. With another silent sigh, Truce sank into
his chair once more and kept his mouth firmly closed. Dashara had
paid the cost for honesty, but he couldn’t afford to. He had a wife
and son waiting at home that depended on him too much for him to
throw it all away by speaking his mind.

“I will deal with the traitor. If there is
opportunity, I will deal with the rabble as well,” Margundrak said,
his voice still sounding bored. With one quick nod the man left the
parlor.

“Will just he be enough, Daddy? They killed
the lovely dragon that was with us, remember? Maybe you should send
more than one,” Cassia said in her irritating whine.

“Lord Margundrak is High Lady Willameir’s
executioner honey. He is well versed in killing dragons and the
dragon that fell in the first battle was young and apparently
unskilled in war. I’m sure there will be no problems,” Donrey
assured his daughter with another smile. Looking back up his eyes
fell on the two soldiers seated before his desk doing their best to
remain unnoticed. “Sovaesh.” The High Lord’s voice rose like a whip
as he spoke the name and the Assassin stepped back into the room at
once. “Take these two and kill them. I will not suffer cowards and
failures in my ranks.”

“Shall I take the girl too, Milord? She was
captured as well,” Sovaesh said, his tone flat with no trace of
humor. Sovaesh looked directly at Cassia and Truce had to fight
back a snort of laughter. Only Sovaesh would dare such a comment.
The man was too useful for his father to simply throw away, but
comments toward Cassia would be pushing even his luck.

“You impertinent bastard!” Cassia fairly
screeched, leaping from her chair to point at Sovaesh. “Daddy, he
threatened me!”

“I will forget you said that in light of the
fact that you returned Cassia safely to me. Do not test my patience
again, Sovaesh,” Donrey warned in a low voice.

“Of course, Milord,” Sovaesh said with a
quick nod, but Truce could see the creases at the corners of the
man’s eyes. The Assassin was smiling despite the warning. “Would
you walk or shall I drag you out?” Sovaesh asked the two men who
sat in stunned disbelief at their pending deaths.

“I’ll walk. I am no coward and there was no
avoiding failure in that situation,” the elite growled as he rose
proudly to his feet. The man dared a look of defiance at the High
Lord before turning stiffly for the door.

“And you?” Sovaesh asked the young man who
still sat staring at the desk with wide eyes. The Assassin waited
for a long moment before shrugging and grabbing the man by the back
of his coat. With a quick tug he dragged the man from his seat and
started toward the door. “Shall I spike the heads or simply dispose
of the bodies, Milord?” he asked as he reached the door.

“Display the bodies to warn the others,” the
High Lord said as he watched them leave.

“Desertion in the ranks will be up by
morning,” Sovaesh said quietly as he disappeared into the hall.

“Daddy, why do you put up with him? He is so
rude,” Cassia asked at the same time Truce was wishing he was more
like the Assassin. It would be nice to be too valuable to be killed
for speaking up. Unlike Sovaesh, however, Truce knew he held very
little value in his father’s eyes.
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“I thought Avanti was all farmland,” Jala
said as they stopped at the top of a gentle rise and stared down at
the beginning of what looked to be a rather large sized forest.

“The Lord’s forest,” Sovann said from just
behind her. Pushing his horse forward he gazed down at the trees
for a long moment then looked over to her. “If not for the trees
you could see the walls of the city, Jala. We are less than a day
out now.” His voice was quiet and his gaze returned to the forest
the moment he had finished speaking.

“Are you all right, Sovann?” Wisp asked, her
voice filled with concern. It was no secret that the Fae had grown
very close with Sovann and Jala was amazed the two weren’t already
sharing a tent with the way they acted.

“My mother and sisters are in the city,”
Sovann said softly.

“Will they fight us?” Valor asked from Jala’s
other side. The knight had been riding beside her all morning and
though there hadn’t been much conversation between them, his
company alone had been enough to keep Jala’s spirits up.

“My mother and sisters?” Sovann asked in
shock, and then quickly shook his head. “No, they don’t fight. My
little sister is only ten, and my older sister has never fought a
day in her life,” Sovann explained quickly.

“Then there is nothing to worry about. If
they don’t fight. We won’t kill them,” Valor assured him, though
Jala doubted the words did much to ease Sovann’s concerns.

“Can you form a mind link with them and tell
them to get out of the city?” Wisp asked hopefully.

Sovann shook his head with a frown on his
face as they continued down the slope at a slow walk. “My mother is
a ward of House Avanti. She wears a slave chain because the High
Lord didn’t trust her to obey him when she arrived. She can’t leave
the city or he will kill her with it. My father tried to sneak her
from the city once when they were young, or so my mother says, and
she nearly died from the punishment.” Sovann let out a harsh breath
and shrugged.

“That explains why your father serves House
Avanti. I had wondered about that,” Jala said quietly, her eyes
moving to the forest once more. She wished she could offer him some
solace, but the memory of how many she had mistakenly killed during
the attack on Sanctuary kept her mouth closed on the matter. Less
than a day and she would break House Avanti. Less than a day and
Sovann might watch his family die. Shaking her head at the thought,
she resisted the urge to gaze behind her to where her own family
rode in the supply wagons. Her mother, her little brother, and her
son all as safe as she could make them. If she were in Sovann’s
place, could she still fight, knowing those she cared for would die
if her spells brought down the wrong building.

You think too much, Marrow scolded
gently.

Jala smiled faintly and her attention turned
to the two Bendazzi that were ranging in the field beyond the
horses. I don’t think I could do it, Jala admitted through
the link.

The ones that truly matter to Sovann are
riding beside him. He may love his mother and sisters, but he loves
Wisp and his friends more, Marrow said firmly.

Jala glanced to her side long enough to watch
Wisp take Sovann’s hand as they rode and smiled. You may be
right, she told Marrow and let the mental link fade between
them.

A deafening roar rose in the distance ahead
of them, sending birds scattering from the forest ahead. Jala
pulled her horse to a stop beside her friends and looked over to
Valor. “What the hell was that?” she asked.

Valor frowned, his eyes on the distant
horizon. Lifting one gauntleted hand he pointed toward the distant
sky. “Dragon,” he answered quietly.

Jala stared in the direction he indicated and
frowned at the tiny dark shape in the sky. “Are you sure that’s a
dragon? Surely we couldn’t have heard it that loudly when it’s
still that far away. If that little speck is a dragon it must be
thirty miles from us,” she objected, then turned in her saddle at
the sound of quickly approaching horses behind them. She recognized
Nigel in the lead of the small group of riders, but the others she
had never gotten a chance to meet. His small group had hid
themselves among the camp followers in the guise of merchants and
she had never sought them out personally.

“Dragon,” Valor repeated with a wink as she
turned back in her saddle to stare once more at the quickly
approaching threat.

Nigel pulled his horse to a stop beside the
company of knights that rode behind her small group and Jala
watched him dismount and casually toss his reins to one of the
Arovan. Walking forward he stopped beside Jala’s horse and smiled
up at her. “I believe this will be an issue that would best be
dealt with by me and mine,” Nigel said with a tight smile.

“Margundrak,” another man said as he
approached, his eyes on the distant sky. He was dark haired and
tall with broad shoulders. The black suit he wore nearly matched
Nigel’s fine clothes in appearance and looked more appropriate for
a fine dinner in the city than riding to battle. Like Nigel, he
wore the dark sunglasses to hide his draconic eyes. Raising a hand
slowly to his jaw he ran a hand across his neatly trimmed beard and
glanced over his shoulder. “Girls, I believe this might require
your help as well. Vosha, you may stay and wait with the High Lady
in the event that there is trouble here.” He spoke with calm
authority and at his words, three beautifully gowned women
approached. Jala stared in amazement at the jewel toned dresses
they wore and wondered how they had managed to stay so perfectly
clean.

Nigel let out a long breath and patted Jala
on the leg lightly. “I was afraid something like this might happen
when I fought at the last battle. I was hoping to keep the element
of surprise until the actual attack on the city. Don’t worry
though, this shouldn’t take long.” His tone was light despite the
serious expression on his face.

“Do not underestimate Gun, he has served
House Nerathane for a very long time,” the older man scolded
gently.

“Of course,” Nigel said with a note of
apology as he began to pull his jacket off. “Milady, might I
introduce Lord Dresharn the Traitor,” Nigel waved a hand toward the
dark haired man as he tossed his coat to the side and began to
unbutton his vest.

“Well met, Lord Dresharn,” Jala said, her
voice a bit off as she tried to fathom why exactly Nigel was
apparently stripping by the roadside. A gasp from one of the
knights drew her attention and she turned in time to see the three
beautiful women shedding their clothes as well. Eyes widening she
turned back in her saddle fully expecting to see Dresharn naked as
well.

Dresharn smiled up at her and shook his head
gently. “It saves on wardrobe replacement to shed the clothing. I
have enough gold that I prefer to keep my dignity. I’d prefer we
had more time for introductions, but there is a very large, very
dangerous dragon winging his way in our direction.” His voice was
low and held the tones of one well educated as he spoke. With a
slight bow in her direction Dresharn walked forward well ahead of
the horses and stopped.

Within moments, the others joined him. Nigel
was bare to the waist and the three women stood in nothing more
than their small clothes apparently not the least bit shy. The
small group spoke quietly for a breath and then parted each moving
a distance from the other.

“It won’t take them long to shift and then
Gunny will wish he had never left Nerathane.” Jala looked down at
the unfamiliar voice and stared in disbelief at the boy beside her.
He barely looked over thirteen by human standards. His sandy
colored hair was cut short and was tousled as though he had just
crawled from bed. Unlike the other dragons he was not garbed in
rich clothing and wore a simple linen shirt that hung on him in
loose folds. His rough spun trousers were stained and patched at
the knees and the boots he wore looked ready to fall apart.

“You are a dragon too?” Jala asked hesitantly
and wondered if Dresharn had left his groom behind to guard them
rather than another dragon as she had assumed.

“Name is Vosha, and yep,” the boy answered,
his eyes on his comrades.

Jala nodded slowly, giving Valor a look of
disbelief as she turned her head once more to Nigel. At first it
seemed as though he was just standing there. Then Jala began to
notice the muscles in Nigel’s back bulging. He stretched his arms
straight out to either side of him as his back rippled once more.
Jala was about to ask Vosha what was going on when the skin on
Nigel’s back burst open. Pale shreds of flesh fell to the ground as
Black scaled wings unfolded behind him. Jala stared open-mouthed,
her words utterly forgotten as Nigel’s body twisted and grew at an
alarming speed.

“I was in love right until this moment,”
Noble mumbled from the ranks of knights behind her.

“Looks painful doesn’t it,” Vosha said with a
smile as the dragons before them shed the last of their humanity
like a snake shedding its skin. The entire transformation had taken
less than five minutes.

Jala nodded, her gaze still locked on the
very large black dragon that sat where Nigel had stood such a short
time before. Swallowing heavily, she glanced at Valor. “I’m so very
glad I’m not a dragon,” she whispered.

“Me too, I’d hate to watch you do that,”
Valor returned with a smile.

“That would severely fuck up your naughty
dreams about her,” Neph added with a snort of amusement.

“Look, Margundrak is close enough that you
can see his spikes now,” Vosha said happily beside her.

“Spikes?” Jala asked in confusion and turned
her attention once more to the sky. The boy spoke truthfully. The
dark shape that had been no more than a speck minutes before was
much larger now and she could barely make out the ridges that must
be the spikes that Vosha spoke of. Her attention returned to the
dragons and she studied them with fascination. The women had taken
on scales the same color as the gowns they had worn, emerald,
sapphire, and a deep ruby with tinges of silver tracing their
scales. All three of them seemed petite and graceful compared with
the towering giants Nigel and Dresharn had become. Both of the male
dragons were black in coloration, though Nigel had gold tracing
across his wings and neck while Dresharn was simply black.

“Now things get good,” Vosha said eagerly as
the three smaller dragons moved forward at a sprint and took to the
air, their wings beating fiercely to gain altitude. “The three
sisters are nasty mean,” he informed her with a wide smile.

Nigel and Dresharn took to the air next,
their massive wings raising clouds of dust across the field. The
approaching dragon loosed another roar as he spotted his quarry and
Jala clamped her hands to her ears at the volume of the cry. Her
horse snorted and danced back and she could hear the knights behind
her struggling to keep their own mounts under control.

“If he is as mean as he is loud, we are
screwed,” Neph said dryly as he fought his own horse back under
control. “Damn, I hate horses. I would give anything for a snow cat
right now instead of this useless bag of steaks I’m sitting on,”
Neph snarled as the mare continued to prance, her eyes rolling.

“Probably not the best idea to call a horse
'steaks' while sitting in front of a company of armed Arovan
knights, Neph,” Sovann said softly.

Jala shook her head at the banter but kept
her eyes fixed on the dragons as Nigel and Dresharn closed on the
larger dragon. There was no sign of the three jewel colored dragons
and she wondered idly if they had some sort of camouflage such as
Marrow did.

“And now!” Vosha crowed beside her as three
bright colored forms dived from the air above Margundrak. The
emerald dragon struck at the head while the sapphire and ruby each
hit a wing. The attack was blinding in speed and Jala watched
hopefully as Margundrak seemed to falter in the air. The three
smaller dragons scattered before their adversary had a chance to
retaliate. Then Dresharn and Nigel were on him.

Margundrak reared back his massive head,
rising in the air as Nigel hit him head on. The two dragons locked
together in mid-air, raking and snapping at each other as Dresharn
hit from the side, knocking Margundrak back with the force of the
blow. Nigel quickly broke off his assault, his wings pumping
frantically as he tried to regain altitude. Pivoting in the air,
Margundrak spread his jaws wide as a blast of fire erupted from his
mouth to bathe Dresharn in flames. Tucking his wings Dresharn dove
as he tried to escape the worst of the attack. Within a breath of
the flames, Nigel was on Margundrak once more forcing the larger
dragon’s head up and away from his quarry.

Movement from above the two dragons drew
Jala’s eyes and she watched in silent awe as the three sisters dove
for the attack once more. With a deafening roar Margundrak knocked
Nigel back away from him and spun in the air, his tail lashing as
he faced the jewel toned dragons. The smaller females twisted in
the air trying to avoid Margundrak as he turned his fury on them.
His tail caught the sapphire hard with a crack that seemed to shake
the trees below them and the smaller dragon plummeted from the air.
With screams of anguish the remaining two sisters launched
themselves at Margundrak, their claws tearing at his wings and
back.

“Not good,” Vosha said sadly. “They are in a
frenzy now.” The boy shook his head and his earlier excitement
seemed to evaporate.

“Do they seem to be getting rather close to
anyone else?” Sovann asked quietly.

“I think we should move back, Jala,” Valor
said in agreement as the fight above them continued to rage.

Another screech split the air as Margundrak
wrapped his massive claws around the ruby dragon. With a snarl the
larger dragon shook her savagely and threw her toward the trees
below. The ruby dragon tumbled twice, frantically beating her wings
as her body crashed into the forest. Trees snapped beneath her as
her body plowed a path through the limbs before disappearing into
the forest below.

“Oh shit,” Neph whispered beside her and
Jala’s eyes snapped back up to the air in time to see Nigel hit the
larger dragon from above forcing him from the air, and directly
toward the small hill they watched from.

“Move now!” Valor bellowed to those behind
them as the two dragons plummeted. Jala stared in silence as Nigel
raked at the other dragon with his hind legs while his massive jaws
locked tight around Margundrak’s throat. At first she had thought
Nigel would break off the assault and the aerial fight would
continue. Now she could see he was ending the fight one way or
another. Jala could hear the soldiers behind her retreating but at
the speed the dragons were falling it wouldn’t be fast enough to
get everyone clear. Silently she dropped from her saddle and moved
forward, her magic already flowing through her. Raising both hands
she summoned a wall of force. That in itself wouldn’t do alone,
however. The walls of force spell was designed for stopping small
objects such as arrows and they were attached to their caster such
as a soldier’s wooden shield would be. If the dragons collided with
the single wall the full impact would be reflected on her. Quickly,
Jala wove a wind wall and then another wall of force repeating the
process as many times as she could as she watched the massive forms
grow closer by the second. If she could get enough layers it might
cushion the blow that was reflected back on her. If not she was
about to shatter every bone in her body in an effort to stop the
dragons.

Margundrak hit the ground with such force
that the earth beneath Jala bucked in protest. Time seemed to slow
as she watched the two dragons slide toward her, their bodies
tearing a trench through the earth as they slid out of control.
Frantically, Jala added another layer to her cushioned wall and
then dropped to one knee, her hands held out before her as she
braced for the impact. By the nature of the spells she would feel
them hit, there was no avoiding it. The wall of force spells were
not designed for such use, but it was the only spell she knew that
would stop everything. She might have managed to raise the earth to
form a barrier to stop the dragons themselves, but then the debris
from the impact would have rained down over her people. Margundrak
hit first and his massive body seemed to fold in on itself. Pain
shot through her and Jala squeezed her eyes shut as the dragon’s
body rolled hard against her barrier forcing her back.

“You are fucking insane!” Neph bellowed
behind her.

Her hands shaking, Jala rose to her feet and
let her spells fade. Slowly she opened her eyes and stared at the
lifeless body of the dragon that lay inches in front of her. With a
nervous breath she stepped back, testing her arms as she moved.
Nothing seemed to be broken. “Check our dragons in the forest. If
they are still alive they will need to be healed,” Jala called over
her shoulder as she moved toward Nigel’s massive form. To her
relief she could still see his sides rising and falling as he
struggled for breath. He was injured and most likely dying, but he
was still alive and that was all she needed. “You know when I was
younger, I always wanted to see a dragon,” Jala whispered to Nigel
as she carefully laid her hands on his scaled sides and called on
her healing spells.
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The white walls of Avenesh gleamed in the
morning light. The stone that had been used to build the city was
heavy with crystal, making the entire place seem to shimmer before
her eyes. “It’s beautiful,” Jala said softly, her mind reflecting
back on the fallen cities that War had shown her. They had been
beautiful as well. Now they were nothing but rubble, and soon
Avenesh would join them if the Avanti chose defiance. “Wait here,”
Jala ordered and kicked her horse forward. She stopped the gelding
just out of arrow range and stared up at the gates of the city.
Pulling on her magic she cast a simple spell to amplify her voice.
“I give you one hour to surrender the city. If the gates are not
opened within that time I will bring them down and any who fight
will die. This is the only warning you will get and I will show no
mercy to those who stand against me,” Jala called, her voice
ringing clearly through the morning air. Turning, she rode back to
join her friends.

“Why exactly are we giving them an hour to
prepare?” Neph asked with a frown.

“They’ve had two bloody months to prepare,
Neph I don’t think another hour is going to hurt us,” Jala replied
dryly as she turned back to watch the city. If Sovaesh kept his
word it was possible that Truce would surrender. After the reports
she had received this morning she was really hoping he would. If he
didn’t, she had no choice but to finish Avenesh as quickly as
possible and that meant brutally. She couldn’t afford to waste time
on a siege if her information was accurate. Delvay had fallen to
the combined forces of Nerathane and Rivana and if she didn’t get
to Arovan soon to stop the Blights they would fall as well.
“Valor.”

“Hmm?” Valor moved his horse up beside her
and waited patiently for her to continue.

“I need this city as quickly and painlessly
as we can possibly get it. If they don’t open those gates in an
hour we have to unleash hell on them,” Jala said quietly.

“Is there a reason for it?” Valor asked, his
voice as low as her own had been.

“Shade sent me word from Sanctuary. Sebastian
Blackwolf is there on behalf of Glis and Arovan. The Blights are
beyond them in numbers and Seravae is raiding their coasts. They
don’t have the strength to fight both and they don’t have supplies
to feed their people. If we delay here, we won’t get there in time
to save them,” Jala explained.

“Save them? Jala, if you take your army to
Arovan who will defend Merro?” Valor protested, but she could see
the glimmer of hope in his eyes.

“I’m sending Jail with the majority of my
forces back to Merro. We will go to Arovan with a small specialized
force and deal with the Blights. The Blights won’t face us in
numbers so we won’t need an army,” Jala explained and smiled at
him. “Did you really think I would leave your home to fend for
itself?” she asked softly.

“Merro is my home and every other High Lord
would and have left us to defend ourselves,” Valor replied with a
faint smile.

“Your father was there for me when I needed
him at the trial. Lord Arovan granted me the first of my army with
his gift of your knights. I don’t leave friends to rot and I
consider Arovan and Glis friends,” Jala said as she turned back to
the city. “Come on and fold,” she whispered.
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“I thought you said Margundrak would deal
with them,” Cassia whined as she stared down at the summoned image
of the army outside the gates.

“Shush, Cassy,” Donrey muttered, his eyes
fixed on the tiny image of Jala Merrodin as she called her warning
to the city. “Arrogant bitch,” he growled and let out a heavy
breath. “Sovaesh, summon the reserves and tell them to prepare for
battle.”

“Father, perhaps we should consider what she
says. We have not fared well in any engagement against her forces,”
Truce protested.

“You want to surrender?” Cassia snarled,
whirling on her brother.

“I think it’s an option we should consider,”
Truce pressed, his eyes flicking to his father’s face.

“Sovaesh did you not hear my command?” Donrey
snapped, his eyes fixed directly on his son with a look of disgust
on his face.

“I did.” The Assassin pushed from the wall
and walked slowly to the desk. “There is something I think you
should take a look at first though,” Sovaesh said as he dropped a
folded parchment down in front of the High Lord. Truce leaned
closer to get a look and frowned as he recognized the blue and
silver seal of Morcaillo. The wax had been broken and it was
obvious the document had been read.

“What is this?” Donrey demanded as he
snatched the letter from his desk and unfolded it quickly. “Why
wasn’t this brought to me before being opened?” he demanded. As his
eyes scanned the document his expression turned to disbelief. “What
is this?” he repeated, sounding confused.

“Every sin you have committed in my sight and
enough poison to kill a horse,” Sovaesh answered calmly as he
watched the High Lord spasm in his chair.

“Traitor!” Cassia screeched as she stumbled
back from her father’s desk. “Kill him daddy. Use the chain and
kill him!” she screamed.

A ragged breath tore from his father’s throat
as Truce watched in sick fascination. Blood was beginning to fleck
around the man’s lips and his skin was turning a dark red as if he
couldn’t breathe. Calmly Sovaesh reached into the pocket of his
coat and produced a silver chain. Pulling down his mask he smiled
coldly at Donrey. “This chain?” Sovaesh asked as he dropped it to
clatter on the desk. “You killed my son. You threatened my wife.
You sent me to kill my own mother. Did you honestly think there
would be no reckoning?” Sovaesh snarled as he stalked around the
desk, stopping just behind Donrey’s chair. With a gloved hand he
seized Donrey by the hair and pulled his head back savagely. “Do
you see this?” Sovaesh snarled as he held a slender silver dagger
before Donrey’s eyes. The weapon was finely crafted and more ornate
than anything Truce had ever seen the Assassin use.

“Stop him, Truce. He is killing daddy!”
Cassia sobbed, her eyes wide with terror.

“This is the dagger you skinned your daughter
with, Donrey,” Sovaesh finished as he drove the dagger hard into
the High Lord’s eye. The body bucked beneath the Assassin’s grip
and Sovaesh released his hold on the man with a look of
satisfaction on his face. Turning back to Truce, he smiled again.
“Surrender to Merrodin, Truce, while you still have time, and rule
better than your father did. He earned that death a thousand times
over. Now call your guards and have me arrested. As you sister
says, I am a traitor.”

Numbly Truce stared at the Assassin for what
felt like eternity before he managed to shake his head slowly. “I
don’t want to have you arrested, Sovaesh,” he whispered. In truth
he wanted to hug the man or thank him at least.

“You have no choice, Truce. I just killed the
High Lord. Your people will expect justice for that,” Sovaesh
replied, his voice pitched for Truce’s ears alone.

“Guards!” Cassia screeched from the door, her
voice rising like a banshee’s wail. “Guards!” she repeated as she
fled the room.

“Thank you,” Truce whispered to the Assassin
as the sound of running footsteps filled the hall.
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“If they made their house any bigger they
would have to set up campgrounds in the hallways for visitors that
were trying to get from one side to the other,” Neph grumbled.

“In Delvay, they live in huts and you can
spit across the room. Delvay don’t need big houses because they are
manly,” Valor mocked in a parody of Neph’s deep voice.

“In Delvay, we use Arovan knights as floor
mats and eat their horses for dinner,” Neph said, giving a Valor a
dark look.

“In Merro, you both shut the hell up and try
to act dignified when we conquer other countries,” Jala snapped,
cutting them both off before the conversation could worsen. She had
to admit though, Neph was right. The Avanti house was too damned
big. They had entered the city at the first sign of surrender and
thirty minutes later she was still trying to reach the High Lord to
settle terms.

“Isn’t he supposed to come to you for this?”
Neph asked as they followed the servant up another flight of
stairs.

“How much farther?” Jala growled to the
servant.

“The top of these stairs and to the right,
Lady,” the woman answered in a quavering voice. She didn’t look
more than twenty at the most and obviously had never expected to be
the one guiding invaders through her master’s house.

“Better not be very far to the right. I’m
sick of walking,” Neph grumbled.

“Lazy bastard,” Valor said with a quick
glance at Neph.

Jala let out a weary sigh and glanced back at
them. Against everyone’s advice she had only brought an escort of
two as well as her Bendazzi. At the time it had seemed like a
splendid idea. Neph was like a big brother to her and Valor was her
anchor. They were the two that she trusted most in the world, but
she had forgotten how they bickered. “I should have brought Ash and
Jail. They are both so serene,” Jala mused aloud, a trace of
longing in her voice.

“That you would have fallen asleep with
boredom and fallen back down the stairs, broken your neck, and
died. Then Avanti would triumph. Wise choice to bring us,” Valor
said with a charming smile.

Neph snorted in amusement and smiled at her.
“I would have laughed. Even when they rolled your body into the
ground I would have been laughing, and I would have made the
tombstone myself. Survived everything but the stairs,” he
said with a wicked smile.

“Yours is going to read. She had no choice
but to kill him. He wouldn’t shut up. And I bet you get yours a
lot sooner than I get mine,” Jala promised sweetly and let out a
sigh of relief as they reached the end of the hall.

The servant bobbed her head meekly and held
up a hand. “Please wait here while I announce you,” the woman said
in a voice that held a note of pleading.

“I don’t think so,” Jala said darkly as she
moved forward and pushed the woman aside. Shaking her head in
disgust, Jala shoved the doors open roughly and stalked into the
room, her eyes scanning the occupants immediately. Truce sat at his
father’s desk and a red-eyed Cassia was tucked into a chair in the
corner, a napkin clutched between her delicate hands. A tall man in
the uniform of an Avanti elite stood near one wall while two guards
stood on either side of the door.

“Lady Merrodin,” Truce stammered as he rose
to his feet, his gaze flicking to the door. No doubt the man was
wondering why his servant had failed to announce her.

Jala stared at the guards for a breath then
slowly turned to look at Truce. “I’ve crossed half the city to
speak with you. You surrendered, remember? Why did you not meet me
at the gate?” She asked coldly.

“I thought it would be best if we discussed
such things privately,” Truce began, his tone faltering as he
watched her.

“We never should have let her through the
gates. Daddy would have killed her,” Cassia sobbed, bringing the
tattered napkin to her bloodshot eyes.

Jala watched Cassia for a long moment and
then looked back to Truce, no trace of mercy or amusement on her
face. “Where is Sovaesh?” Jala demanded. She had expected the man
to be in the room when she arrived but there was no sign of
him.

“In prison, Lady Merrodin. He killed my
father,” Truce explained in a voice that didn’t seem quite as
grief-stricken as Jala would have expected.

“Bring him here now,” Jala snapped.

“He is in prison. Did you not hear my
brother?” Cassia snapped, her voice rising. “He is going to die for
what he did, as you should have,” she added with a whine.

Jala crossed the room in two quick strides
and brought her hand so hard across Cassia’s face that it knocked
the woman from her chair. Sobbing, Cassia began to crawl away but
Jala’s eyes were already fixed on Truce who stood staring with a
look of utter shock on his handsome face. “If this bitch says one
more word to me I will forget any thought I had of mercy and leave
your heads on spikes and your city in ruins. Is that understood,
Truce?” Jala hissed, not bothering to look at the guards who had
gone for their swords. Valor and Neph still stood by the door, as
did her two Bendazzi. If the guards chose to attack they wouldn’t
manage to get their swords clear of their scabbards before they
were dead.

“Take my sister from the room now. See that
she is kept in her own quarters until Lady Merrodin is gone from
the city,” Truce snapped quickly and the elite moved at once to
obey. Apparently neither man was willing to gamble on Cassia being
smart enough to keep her mouth shut.

Jala watched them leave and slowly looked
back to Truce, her expression deadly. “I hate to repeat myself,
Truce. I will just this once, though. Bring me Sovaesh,” she said
in a low voice her eyes locked on his.

“Bring Sovaesh here now!” Truce barked to his
guards then looked back to Jala with an expression of caution.
Obviously he had expected to speak with the same meek girl he had
met in Firym during her wedding.

“What’s wrong, Truce? Not sure what to think
of me now? You have your family to thank for what I have become,”
Jala spoke in a hushed voice her eyes narrowed. Moving forward
toward the desk she smiled coldly and dropped down into the empty
chair across from him. “Sit and listen. You will agree to what I
say or you will die, understood? I have no time for negotiating and
Avanti is in no position to demand negotiating. Your gates are open
and my Army holds your city.”

Slowly, Truce sat and nodded for her to
continue. His gaze flickered to the Bendazzi once but he remained
silent. Apparently he was wiser than his other two siblings.

“The Greenwild is mine, now. I claim the
entire country for Merro and from this day forward it is to be
considered under my protection.” Jala heard Valor and Neph mutter
in shock behind her but ignored them as she continued. “The only
border crossing I will allow from your country to mine will be in
the purpose of trade or commoners who have family there. If a
government official or soldier of your house is found on my land I
will take it as an act of hostility and if I have to go to war
again, Truce, there will be no mercy.”

“You understand that my House has frequent
dealings in the land of the Greenwild?” Truce asked hesitantly.

“Are you asking if I am aware that you
harvest most of your slaves from those lands? Yes, I am aware of
that. If you are asking if I am aware that your soldiers go there
for entertainment in the forms of rape and murder, yes, I am aware
of that as well. If you have other dealings there I don’t care
about them. If it meets my guidelines, then we have no problem. If
it doesn’t I will kill you,” Jala returned her voice still icy.

“I see. Well then I will make what changes I
must with my people to ensure that they do not cross the borders,”
Truce said with a faint nod. His expression was starting to sour
with her words. It was doubtful that anyone had ever spoken like
this to him before, except perhaps his father. Donrey Avanti had
not shown anyone respect from what Jala had seen.

“You will surrender half of the Avanti
treasury to me as well as submit to my Soulreaver’s truth-find to
verify that you have been honest about the amount of coin. This is
nonnegotiable,” Jala paused and shook her head slowly as his
expression changed. “I can see the look of dismay on your face. You
are showing more pain about giving me gold than you did at the
mention of your father’s death,” Jala said with disgust in her
voice.

“He loves gold far more than he ever loved
his father.” Sovaesh’s voice brought her attention to the doorway
and Jala nodded to him.

“Sovaesh,” Jala said in greeting before
turning back to Truce. “You will also surrender Sovaesh and his
family into my care,” she announced with a tight smile.

“What?” Truce gasped his eyes going to the
Assassin.

“If I have your pet Assassin, I don’t need to
take your son to ensure your good behavior,” Jala said and watched
him blanch at the thought. She had guessed his family would be his
weak point. It was with most.

Truce looked to Sovaesh and let out a long
sigh. Turning back to her, he nodded his head in agreement. “I
would prefer that more than being forced to punish him for a crime
I condoned,” he said with resignation. “Do you have further
demands, Lady Merrodin?” he asked in a neutral voice.

“One last demand,” Jala said, pausing until
he met her gaze once more. “Within one week of my leaving this
city, you will travel to Sanctuary and pledge your oath of peace to
Symphony.”

“I don’t even know if they will let me into
the city, Lady Merrodin,” Truce objected gently.

“They will,” Jala assured him. Standing
slowly, Jala looked to Sovaesh. “You have one hour to gather your
family and whatever items you wish to take to Merro,” she informed
him firmly then looked back to Truce. “You also have one hour to
gather my gold from your treasury,” she added.

“Milady, do you have any idea how much money
that is? It will take far longer than one hour to do,” Truce
objected.

“One hour and then I start killing household
or family for each additional hour it takes. That should be proper
motivation Truce,” Jala snarled as she nodded her head back toward
the door. “You will bring me the gold to my camp and sign the terms
of surrender that I have waiting. If you fail to arrive in my camp
I will raze the city,” she said as she turned for the door.

“Your definition of mercy is interesting,”
Sovaesh said in an amused voice.

“At least I have a definition of mercy. The
Avanti certainly don’t or I would still have my husband,” Jala
snapped as she left the room.

“It’s moments like this that make me love you
so much, Jala,” Neph said with a smile as he fell into step behind
her. “You are almost mean enough to be adopted by the Delvay
formally.”

Valor frowned and gave Jala a look of dismay.
“Please, by all the gods, say something sweet and caring so he gets
that notion out of his head,” Valor pleaded.

“Love you, Valor,” Jala said sweetly as she
started down the stairs. It was spontaneous to say it now and she
knew it, but during the few days after Jail’s visit in her tent she
had come to realize it was true. With all her focus on fighting and
planning and, of course, dealing with Jexon, she had never closely
examined what she felt for Valor. She had known that she loved him,
but had considered it love for a friend. That simply didn’t apply,
though, when she put thought into it. If Valor asked her for
anything, she wouldn’t hesitate to give it. If he showed pain, she
would do everything she could to heal him. The thought of waking in
the morning without him nearby was unbearable. There was no other
way to describe her feelings for Valor, other than love, and it was
more than for a simple friend. She heard Valor stumble behind her,
followed by Neph’s ringing laughter. Glancing back, Jala smiled at
Valor and shook her head slightly as she continued to walk.


Chapter 32

 


Sanctuary

 


 


Shade watched in silence as Sebastian
Blackwolf bowed before Symphony and turned to leave the chamber.
The Blackwolf line was renowned for their dignity and pride and
Shade had spent the past three days watching Sebastian sacrifice
his as he pled with the Fionaveir for help.

“Be wise in your choice, Symphony. We have
limited resources and we can hardly afford to squander them on
nations that are as weak as Glis,” Faramir said gently.

“Glis and Arovan supported you. You can’t
just ignore their plea for help,” Shade said quietly, earning a
glare from Faramir for his words.

“This is not something you can be sentimental
about, Symphony. You must set your emotions aside and think as a
ruler,” Faramir said firmly. Standing from her chair the dark
haired woman moved behind Symphony and rested her hands on the
younger woman’s shoulders. “You must hold the city. We need
strength here and you will lose the following of the commons if you
put them on rations to send food to Glis.” Faramir spoke softly and
Shade could see Symphony already surrendering to the older woman’s
advice.

“What does your gut tell you to do, Symphony?
What thoughts crossed your mind when you watched Sebastian humble
himself before you and beg for his people?” Shade asked in a louder
voice, desperate to stop Faramir.

“Shade, she is right. I have to keep my
fighting strength here or I can’t hold against Nerathane. Morcath
may have fallen before Oblivion, but they didn’t capture Myth and
Queen Willameir is a very big danger,” Symphony said in a voice
filled with sadness.

“Symphony, please don’t do this to them. They
are your allies. Glis and Arovan have supported you since before
you took the city. Don’t leave them to die,” Shade said as he rose
from his seat and stood before her, his eyes filled with pleading.
If Sebastian’s begging wouldn’t sway her, maybe his would. It was
worth a shot anyway.

“Symphony, you cannot afford this no matter
how much your heart bleeds for them. I want you to succeed here,
love. You have to be ready to face the dragons.” Faramir spoke
softly and Shade watched with a heavy heart as Symphony’s head
bowed forward.

“She is right, Shade. I’m sorry. Glis will
have to stand on its own for now. I will send them help when I can,
I promise you,” Symphony said with grief thick in her voice.

“When you can, will be too late, Symphony,”
Shade pressed, shaking his head at her. With a heavy sigh, he
chewed on his lower lip as he made up his mind. “I can turn into
anything, Symphony. With the Changeling blood, I can take on any
form I want,” he began, his words drawing her eyes back up to him
once more. Calmly he rolled the sleeve of his shirt up and stared
down at the Fionaveir tattoo. “There is just one thing that I have
never been able to be, no matter how hard I’ve tried.” Raising his
eyes to look at her once more he smiled sadly. “I want to be the
good guy for just once, Symphony, and seeing this has made me
realize that I never will be as long as I follow others. I hope one
day you follow your instincts. I’ve talked with you enough to know
you are a good person, you simply have bad counsel,” Shade said,
his gaze flicking to Faramir with the last words. “Good bye, Sym,
and good luck,” he added quietly as he turned for the door.

“Shade, please don’t go,” Symphony called
behind him. “Please, Shade, I don’t have many friends and I don’t
want to lose the ones I have.”

“I’m sure the people of Glis feel the same
way about their friends, Symphony. If you won’t help them, I will,”
Shade said as he paused at the door.

“And just what exactly do you think one man
can do to make a difference there?” Faramir asked in a mocking
voice.

“One man’s help is a hell of a lot better
than no one helping at all,” Shade said with a sigh as he stepped
into the hall and closed the door behind him. He forced himself to
walk down the hall without glancing back. It was tougher to do than
he cared to admit. He had spent well over a month in Symphony’s
company and he considered her a friend. This had to be done,
though, and with luck it would be a wake-up call for Symphony.
Silently he moved down the stairs and through the main entry of the
Justicar’s Hall. A few Fionaveir watched him with curious looks,
but no one spoke.

With mixed feelings welling in his chest,
Shade made his way to the boarding house where he had been living,
though he hadn’t truly spent much time there. Really the room was
little more than storage for the few belongings he had other than
his Spell Hawk. It might have been a better idea to leave his gear
on his ship, but the boarding house had been closer to the
Justicar’s hall than the Sky port was.

She should have helped. Shade repeated the
words over and over in his mind as he climbed the stairs to his
room and unlocked the door. How could anyone ignore the expression
of desperation on Sebastian's face? Shade wondered as he pulled his
spare clothing from the drawers and shoved them into his bag.

“What the hell did you do?” Charm demanded
from the hallway as he entered the room swiftly and glanced back
over his shoulder.

“I asked her to help Glis and when she
refused, I left. I told her I would help them if no one else
would,” Shade explained, not bothering to look up as he continued
to pack.

“Faramir has declared you a traitor. She says
you mean to leave the city and she is strongly hinting that you
were likely the one slipping information to our enemies,” Charm
said, his gaze going to the door once more. “It won’t be long
before they come for you, Shade. You have to leave now!” The rogue
barked as he grabbed Shade and shoved his half packed bag into his
hands. “I know you better, and perhaps a handful of others do as
well, but most will believe Faramir,” Charm added as he shoved
Shade toward the door.

“How in the hell could anyone believe that? I
have been fighting beside you all since I arrived at the
Fionahold,” Shade objected, half stumbling as Charm propelled him
along.

“Because you are Morcaillo and Faramir is
Caspian’s wife,” Charm snapped. The sound of footsteps brought them
both sharply to a halt as several Fionaveir rounded the top of the
stair way their eyes searching until they spot Shade. “Shit,” Charm
hissed as he shoved Shade back toward his room. “The window,” he
hissed as they retreated back into the room.

“What? So they can shoot me in the back?”
Shade objected as he watched Charm fumbling in his pockets. “What
are you going to do, Charm, pay them to leave me alone?” he
asked.

“Shut up and get out the window,” Charm
snapped as he produced a small gem from his pocket. Kissing it
lightly he leaned back out the doorway and cracked the stone. “I
hope you are still pissed, sweetheart,” Charm mumbled as he pulled
the door shut behind him and looked back at Shade. “The window!”
Charm barked.

“Was that the Assassin lady I put in the
storage stone?” Shade asked in disbelief.

“Yes, and I doubt she will hold them long. I
was banking on the shock of a naked woman to slow them,” Charm
hissed as he pulled his coat free and tossed it on the bed. With an
incoherent grumble he shoved Shade through the window and followed
quickly. “Run for your ship. If more catch us, I’ll hold them as
long as I can,” Charm ordered, his hands busy at unlacing his
ornate bracers as they ran.

In all of the time that Shade had known the
rogue he had never once seen him without his bracers on, though he
typically had them hidden beneath the coat he always wore. He had
never seen the rogue fight directly, either. Charm was rogue
through and through. He avoided direct confrontation like the
plague.

Shouts erupted from behind them and Shade
glanced back to see another group of Fionaveir running toward them.
“Run!” Charm bellowed as he pulled the second bracer free.

Shade sprinted forward then faltered as he
realized Charm was no longer behind him. His heart pounding he
dodged into an alley as he tried to decide what to do. Charm
obviously wanted him to escape, but he couldn’t bear the thought of
the rogue dying on his behalf. Glancing back out the alley he
stared in shock at the rogue.

Charm stood square in the middle of the road
his arms held out to his sides with a pale sword in each hand. He
had never seen the rogue with anything other than daggers before,
but that wasn’t the most shocking part of it. Wings extended
proudly from Charm’s back, the bright white feathers catching the
afternoon sun with a rainbow gleam. Shade could barely see Charm’s
face, but the rogue’s features seemed different, harsher somehow.
Small curved horns rose from his forehead, barely visible through
the rogue’s thick blond hair. Raising one hand before him Charm
aimed his sword at the approaching Fionaveir. “You will not pass
me,” he warned in a voice that didn’t even sound like the man Shade
called friend. It was deeper and seemed to echo through the street.
The Fionaveir slowed in their approach with evident caution.
Apparently they had never seen this side of Charm either.

“And that is why Charm hides his true form.
He can’t stand the looks of fear any more than he can stomach the
sight of himself in the mirror like that,” Vaze’s voice broke from
the Shadows and Shade whirled to look at the man, praying Vaze
hadn’t come to stop him. If Vaze attacked, Shade knew he was done
for.

“I’ve never seen a celestial before. I
thought they were all dead,” Shade mumbled, his eyes on Vaze.

Vaze moved forward to stand beside him, his
eyes on Charm’s back. “He is only half-celestial. His mother’s
side, actually. She was raped by a greater demon during the war
beyond the barrier. Charm is the result,” Vaze explained in a flat
voice his eyes locked on Charm.

Shade stared at the man then slowly looked
back to Charm. The rogue had lowered his sword and his wings had
lost the pristine white coloring and seemed a dull grey to his
eyes. “His wings change colors?” Shade asked in confusion.

“No. He has altered them to metal with magic.
I’ve heard of that trick in stories about him, but I’ve never seen
it. I’ve heard he uses them to fight with like extra blades and
that every feather is razor sharp. I wish I had time to see it,
though I don’t truly want him to use them on Fionaveir,” Vaze
sighed. “Charm has worn the bracers since I have known him and I’ve
never even seen his wings before,” Vaze said, a note of respect in
his voice. “Seeing this has made helping you almost worth the
trouble I’m going to get into for doing it.”

“You are helping me?” Shade asked
hopefully.

Turning Vaze looked at him and smiled
wickedly. “In a fashion. I’m helping you get out of the city, but
I’m sending you to a place that I shudder to think of going myself.
I would not want to be in the presence of the man you will be
seeing for anything in the world,” Vaze said his tone low and
ominous. The shadows began to rise as he spoke shrouding him in a
dark fog.

“Remember when I called you scary, Vaze,”
Shade mumbled and pointed a finger at him. “This is why. This right
here. Your people skills suck, Vaze,” Shade said, shaking his
finger at Vaze in further accusation.

“Your ship, Shade,” Vaze said as he tossed a
storage stone toward him.

“You got my ship too? Wait, how did you gem
it with the Barllen on it?” Shade asked his eyes flashing back up
to Vaze as he caught the stone.

“Simple. I ripped the Barllen off,” Vaze said
as his summoned shadows began to wrap around Shade. With a faint
smile he waved to Shade in farewell.

“Wait! Where are you sending me? What do you
mean a man you wouldn’t want to see?” Shade called frantically as
the darkness rose around him. Vertigo washed over him as the
transport faded. Staggering forward Shade rested his hand against a
wall and looked around frantically trying to determine where he
was.

“Shade. What are you doing here?” Madren
asked from behind him.

Slowly Shade turned and looked at his old
friend with a raised eyebrow. They stood in a small room furnished
with no more than the basic requirements of a bed and a dresser.
Shade stared at the rough furnishings then looked back to Madren
and shook his head in answer. “I have no idea, Madren. Is this
Goswin?” he asked dumbly.

“It is. This is one of the rooms for the
Delvay refugees,” Madren replied, giving Shade a worried look. “Why
did you leave Sanctuary if you don’t know why you are here? Did you
intend to go somewhere else?” Madren asked, his voice filled with
concern.

“I left Sanctuary to help the people of Glis,
but Vaze sent me here instead. Wait, Madren, you mean there were
actually survivors from Delvay? I had understood they were wiped
out completely,” Shade said in confusion.

Smiling Madren nodded. “That is exactly what
I wanted them to think. The Warrens Mercenaries moved a great deal
of their soldiers from Northern Goswin to Avanti after the High
Lord there signed a contract with them. So in their absence I used
their tunnels and made a few modifications to get under Rivana
without being noticed. I couldn’t get Kadan to retreat. He was
stubborn to the last. I did manage to get most of the ones that
were either too old or too young to fight as well as a decent sized
escort of Spellblades to protect them, however. It isn’t much,
compared to what Delvay used to be, but it is something,” Madren
explained, his voice calmer than Shade could ever remember it
being.

“That’s great, Madren. I can’t believe you
saved Delvay and no one even realizes it,” Shade said with a shake
of his head. Smiling, he nodded his approval at his old friend.
“I’m impressed, Madren, and proud of what you’ve done.”

Madren blushed faintly and shook his head
faintly. “I’d rather have your help than your praise Shade. If you
want to help, that is,” Madren said without a trace of the
nervousness that he had showed constantly in Sanctuary.

“I’d love to help, Madren. Show me what you
need done,” Shade said with a nod. He would head for Glis as soon
as he could, but for now Delvay needed him. That had to be the
reason Vaze had sent him here. Perhaps the refugees were in greater
need than Glis. Either way, Madren had asked him for help and as he
had told Symphony, you couldn’t simply ignore a plea for help.


Chapter 33

 


Arovan

 


 


The sun was sinking in the sky as her small
column turned off the main road and onto the cobbled lane. Slender
trees lined either side of the road at regular intervals, their
branches just beginning to show the first spring blooms. Beyond the
trees were fields of open grass that spread as far as Jala could
see in both directions.

“The last time I was here, the horse herds
filled both sides of the road,” Valor said quietly beside her. His
Arovanni walked sedately, its head held low as if he too was
mourning the change in Arovan. They had arrived in Gaelyn the day
before and had not encountered a single person on the ride north to
Arovan. Every village they passed was deserted and filled with
graves so fresh the spring grass had barely begun to show on the
turned earth.

“Do you think anyone will be here?” Jala
asked quietly, her eyes still scanning the deserted fields. The
grass was waist deep from what she could tell and showed no signs
that livestock had been in the fields since long before winter.

“If they have a southern base of operations,
it will be here. This is the safest place anyone could hope for
near the border,” Valor answered though his voice didn’t hold much
hope.

“But you don’t think they will be here,” Jala
concluded, her eyes watching his face.

“I think if they were here, riders would have
already arrived to meet us,” Valor said with a sigh. He gave her a
faint smile and shrugged. “At least we can use it as a secure base
until we locate my people or the location of the Blights.”

“I’m not sleeping in a damned stable,” Neph
grumbled from behind them.

“Neph, I’m sure the Arovan don’t truly share
their homes with their horses,” Jala sighed glancing over at Valor
for some sign of the truth.

“Every story I’ve ever heard about the Arovan
says they keep their horses in their houses,” Neph said firmly.

Jala sighed and wondered once again why she
had left the others behind and kept only Valor and Neph with her.
Ash was with her too, of course, but he rode in the back with his
small band of Soulreavers. Wisp, she had sent to Faydwer with a
contingent of archers to help with the Blight troubles there. Jail,
she had sent home with the main body of her army, and Sovann she
had given the most important role. She had sent the mage into
hiding with her family. Not even she truly knew where he had gone.
They had both decided that was the safest course, given that she
was going to be hunting Blights and the creatures scanned minds.
The loss of her friends was hard. Leaving Legacy was almost
unbearable. Other than the short trip to Goswin and then Kithvaryn
she had never been from her son more than a few hours a day. Now it
would likely be weeks before she saw him again.

“You are thinking about Legacy again aren’t
you?” Valor asked, his words echoing her thoughts so perfectly she
wondered if he had a talent for mind reading that he hadn’t yet
mentioned.

“Is it that obvious?” Jala asked with a
sigh.

“You do look pretty damned pathetic when you
think about him,” Neph said and shook his head at her. “You get all
sad faced and your eyes get glassy with motherly concern. I have to
focus on how bitchy you were in Avanti just to keep from puking
from the sight of the sweet sentimental side of you,” he added with
a smirk.

“Why do I like you so much?” Jala asked
dryly, though she could feel the smile tugging at the corners of
her lips.

“You got me there,” Neph replied with a snort
of amusement.

“I find myself confused by it as well,” Valor
added, rolling his eyes at Neph. “Your mother must have been a
harpy beyond compare for you to end up so callous and emotionally
stunted.”

“Emotionally stunted,” Neph repeated with a
grin. “I like that,” he added with a nod of approval.

“There is something wrong with you,” Valor
said with a slow shake of his head.

“What is that?” Jala asked, slowing her horse
as she stared at a massive stone archway rising from both sides of
the road. She could see the faint glimmer of magic on the stones,
but she couldn’t tell what it was from their distance.

“The entry gate to House Hai’dia,” Valor
replied with a smile.

“What are the runes?” Jala asked, as she
pressed her horse forward once more.

“Protection and obscurity. From this side of
the gate you can see nothing of the manor house or the area
surrounding it.” He motioned to the low stone wall that ran from
both sides of the archway through the fields beyond. “Notice how
both fields on either side of the stone wall look exactly the
same?” he asked and glanced toward her.

“It’s grass, Valor. How different can grass
look?” Neph asked dryly

Valor simply smiled and continued riding
until they reached the arch. Holding a hand up he motioned for them
to pause and then he rode forward. His Arovanni slowed to a stop
beside one of the pillars and Valor quickly removed his gauntlet.
Leaning over the saddle he pressed his palm flat against the
pillar. “Alexander Hai’dia,” he said softly as he sat back in his
saddle once more. The pillar flashed with a blue light that swiftly
faded back into the stone. Glancing back, he nodded for them to
approach. “The wards are down for now and will stay down until we
reach the house. I can reset them from there,” Valor explained.

“Alexander?” Jala asked staring at him in
confusion.

“My birth name. Alexander Valor Hai’dia. My
mother chose my first name. My father chose my middle name. It
shows their difference in priority clearly, doesn’t it,” Valor said
with a smile as he led the way through the stone archway. “I never
use my first name and I doubt anyone beyond my mother even realizes
that I have a name other than Valor,” he said over his
shoulder.

“I don’t blame you for not using the first
name,” Neph muttered and Jala elbowed him and shook her head with
narrowed eyes. Neph grinned back at her and shrugged one shoulder
in response.

Rolling her eyes, Jala turned her attention
back to the road and stared at the beauty of the land around her.
Her eyes were drawn to the house and she realized why Valor hadn’t
complained about the size of the Avanti estate. His childhood home
was even larger by her guess. Pulling her horse to the side of the
road she stopped once more and simply stared down the gently
sloping hill, trying to guess what it must have been like to grow
up in a place such as this. The house itself was ancient in
appearance with worn stones covered in ivy and blooming vines. It
rose four stories to tower over the lake that spread between the
road and the grass covered fields beyond. Turning, she gazed down
to the statue of a rearing horse near the edge of the lake closest
to the road. The entire sight was awe inspiring and spoke clearly
of the power of Valor’s house. This was not the home of a minor
lord. House Hai’dia was a power to be reckoned with and their home
showed it clearly.

“You have been staring for a while now. Are
you OK?” Valor asked quietly and she looked over at him with a
faint smile.

“The entire village I grew up in could fit in
your entry hall, Valor,” Jala said softly.

“That isn’t my entry hall. It is my father’s.
Mine is in Merro,” Valor corrected.

Her smile widened and Jala nodded. “I stand
corrected,” she said with a slight bow of her head.

“I don’t know about you, but I could use a
hot bath and a warm meal in either order. Do you mind if we press
on?” Valor asked as he watched the small army they had brought pass
by, a few casting curious looks in their direction.

Jala shook her head quickly and pressed her
horse into a walk once more. Her eyes continued to trail across the
various statues and flowers as they rode. “What was it like growing
up here?” she asked after a long silence.

“When Honor and Chas were here it was fun.
Then Honor married and moved to the capital and Chas moved to Glis
and it was lonely. I’m the youngest child by quite a few years.
Honor is close to sixty now and Chas…” His voice trailed off and he
swallowed heavily. “Chas would be near forty this spring,” Valor
finished quietly.

“We could bring her back,” Jala reminded him
gently.

“Let’s wait and make sure we have something
to bring her back to. From what I’ve seen so far it doesn’t look
good. I’m afraid it might be too late to help Arovan,” Valor said,
managing to keep most of the despair from his voice, but Jala could
still see traces of it.

Jala watched him silently before turning her
gaze back to the approaching house. She wished she knew something
to say to reassure him, but she had to agree with his words. It did
look as though they were too late to save Arovan.

They caught up with Neph who stood waiting in
front of the massive stone doors of the house. The mage looked over
at them dryly and raised an eyebrow at Jala. “Point out the stables
to me, Jala,” Neph ordered as he waved both hands toward the empty
fields surrounding the house.

Jala turned in her saddle to look around as
Valor dismounted and pressed his hand against the stone doors.
“Alexander Hai’dia,” he repeated once more and the flash of blue
light flickered across the doors as they opened slowly. Taking his
reins in his hands once more he led Valorous through the doors and
into the darkened hall beyond.

“You see! They do sleep with their bloody
horses,” Neph said loudly as he followed Valor through the doors.
Glancing over at his bay mare, he frowned. “I will not cuddle you
no matter what you might think by this arrangement. I am not
Arovan,” he said firmly.

Jala shook her head and sighed as she rode
through the doors and stared silently at the stone stalls that
lined both sides of the entry hall. It was a stable. There was no
denying that, but the entire room was cleaner than most houses she
had seen. There was no smell of horses or manure present in the
air. Raising her eyes she watched Valor pull the bridle from his
Arovanni and the large horse sauntered down the hall and walked
into one of the stalls near the far end of the stable. She
dismounted and gazed around the stalls wondering which of the
countless empty stalls she should use for her gelding. A light tug
at her reins brought her attention back sharply and she raised an
eyebrow at Valor as he took her horse from her. With a speed she
hadn’t yet mastered, he stripped the tack from the gelding and led
him to one of the stalls a few down from Valorous and led him
inside.

“Tie your mare to a post, Neph. I’ll handle
her next,” Valor called as he finished with her gelding. Glancing
up at her he smiled. “Magic keeps the area clean and provides them
with food and water. It is a lazy approach but the horses never
lack for anything this way,” he explained as he stepped from the
stall.

Jala nodded and watched as the small company
of knights began stabling their own mounts. Even with the amount of
soldiers she had brought, there looked as though there would be
plenty of room to secure their mounts either in the stable itself
or the fields beyond.

“Bridgette, help settle the others that are
unfamiliar with Arovan, and select a few riders to go on scout
patrols in the morning,” Valor called as the woman finished tending
to her horse.

“As you say, commander,” Bridgette responded
with a quick bow of her head. Turning, the woman left the stables,
barking orders by the time the doors closed behind her.

“You can go on into the house, Jala. I’ll be
in shortly,” Valor said quietly as he pulled the saddle from Neph’s
mare.

Nodding, Jala walked past him and paused at
the far end of the stable, her eyes on the horse that stood in the
shadows there. She had missed it when they first entered. The
animal raised its head slightly and watched her and she realized
with a start that it was an Arovanni. The only other one she had
seen other than Valorous.

“Well, it looks like at least one other
person is here,” Neph said quietly as he stopped beside her and
stared at the horse.

Jala nodded slightly, her eyes locked on the
horse. Something about the creature made goose bumps rise on her
arms.

“That’s Rage. Though he hasn’t lived up to
his name in years. He was my sister’s horse,” Valor explained as he
paused beside them.

“Chastity had a horse named Rage?” Jala asked
in shock. The woman she had met in Sanctuary had been calm and
logical. She doubted the woman even knew the definition of rage.
Even when Chastity had been dueling Valor in the Darklands she had
been composed.

Valor shook his head as he opened a door just
beyond the Arovanni stalls. “My older sister. She died before I was
born. Her name was Tempest. According to the stories, Rage brought
her body home after she fell in battle against Seravae and he has
stood there ever since. Some of the small folk claim he is waiting
for Tempest to be reborn. Personally I think he is lost without her
and doesn’t know what else to do beyond wait where she always left
him,” Valor explained, then nodded through the door. “Come on. I’ll
show you a picture of her on the way to the kitchens.”

With a final glance at the Arovanni, Jala
nodded and climbed the stairs. The lights of the house flickered to
life as Valor walked down the hall, illuminating the countless
paintings and tapestries that lined the walls. Jala stared at each
one as they passed, wishing she had time to stop and admire the
work. She wasn’t in Arovan to sightsee, however, and Valor was
right, food and a bath did sound very good.

“I knew you were spoiled, Valor. I just never
realized how spoiled,” Neph said quietly as they emerged into a
vast entry hall that was lined on either side with ornate suits of
armor.

Valor ignored the comment and motioned to one
of the suits of armor near the front of the hall. “That’s her
armor. There is a painting of her above it and a story telling a
bit about her life below that. Feel free to look around. I will be
in the kitchen which is down the left hall if you need me. If you
would like a bath, there is a transport at the back of the hall
beside the staircase. Stand in the circle of runes and touch the
third rune with your foot. That will take you to the family
quarters. Jala, take the room at the end of that hall. Neph, take
the room to the left of hers,” Valor said as he continued to walk
toward the back of the hall.

Jala watched him disappear into the hallway
and moved closer to the indicated armor. The woman in the painting
wore plate mail and had a fierce expression on her beautiful face.
Her hands were folded around the pommel of an ornate sword and
Jala’s eyes fixated on the weapon. She had seen the sword before,
countless times as Valor fought back the denizens of the Darklands.
The last time she had seen it was when he had handed it to her in
Death’s throne room. Closing her eyes slowly she rubbed her temples
as she realized the entirety of her folly when she had dropped the
sword. Valor had never complained or even bothered to mention that
it was a family heirloom that she had so carelessly lost. Turning,
she let her gaze drop to the two Bendazzi who sat in silence behind
her. “I feel like such an ass now,” Jala whispered to them, hoping
Neph couldn’t overhear her

It’s a sword that you left behind. I think
he was more focused on the fact that you saved his sister’s soul
than concerned about the weapon, Marrow assured her.

The sound of his voice in her mind was
comforting. Since Emily had discovered her Bendazzi form Marrow
talked less and less directly to her. It was only when Jala was in
dire need of counsel that he chose to speak up and she missed the
frequent links they had once shared.

Ahh. Yes. You are so neglected by me,
Marrow chided her gently, and Jala rolled her eyes in response.

With a shake of her head, Jala crossed the
room toward the staircase, glancing at Neph as she walked. “Bath
time for me. I haven’t had a decent hot bath since Merro and I’ve
almost forgotten what warm water feels like after the countless
dunks I’ve had in rivers while we marched.”

Neph nodded and turned back to study the
armor, his gaze holding more interest than she would have expected
from him, given the subject. The Delvay had never made any secret
of how little he thought of the Knights of Arovan. Jala watched the
two Bendazzi stalk from the room in the direction of Valor and the
kitchens and smiled faintly. Emily and Marrow had quite a bit in
common, but their love for food was foremost.

She located the rune circle Valor had
described easily and stepped into the circle. Glancing down she
studied the countless runes and shook her head at the thought of
living in a house so large you had to use magical transport to
navigate through it easily. Sliding her foot forward she pressed
down on the third rune as Valor had said and felt the transport
magic wash over her.

Blinking she looked up and down the wide
hallway. Paintings lined these walls as well, but they were family
portraits. Slowly she walked down the hall toward the last door,
her eyes roving over images of the Hai’dia children at various
ages. A smile still on her lips, she opened the door to her
assigned room and stepped inside, closing the door behind her.

The mage lights flickered on as she turned
and she stared for a long moment at the sheer size of it. The bed
alone was bigger than her bedroom in Merro. A large cabinet covered
most of one wall and various pieces of fine furniture lined the
remainder of the room. Her eyes moved from the ornate dressing
table to the practical desk that sat to one side of the bed. His
parent’s room, she realized as she noticed the two very different
tastes that had decorated the chamber.

Within minutes of exploring she had
discovered the bathtub which reminded her more of a swimming pool.
To her relief the rune to summon the water was the same one used in
Sanctuary. Stepping back she began to strip her armor off as the
tub filled and let out a sigh. It was hard to truly enjoy the
splendor of the house when she didn’t know if anyone but Valor
still survived to claim it.
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Opening her eyes slowly, Jala shivered and
sat up in the water. Blinking, she looked around in confusion until
the memory of where she was returned. The water had gone cold and
she shivered as she climbed from the bathtub, silently scolding
herself for being stupid enough to fall asleep. That would have
been a death that would have amused Neph to no end. She survived
the war, but drowned in the bathtub. The thought left her
shaking her head with disgust.

Jala reached for a towel and her eyes fell on
her travel stained clothes and armor. She could clean them with
magic easy enough, but the thought of wearing the heavy clothes
once more was not appealing. With a quick spell she summoned a robe
and slipped it on. The light silk was comforting after the wool
dresses Jexon had insisted on and the armor that she had taken to
wearing again near the end of the campaign with Avanti.

The room beyond was silent as Jala stepped
from the bathroom. With a heavy sigh she gazed around the empty
space and her eyes stopped on the silver tray on the table. She
moved closer and lifted the lid to examine the assortment of food.
Plucking a piece of meat from the tray she took a bite and chewed
slowly as she looked around the chamber once more. The sheer size
of the room made her feel more alone than she had since she was a
child. Carefully, she covered the plate once more and headed for
the door, finishing the meat as she crossed the room.

The hall beyond was black but she could see
light faintly from under a door a short way down the hall. Quickly,
Jala padded barefoot across the plush carpet and slowly pushed the
door open a crack. Peeking inside, she spotted Valor seated on the
foot of a bed turning a small wooden sword over in his hands. By
the expression on his face he was lost in thought and hadn’t even
heard the door open. As silently as she could, Jala slipped through
the door and closed it behind her. She paused, amazed that he still
hadn’t noticed her presence and looked around the room. Trophies
lined the shelves along one wall while the rest of the room was
lined with various objects ranging from broken weapons to carved
figures. Glancing back at Valor, she cleared her throat and smiled
widely at the wide eyed expression that crossed his face.

“I almost got lost in the room you assigned
me. Do you happen to have a map of it so I can find my way out in
the morning?” Jala teased quietly.

Valor smiled and shook his head slowly. “If
you aren’t out of there by lunch, I’ll send in a team of scouts to
locate you,” he promised.

Moving slowly, Jala crossed the room and sat
on the edge of the bed beside him. Leaning over, she examined the
wooden sword more closely, noticing the worn polish on the
hilt.

Valor hefted it with one hand and smiled.
“Honor made it for me when I was little. I was thinking I might
take it back to Merro. In a few years, Legacy will be able to
bruise some shins with it,” he explained as he lowered the toy
sword once more.

“I’m sure he is fine, Val,” Jala said softly.
The expression of concern had been fleeting when he spoke his
brother’s name, but she had caught it.

“I’m not sure if any of them are fine,
honestly, Jala. On a clear night such as this we should be able to
see the lights of Amdany lighting the sky to the east. It is
nothing but darkness in the east. Amdany is the largest city in the
south. I can’t even imagine the thought of evacuating that place,”
Valor said as he tossed the sword lightly onto the floor near his
travel packs.

“We will find them,” Jala promised and leaned
on his shoulder. She felt him stiffen for a moment and then relax.
Tilting her head upward she watched his face and smiled when he
glanced down at her. His expression softened and the lines of worry
faded. The silence stretched between them and Jala closed her eyes,
simply content with his company. “Valor.” Her voice was barely a
whisper when she finally spoke.

“Hmm?” His voice sounded as content as her
own and she opened her eyes to gaze up at him.

“I don’t want to stay in that room alone,”
Jala said quietly, her eyes watching the expression on his face
carefully. A look of surprise crossed his features, followed by one
of disbelief. She smiled again as he continued to stare at her.
“But I can if you keep looking at me like that,” she added.

The expression vanished from his face
instantly and he shook his head quickly. “No, it’s just…” His voice
trailed off and Valor snorted in amusement. “I’m not thinking quite
as clearly tonight as I normally do. I was about to offer you
another room until it dawned on me what you were saying,” he
admitted with a heavy sigh and rubbed his face. “I was saying that
I want to stay with you tonight,” Jala pressed, her eyes watching
him closely for any signs of hesitation. “I can’t look at you as a
friend anymore, Valor. You are so much more to me than that,” she
added in a softer voice.

“I haven’t thought of you as just a friend in
a very long time,” Valor admitted softly. He looked over at her
with a faint smile and shook his head slowly. “I had just convinced
myself that you were never going to share the same sentiments.”

“I didn’t know what it meant,” Jala said as
her hand rose to touch the black earring he wore. Her fingers
trailed past the earring to brush gently through his hair. “I wish
I hadn’t been so thick. I was blind to everything but protecting
Merro.”

“It’s OK, Jala,” Valor said, his dark blue
eyes watching her. “You did what you had to. At first I was angry
that you turned to Seravae rather than Arovan, but after what I’ve
seen here, you made the right choice. I didn’t realize Arovan had
nothing left to give.”

Tracing her fingers slowly down to his cheek,
Jala leaned forward to kiss him. She felt her pulse quicken as
Valor leaned into the kiss, his arm moving behind her to pull her
closer. Pulling back, she stared into his eyes and saw her own
feelings mirrored in the dark blue depths. “I love you,” Jala
whispered as she moved closer, sliding her leg across him to
straddle his lap. Gently she wrapped her arms around his neck and
settled back, her weight resting lightly on his knees.

Valor’s gaze flicked down to where her robe
had fallen open in the front and she felt him tense again. With
painful slowness he slid his hands beneath her robe to rest lightly
on her hips. “I have forced myself not to say those words to you
for so long, it almost feels wrong to speak them now,” Valor said,
his voice low. His thumb moved in slow circles across her skin,
tracing a circle around her hip bone.

“You don’t need to speak them, Val. I can see
it written on your face so clearly now that I’m looking for it that
I find myself wondering how I never noticed it before.” Jala leaned
closer and pressed her lips gently to his, but he didn’t return it
as he had before. Pulling back she studied his face. His expression
was a mixture of desire and trepidation. Raising an eyebrow, Jala
waited for him to speak.

“Usually at this point of the dream, I either
wake up or it takes a turn for nightmares and I end up on trial for
rape again,” Valor said, leaning back and rubbing his face.

Nodding slowly, Jala slid a hand down his
shoulder, tracing the muscles of his arm and pinched him hard.
Flinching, he stared at her with a dumbfounded expression. “You
aren’t dreaming,” Jala informed him with a smile. Slowly, she
pushed him flat onto the bed and rolled to the side, resting her
head on his shoulder. “We don’t have to do anything but sleep
tonight. I’m content simply being close to you,” Jala assured him
closing her eyes.

“To hell with that,” Valor whispered as he
rolled onto his side, his lips finding hers once more. Jala rose to
meet him, her eyes closing as his hand slid to the small of her
back, pulling her closer. Her hands tugged at his shirt until she
could slide them beneath to press against his bare skin. Pulling
back, he shrugged out of the tunic and tossed it behind him to the
floor before leaning down to kiss her again.

Her fingers traced across the hard muscles of
his back and down his side to rest on the scar on his stomach. “I
love you,” Jala repeated, her voice a hoarse whisper as his lips
moved to her neck. Closing her eyes once more, Jala pulled at the
laces on his pants as his hands moved across her body. Her breath
was coming in short rasps as all thoughts faded and she could feel
his urgency rising to match her own. For now, nothing mattered to
either of them beyond each other. All the stress and frustration of
the world beyond was forgotten.
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Pale sunlight washed across her from the
cloudless sky. Turning slowly, Jala searched for War. The land
around her was familiar and she could feel her emotions rising as
her eyes scanned the rolling hills of Merro. Below her she could
see the small town that Neph had built. The paint was still bright
on the walls of the newly-built houses. “You only show me ruins,
Grandfather. Are you telling me that my home is gone again? That it
fell in my absence?” Jala called as she tried to force herself back
to calm. She knew if she panicked, the dream would fade.

“I didn’t choose this setting. He did,”
War’s voice was gentle beside her and she turned to face him. He
hadn’t been there a moment before and neither had the small boy
playing in the grass before him.

“Legacy,” Jala gasped as her eyes locked
on her son. It was him she was certain of it, but he seemed so big.
When she had sent him into hiding with Sovann he had just begun to
walk and now he looked near Devony’s age. His tanned body was wiry
and she could see so much of Finn in him as he chopped at the grass
before him with a stick.

Legacy turned and smiled up at his mother,
his violet eyes flashing with delight. “Momma!” His childish voice
rose to nearly a squeal as he dropped the stick and sprinted toward
her. “Grandpa said you would be here tonight. I told him to make it
Merro that we played in because you always talk about going home,”
Legacy informed her, the words bubbling from him in a happy
stream.

Jala felt her throat tighten and she smiled
down at her son. “You play with Grandpa often?” she asked, her gaze
flicking to War then back to her son.

“Every night,” Legacy answered, his smile
wide. “Usually we go to boring places, though, and he makes me
remember things about them. Not tonight, though. Tonight, he says
we do nothing but play.” His tone had been a bit petulant at first
but rose to happiness once more as he wrapped his arms around her
waist, resting his head against her hip. “I miss you, Momma. When
are we going home?” Legacy asked softly.

Jala pressed her hand gently against the back
of his head and ran her fingers lightly through his dark red hair.
“Soon, Love. I have to fight just a bit longer. I can’t leave the
world the way it stands or we will never be safe,” she whispered,
her eyes rising to War once more, the questions evident on her
face.

“I visit him nightly, Jala. I don’t want
Lutheron to have power from this one,” War said softly, his
expression softening to a smile as he gazed down at Legacy. “He is
an exceptional child. So clever and so much like you in spirit. He
is stubborn and has his mother’s firm views on what is wrong in
this world.”

“Grandpa was showing me all of the cities
that are gone now, Momma. He said that if you don’t finish what you
are doing Merro could join them,” Legacy’s voice faltered a bit and
he pulled back to gaze up at her as if hoping she would tell him
otherwise.

“He is right, Legacy,” Jala said gently,
wishing she could deny the truth. “Our world is so broken that if
someone doesn’t fix, it we will never know peace.”

“You are going to fix it all? Won’t that
take a really long time?” Legacy asked, his eyes widening and a
note of sadness filling his voice.

“I’m not going to fix it all, Legacy. I’m
going to start the process and show the others how it’s done. All
it takes is building a road. Once the foundation is laid, others
will follow our path,” Jala assured him as she slowly sat in the
grass to stare up at her son. “You are so big,” she whispered, not
truly able to believe her magic had changed her child so much in
her short absence.

“This is not a true reflection of him,
Jala. Though it will be soon if you don’t end the magic that is
aging him. He is still the small child that you remember for now.
He simply prefers to be bigger in the waking dreams,” War explained
with a smile.

“I don’t like being little. Devony calls
me a baby and I’m not like Nathan. Nathan cries when he gets hurt,
but I’m tough like you, Momma. The only time you cry is when you
are hurt here,” Legacy placed a small hand over his chest. His
childish face was locked in an expression so serious that Jala
found herself smiling sadly in response. Leaning over, Legacy
wrapped his small arms around her neck and rested his head against
her shoulder. “I miss you, Momma,” he whispered again, his voice
softer and she could hear the sadness more clearly.

“I miss you too, Legacy. More than I can
possibly say. But let’s not waste the time we have with sadness.
Grandpa said you had the entire night to play, didn’t he. We should
play then,” Jala said as she gently pulled his arms free of her
neck and stood slowly, his hands still locked in her own. Forcing a
smile onto her face despite the hollow feeling his words had left
in her chest, Jala lifted her son and spun him through the grass
until he erupted into giggles. Slowing she released his hands and
truly smiled as she watched Legacy stumble dizzily, a wide smile on
his face. “Thank you for this,” Jala whispered to War.

“You will need this in days to come, Jala.
When darkness closes on you, remember this and never forget that it
was a waking dream. This is truly what waits for you at the end of
your trials. You do have a happily-ever-after, Jala, but you have
to fight to keep it,” War said softly and motioned her toward her
son. “Enjoy what happiness I can give you, Jala. It is not nearly
as much as you have earned, but it is something.”
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“So it’s true,” The deep voice pulled Jala
from her dreams and she blinked in the morning light. She felt
Valor tense under her and pulled back as he sat up in the bed. “Do
you have any idea how furious mother would be to know you had a
girl in bed with you in her house without the proper rings of
marriage?” The voice slowly registered in her mind and Jala could
see expressions of outrage and joy crossing Valor’s face. Turning
she stared in disbelief at Honor Hai’dia who stood grinning in the
doorway.

“Have you ever heard of knocking?” Valor
demanded, though the joy in his voice was evident.

Honor laughed and a warm smile spread across
his face. Turning to Jala, he bowed deeply the smile still showing.
“Please forgive me, Lady Merrodin. I couldn’t believe it was true
when your man found us. We rode all night to reach home and I
couldn’t wait to see for myself,” Honor said and glanced back to
his brother. “Or miss an opportunity to torment Val, of
course.”

“My man?” Jala asked in confusion and glanced
over at Valor. They had arranged for scouts to go out this morning,
but no one should have been on patrols the night before.

“Grey haired fellow. He stepped right out of
the shadows on the trail and nearly caused Micah’s horse to throw
him. He said you would be here. He is waiting with the others if
you would like to speak with him,” Honor explained, then seemed to
realize their predicament. “I’ll leave you both to dress and wait
downstairs. Don’t be long, Val. Micah has so many questions, and
the only one to answer them is the damned Delvay.”

Valor turned to Jala as Honor closed the door
and his smile seemed to lighten the room. “I couldn’t ask for a
better morning. To wake up beside you and then find out that my
brother still lives. I doubt there is anything that can take the
smile from my face today.”

Jala returned the smile and leaned over to
kiss him. Pulling back she nodded toward the door. “Let’s not leave
them with Neph too long then,” she suggested as she climbed from
the bed. “I left my armor in the other room,” she realized with a
sigh and pulled her robe back on.

Valor looked back at her from where he was
dressing and grinned wickedly. “I prefer the robe.”

“I don’t want to greet Lord Micah in a
bathrobe,” Jala objected with a grin of her own. “I’ll meet you
downstairs. Don’t wait for me,” she said quickly as she left the
room.

Pushing the door open to the master bedroom,
Jala started toward the bathroom then paused as she spotted Vaze
seated at the small table. With a casual wave he motioned toward
the bed and Jala turned to see her freshly cleaned gear waiting for
her. Her eyes widened as she spotted the black staff lying near her
pile of armor and she turned back to Vaze, an expression of shock
clearly written on her face.

“Next time you lose that weapon would you
please try to make sure it’s not in serpent infested waters?” Vaze
asked with a faint smile.

“You retrieved it from the sea?” Jala gasped
as she crossed to the bed quickly and plucked up the staff,
wrapping her hands tightly around it. Jala could feel the energy
humming through the weapon and looked up at Vaze in confusion. She
had drained the weapon fully in Goswin yet it brimmed with
magic.

“I did, and Symphony charged it fully for
you. She wants to help so badly, Jala but her hands are tied.
Faramir has convinced her that in order to protect and hold the
city she must keep all of her strength in Sanctuary,” Vaze
explained as he rose slowly from the chair. “I want to help you as
well, Jala, but I’m not sure of my welcome. I wanted a chance to
speak with you in private to settle things between us,” Vaze said
with a heavy sigh, his gaze locked on her every move.

Jala nodded slowly and sorted her thoughts.
Every time she had needed help, Vaze had appeared and had never
asked a thing of her in return. It was true that he had sent Finn
back to the Darklands, but perhaps he was trying to help her then,
too. Her Uncle seemed to know everything. Perhaps he had known the
truth of Finn’s feelings and had been trying to spare her the pain.
“You are welcome here, Vaze,” Jala said at last as she carefully
sat the staff back down on the bed and crossed the room to stand
before him. “I don’t always understand what you do or why you are
doing it, but you have never moved against me. In every action you
have taken you have tried to protect me, though I didn’t always
understand it at the time. Thank you,” she said as she wrapped her
arms around him and hugged him lightly.

Vaze stiffened for a moment then hesitantly
returned the hug. “You are my kin, Jala. You are the only family I
have left in this world aside from my father. I will always try to
protect you,” he said softly as he pulled back from the embrace.
“The others are waiting downstairs. I will let them know you will
be down shortly,” Vaze said as he stepped back toward the door.

“Thank you for that as well, Vaze. You have
no idea how much it meant to Valor to see his brother alive,” Jala
called after him, a faint smile tracing her lips as she remembered
the look on Valor’s face. She turned back from the bed as the door
closed behind Vaze and began to dress quickly. Things were looking
up rapidly. Between the dream of Legacy and then the morning’s
events, she shared Valor’s opinion. She couldn’t see how anything
could steal her smile today.
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Music filled the hall and Jala leaned back in
her chair with a smile on her face. Blue’s clear voice was filled
with joy and the mood around the table reflected it. Her eyes moved
slowly across the faces of her people as they traded stories with
Lord Micah’s men.

“You will have to explain to me sometime why
your people are so protective over the Seravae. There have been
four fights in the camps outside for the use of the word Spook,”
Micah said quietly from her left and Jala smiled as she glanced at
him.

“If not for Ash, Jala and I both would have
died in Avanti. Our people know that and they have learned that our
Soulreavers are different from the raiders they are familiar with,”
Valor explained from her other side.

“I wasn’t awake during the rescue, but from
what I hear, Ash held our spirits in our bodies until they were
able to get us to a healer,” Jala added with a nod toward Ash who
sat in animated conversation with Nigel.

“And how did you happen to get dragons to
help you?” Micah asked quietly, his attention moving to follow her
gaze.

“Nigel and his comrades arrived after the
second battle with Avanti. When Valor brought down an entire army
with just his company,” Jala replied and felt Valor shift beside
her.

“That is a story I would dearly love to hear,
but I fear the night is already growing long and we have much to
discuss,” Micah said with a sigh, his gaze moving to her once more.
“I can’t believe that you are here and I cannot begin to express
how grateful I am for it. We didn’t expect anyone to help
Arovan.”

“I don’t leave friends to rot, Micah. We came
as soon as we were able. I only brought two thousand with me, but I
don’t think it will take that many to face the Blights,” Jala said
with another smile. A month ago the act of smiling had seemed
impossible and now she couldn’t seem to keep the expression from
her face.

“I have another favor to ask of you instead,”
Micah began hesitantly and fidgeted with his glass of wine.

“Then ask,” Jala urged him.

“We were sent south to forcefully evacuate
those too stubborn to leave their land. We have refugees camped
among our soldiers now, to escort north. I still have to reach the
Elemental towers of Amdany, but the refugees are slowing our
progress so much that it may be too late by the time I reach there.
Seravae is raiding in numbers that they have never shown before and
I worry that the mages there will not be able to hold against
them,” Micah explained, his gaze rising to meet her eyes once
more.

“You want me to continue north with your
people,” Jala surmised and nodded slowly.

“I cannot believe the mages are still in
Amdany,” Valor began with a shake of his head. Leaning forward he
looked at Jala and she could see the worry on his face. “Honor’s
wife and daughters live in that tower. He must be frantic to reach
them. Why hasn’t she evacuated before now?”

Micah smiled, his eyes flicking toward Honor
who was engaged in a heated debate with Neph farther down the
table. “He is frantic and the pace we are moving at is like torture
to him. He has asked permission to ride ahead four times now and so
far I have refused him.” Sighing, Micah twirled the wine in his
glass once more and shrugged at Valor. “You know how Chalice is.
She is as strong willed and independent as her husband or their
marriage never would have lasted so long with his extended absence
from her side. Her life revolves around the Amdany towers and she
will not abandon her post.”

“We will help you,” Jala promised, glancing
back to Valor with a smile. “I’m sure Valor will be able to guide
us to your holdings in the north,” she added and Valor nodded in
answer.

“Our plan is to get everyone to safety at the
Dawnspire Fortress and then strike back in force to clear the
enemies from Arovan. Glis stands with us and with the help of Merro
it shouldn’t take long to win back our country. Then we can focus
on Glis though that may take much longer than any of us care to
think about,” Micah explained.

“We will help with the cleansing of Arovan,
but we must return to Merro once that is done,” Valor said, his
words drawing an expression of surprise from Jala.

“Understood,” Micah agreed with a smile, his
eyes flicking between the two of them. “You make a beautiful
couple, if I may say so. I wish you both happiness and my deepest
thanks for what you are doing to help my land. Arovan will always
consider Merro the closest of friends, I promise you that.” Micah
raised his glass as he spoke. “To Merro and the Lady Bendazzi, may
the friendship she has shown Arovan never be forgotten,” he called
loudly, his clear voice ringing down the table. Echoes of his words
rang back through the hall and Jala bowed her head in thanks, a
deep smile on her face.


Chapter 34

 


Arovan

 


 


Her horse shifted beneath her as she gazed at
the soft glow rising from the southeast. Frowning, Jala looked over
to Valor in question. They had left his home days before and had
been steadily moving north at a pace that tested even her patience.
Most of the people she escorted were commoners and their strength
was far more limited than that of her soldiers.

“It’s fire, and a big one if we can see it
from here. By the glow I would say Amdany itself is burning,” Valor
said at last, his voice filled with concern.

“Perhaps they set it to prevent Seravae from
using it as a landing point,” Jala offered, but not even she truly
believed her words. All morning she had felt a tension in the air
though she hadn’t mentioned it to anyone. It was as if the world
itself was pressing in on her trying to warn her. Tiny needles
danced across her flesh as she continued to stare at the distant
fire. “We both know that isn’t it, though. Something is very
wrong,” Jala said in a quieter voice.

“We can’t press our people any farther
tonight. They are exhausted,” Valor sighed, his own frustration
rising in his voice. “We need to make better time, damn it!” he
growled, his palm striking the front of his saddle in anger.

“Do you feel it, Jala?” Vaze asked as he
stepped from the shadow and began to walk slowly toward them.

Jala glanced over at her Uncle and nodded
slowly. “I feel something, but I don’t know what it is. In my gut I
know something is wrong and I keep feeling this prickling sensation
on my skin.” Her voice was filled with the tension that pressed her
and she looked to Vaze hoping he would explain what it was she
sensed.

“They are looking for us with magic. That
prickling is their spells,” Vaze began, his gaze traveling to the
south. “I can’t see them clearly through the shadows. They are
hiding themselves well, but they are close.” His voice grew fainter
as he stared off into the darkness.

“Who?” Valor demanded, his own eyes moving to
follow Vaze’s gaze as if he could somehow see what the man
sensed.

“Rivasa,” Vaze said quietly, the word
sounding like a curse as he spoke. “They are moving far more
quickly than we are, Jala. They will be on us soon and with their
mages watching us so closely we don’t dare use magic to flee.”

“What do you suggest?” Jala asked. She had
expected to face Blights or perhaps even Seravae. She had not
however counted on Rivasa being here. Life was always so full of
unpleasant surprises.

“That we find the best ground we can to hold
them as quickly as we can and send the refugees on with a very
small force to protect them. I would use the shadows to speed them
on their way north but I cannot move so many and we cannot simply
leave them behind,” Vaze said as he moved to stand beside her
horse.

“I wouldn’t leave them behind to save
myself,” Jala said firmly. With a heavy sigh she nodded and glanced
to Valor. “Do you know of any place nearby that will suffice?”

Nodding slowly, Valor pulled his gaze back
from the fire of Amdany and motioned a hand back behind them to the
north. “There is a valley about five miles ahead near the foothills
of the Dawnfall Mountains that narrows near the center. If we place
our dragons on the hills above and our main force in the valley
itself we should be able to hold for a time.”

“Five miles,” Jala repeated, and then glanced
to Vaze. “You don’t believe there is any way I can transport us
with magic?” she asked.

“You are strong, Jala, but there is more than
one mage at work here. I cannot even counter their spells of
obscurity to get a glimpse of their true numbers,” Vaze said with a
sigh and shook his head. “To use a transport now would be suicide
for the mage as well as the ones being moved.”

“Then we press on the last five miles
tonight. We have no choice if they are truly closing on us
already.” Turning to Valor, Jala smiled. “Care to inform the
refugees while I empty some of our supply wagons to clear room for
the children?”

“We need the supplies, Jala,” Valor
objected.

“I will gem them Valor, I won’t leave them
behind. We need the people we are trying to save to survive and if
we force march them the weaker ones will die,” Jala said with a
final glance over her shoulder toward the south. Valor nodded his
agreement and she watched him ride off before turning to look at
Vaze. “How bad is it really?” she asked softly.

“If we can hold them until help arrives,
Arovan might survive,” Vaze said softly.

“What help?” Jala asked softly. There had
been so sign of any other nation rising to Arovan’s assistance and
she had difficulty believing they would stir in the face of the
newest threat.

“The help that I am praying so desperately
for right now,” Vaze replied with a trace of irony in his
voice.
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Jala watched in mute horror as the ranks of
their enemy filled the field beyond the valley they had chosen for
their final ground. Tens of thousands of soldiers covered the
ground as far as she could see. Her mouth dry, she glanced over at
Vaze who stood beside her with a look of resolve on his face. She
didn’t dare look back at her own people right now, not with the
look of despair on her face. She could hear the murmurs through the
ranks behind her. They were nervous enough without seeing the fear
and utter lack of hope she knew she wore. There was no way her two
thousand could hold against Rivasa. They had faced bad odds before,
but nothing like this. Not even the chosen ground they stood in
could spare them from death.

“Lady Merrodin!” A voice called from across
the field amplified with magic. “I would speak with you, Lady
Merrodin!” The voice rose again as a rider broke free of the ranks
and stopped several yards ahead of his main force.

Pressing her own horse forward, Jala rode out
to the mouth of the valley with Neph and Valor close beside her.
The two Bendazzi ranged ahead of her horse and stopped, their
bodies both crouched in threat. With a quick spell, Jala amplified
her own voice and straightened her back. “Then speak!” she called
her voice steady despite her growing fear.

“As you can see, Lady Merrodin, you have no
hope of facing us. I find it rather amusing that you turned to make
a stand at all, but then you are rumored to be bold. I’m going to
offer you the chance to surrender before I slaughter your people,
however,” the man called back his voice light and filled with
mockery.

“Surrender and step aside so that you can
slaughter the people of Arovan?” Jala asked, lacing her tone with
disgust. The man was too far away for her to see his features
clearly but she recognized the colors of house Rivasa. This was
doubtless one of the High Lord’s sons that she addressed and if he
was anything like the ones she had already met he had very little
in the way of mercy.

“Let me show you what happens if you refuse
my offer, Lady Merrodin.” The Rivasan raised a hand and Jala
watched in silence as two poles were brought forward. Her throat
tightened as she gazed at the bodies that hung suspended like
grisly banners. Despite the distance she could clearly recognize
the silver of Honor Hai’dia’s hair though his body was too badly
burned to tell much else. The other she knew was Micah though not
even his dark hair remained to identify him.

“You son of a bitch!” Valor snarled, his
voice filled with grief and rage. Frantically, Jala grabbed his arm
as he pressed his horse forward. It was clear his emotions had
overruled his logic.

“Valor, no, please. He is trying to goad you,
please don’t,” Jala pleaded, her arms still gripping him tightly as
she turned back to face the Rivasan. The man had moved his horse
aside and his attention was fully focused on the ragged figure his
soldiers were pushing forward to stand between the two dead Arovan.
Her finery was torn to shreds and her silver hair hung over her
shoulders in tangles but Blue Bess still managed to stand on her
own. Even from their distance, Jala could see the blood that
covered the woman.

“Tell them they have no prayer. Tell them to
surrender or they will die, herald,” the Rivasan said as he rode up
behind Blue and prodded her roughly forward with his boot.

Blue stumbled and Jala thought she would fall
but the bard straightened and stood staring across the field at
them. “Kill them all, Valor! Make them pay for what they have done!
Do not trust their words. They are liars!” Blue called loudly, her
beautiful voice still clear and proud despite the torments the
woman had obviously endured.

The Rivasan rode forward quickly and kicked
the woman to the ground. “If you listen to her you, will die Lady
Merrodin. I give you until morning to surrender. If you try to flee
during the night my men will hunt you down with pleasure.”

“Kill them, Valor! Punish them!” Blue
screamed, her voice breaking as the soldiers drug her roughly to
her feet. Jala watched in helpless torment as the woman disappeared
once more into the enemy’s camp.

Turning to face Valor once more she slowly
released his arm and stared at the agony written clearly on his
face. Silently, she canceled the spell that amplified her voice and
cleared her throat. “We will make them pay, Valor, I promise you,
but it will be on our own terms, not his,” she spoke softly and
kept her eyes on him until he nodded his understanding. Turning,
she looked to Neph. To her surprise the Delvay wore a look of
outrage on his face as well, and his eyes showed glassiness she
never would have expected from him. He hadn’t even shown pain at
the news that his own homeland had fallen.

Swallowing heavily, Neph met her gaze and
nodded his head. “We won’t win, but I’m with you, Jala, till the
bitter end,” Neph said quietly.

Nodding, Jala smiled faintly. “Bring the
others to my tent, Neph. I’ll be there shortly,” she ordered and
turned back to Valor as the Delvay rode off. “We aren’t going to
surrender, Valor,” she said softly. Raising her hand she brushed a
stray curl from her face and let out a soft sigh. “We can’t win,
but maybe we can hold them long enough for Arovan to prepare for
them. I won’t run here, even if I thought I could. I’d rather die
fighting for what I believe in than die with an arrow in my back,
running.”

Valor nodded slowly and pulled his tormented
gaze from the body of his brother. His eyes were filled with tears
as he met her gaze and he simply nodded and took a ragged breath.
“Then this is it,” he said softly.

Jala nodded her head slowly, her own throat
tightening at the thought. “At least we face it together,” she
whispered, and to her surprise there was comfort in the
thought.
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“We are not going to surrender,” Jala began
as her eyes traveled across the faces of everyone in the tent. They
were all here. Neph and Valor, the dragons, the officers of the
Arovan knights and archers, Ash, Vaze, Sovaesh, and not a single
one of them showed surprise on their face at her words. “We will
make our stand here unless anyone has a better suggestion,” Jala
said, her eyes scanning their faces once more.

“There are dragons among the Rivasans as
well. I cannot see them, but I can smell them,” Nigel said quietly.
One of the women to his right nodded her agreement and Jala
sighed.

“I suppose they don’t want us to get any
illusions about a possible victory,” Jala said with a rueful smile.
“They must have heard word of us from Avanti,” she added and slowly
shook her head. “I will not force anyone to stand with me. I plan
to inform the soldiers of that when I leave this tent.”

“I don’t think that is wise, Milady. With
such obvious defeat looming, I don’t think you should give them the
opportunity to run. We will lose many from our numbers that we
desperately need,” Bridgette objected softly, her gaze flicking to
the others at the table for support.

“I will offer it, nonetheless. I will not
command those that have stood by me and fought for me, to die
against their will,” Jala insisted, her expression making it clear
that she wouldn’t change her mind. “If you all would please gather
them outside my tent now. What I have to say should be heard by
everyone.” She watched them all start to rise with her words and
held up a hand before they could leave. “Valor, Vaze, Sovaesh, and
Neph, please wait, I need to speak with all of you privately,” Jala
said.

With a deep breath she watched them sit back
down and waited until the others had gone before speaking. She felt
tears beginning in her eyes and forced them back. She didn’t have
time for that now. Clearing her throat she pulled a scroll from her
cloak and sat it down silently on the table. “This document names
Sovann Sovaesh as the regent of Merro until my son is of age to
rule,” Jala explained as she pressed her hand to the worn paper. “I
wrote it not long after I married Jexon, though until this morning
I never truly thought that I would need it. Vaze, Neph, I would ask
that you both sign it as witness.”

“I fail to see what good that will do, Jala.
If we are both about to fight to the death beside you,” Neph
grumbled his eyes narrowing as he watched her.

“You won’t be, Neph,” Jala said softly, her
throat tightening with the words. Raising her hand she brushed away
the tears that refused to remain hidden with the back of her hand
and smiled at him sadly. “Some of Delvay survived, Neph, and you
are going back to them. I won’t let you throw your life away here
when you could return to your people. My son will need allies like
Delvay in the future, Neph, and I depend on you to stand by him
when he needs you as you always have for me.”

“And how, exactly, are you planning on my
getting to them, Jala? I said I would stand by you to the last
breath.” Neph’s voice grew hoarse as he rose from his chair, his
hands planted firmly on the table top as he glared at her in
defiance.

Swallowing heavily, Jala lifted her chin and
shook her head at him. “You can’t, Neph. I won’t allow it. You are
the Lord of Delvay and despite your sharp tongue you are one of the
best people I know. Please do this for me, Neph. It will be easier
if I know I’m not leaving my son to face the world alone,” Jala
pleaded and let out a ragged breath as she turned to face Vaze.
“You will take him to his people. Given that you are the one that
informed me of their survival, I assume you know where to find
them.”

“I would rather stay and fight,” Vaze
objected quietly.

A sob almost broke past Jala’s lips but she
forced it back. “And I would rather know that you live to appear
from the shadows to save my son as you have so many times for me. I
would spare everyone here if I could, Vaze, but I can’t. It has not
been easy to choose to send either of you away, but I must. The two
of you have a place beyond Merro and I trust you both. Please don’t
make this more difficult.”

At her words, Neph sank back into his chair
with tears filling his pale blue eyes. “Damn you, Jala. You are the
only one in this world that I can say I truly love and you expect
me to just walk away and let you die?” His voice was thick and
filled with more emotion that she had ever seen in him.

“No, Neph. I expect you to walk away knowing
that I fought until the last breath to change this wretched world
we live in. I expect you to stand by my son against the atrocities
and finish building what we started. Finish my dream for me, Neph.
Make this world a place where our children can live in peace,” Jala
said, her voice barely more than a whisper. Turning to Sovaesh, she
wiped her eyes once more. “My orders for you are simple to say, but
will be quite difficult to accomplish, I fear. I want you to free
Blue from the Rivasan encampment. I know how good you are at
rescuing prisoners, Sovaesh. Use your talents tonight on someone
more worthy than Cassia and save Blue. Get her as far from here as
you can and return to Merro. I charge you after that to protect
your Grandson at all costs. I cannot tell you exactly where Sovann
has hidden him, but from Merro you should be able to locate
him.”

“As you say Lady Bendazzi. I swear it will be
so,” Sovaesh said with more formality that she had expected.
Standing, he bowed deeply to her and smiled. “Finn chose well when
he chose you. You have my respect for what you are doing and that
isn’t something given lightly.”

Jala smiled faintly and nodded to him.
Turning back to the others she let out a long breath. “I would like
a few minutes alone with Valor, please,” she asked quietly. Neph
rose and moved to her wrapping his arms around her in a firm
embrace. “Delvay will always stand by Merro, Jala. I promise you.
You are like a sister to me and you are asking the hardest thing
you possibly could of me by telling me to leave. I will, though,
and I promise you I will hate myself for doing so, but I will,” he
whispered in her ear before pulling back from the embrace. Leaning
forward, he kissed her lightly on the forehead and let out a ragged
breath. “Kick nine colors of shit from the bastards, Jala,” he said
as he backed away, his gaze moving to Valor. “Good luck, Arovan. I
hope you get your vengeance on the bastards. I promise you I will
never let Rivasa forget this day. Delvay will punish them eternally
for this.”

Valor nodded and watched them leave before
turning to Jala. “I truly hope you aren’t going to try to send me
away as you did the others.”

“You said you would always stand by me. Why
would I even bother trying to send you away,” Jala said softly as
she met his gaze.

“Always,” Valor promised.

Shaking her head, Jala crossed the short
distance between them and rested her head against his chest. “I
don’t have orders for you, Valor. I just need you by me to see this
through. Having you close gives me strength, I think.” She let out
a ragged breath and buried her face farther into his tunic. “I am
so terrified right now. Everything was falling into place so
beautifully, and now…” Her voice trailed off as her throat
tightened. “We almost had it, Valor. We were so close to
happily-ever-after,” she whispered.

“I had it for one day, Jala. For one single
day everything was perfect. That’s more than some get,” Valor
replied softly as he kissed the top of her head. “You have soldiers
waiting to hear you, Jala. Do you feel up to facing them?” he asked
softly.

Jala nodded slowly and pulled back from him
to wipe her eyes. “I love you, Valor,” she whispered as she turned
toward the entrance of the tent.

“I love you, too,” Valor returned softly as
he followed her out.

Jala stopped just beyond the entrance and let
her gaze travel over her people. The soft murmurs in the crowd fell
silent as they all watched her in expectation. Jala nodded once and
cast the amplify spell on her voice once more. “You’ve all seen
what awaits us. We are outnumbered so badly that it’s almost
laughable. The Rivasans must have been truly terrified if they
gathered that many to face two thousand.” Jala forced her tone to
be light as she spoke and nervous laughter rippled at her words.
Taking another step forward she raised her chin, her expression
clearing and the tears fading from her eyes. “I won’t run,” she
announced, her voice filled with defiance. “I won’t turn my back
and say what they have done is OK. It’s not! They have invaded our
ally and butchered our friends and I won’t simply walk away as if I
don’t care!”

Jala paused again as War’s last words
returned to her. It certainly seemed as though darkness was closing
on her now and she smiled at the memory of the dream. “Not so long
ago my son asked me if I planned to fix the entire world,” Jala
said, her smile growing as she spoke. “I told him, no. I told him
that I was building a road to a better world and once the path was
set, others would follow our lead. With this stand, we lay the last
stones on the road I spoke of. By refusing to back down to their
brutality, we show the rest of Sanctuary what they can accomplish
if they stand together. Nations that never would have considered
each other as friends are represented in my forces. Never before
has an army such as ours existed.”

She paused again and looked at each faction
in turn. “We won’t win the battle tomorrow, but we will show the
rest of the world that differences can be set aside for a common
goal. I will not command any of you to die beside me. You may flee
if your heart is not in the fight. I will not command you to fight,
but I will ask you to help me. Help me buy Arovan the time it
needs. Help me show Sanctuary the road we have built. Take one
final stand against the corruption of this world.” Stepping back
once more, Jala canceled the amplify spell and watched as the
expressions of despair changed to defiance on the faces of those
before her.

“Lady Bendazzi!” A voice rose from the crowd
and others picked up the call until it became a steady chant.

“Do you mind if we add another nation to your
roster?” The deep voice caught her completely off guard and Jala
spun to face Zachary Dark. The lord of Oblivion stood just beyond
her tent, an expression of amusement on his normally emotionless
face.

“Lord Dark. This is the last place anyone in
their right mind would wish to be,” Jala whispered, wondering how
the man had managed to make it past the Rivasan mages.

“I have never once claimed to be in my right
mind,” Zachary returned with a faint smile. “Oblivion will stand
beside you tomorrow. I will do what I can to help you,” he said as
he started to turn.

“Thank you, Lord Dark,” Jala whispered, her
shock at the sight of him slowly fading.

“Apparently they have started to follow your
road,” Valor said softly beside her as he watched the Lord walk
away.

“May more follow,” Jala whispered.
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“Another wave!” Jala bellowed as she moved
forward ahead of the lines to block the Rivasan hellfire as it
blasted down the valley entrance toward her army. Squeezing her
eyes shut she held her hands out before her as the fire boiled
against her wall of force. The heat was so intense it felt as
though her skin was bubbling beneath her armor. She dropped the
spell the moment the fire died away and fell back once more behind
the line of archers. “We can’t keep this up,” Jala gasped to Valor
who stood beside her, his expression of fury clear on his face.

The Rivasans had used the hellfire to keep
them pinned in the valley all morning. For now, her magic was
holding it at bay, but it wouldn’t last forever. Bows twanged as
her archers desperately tried to use the few minutes they had to
bring down a few of their enemies. Her knights were useless in the
current battle and the Soulreavers were suffering the brunt of the
work as they worked their spirit magic relentlessly against the
Rivasans.

Jala growled in fury as the Rivasan mages
moved forward once more. “Another wave!” she repeated the call and
moved quickly to hold the fire at bay. The fire hammered at her
wall but her heart rose as another sound rose above the roar of the
flames. Craning her head she listened, desperate to hear the sound
repeated. Holding her breath, she felt hope rise in her chest as
the drum of hoof beats filled the air beyond the barrier.

“Firym!” A voice bellowed beyond the flames.
She knew that voice. Hope soared in her chest as the hellfire died
down to reveal the lines of Flameriders charging headlong into the
Rivasan forces.

“Mount up!” Valor bellowed at the sight and
his Arovan knights scrambled to obey.

“Havoc.” Jala breathed the name like a
blessing on her lips. Falling back behind the lines once more she
watched as the Flameriders collided with the Rivasan lines.
“Support them!” she bellowed to her own forces, but the command was
hardly needed. She could already hear the Arovan knights moving
forward to join the battle, their horses slowly gaining speed as
they cleared the lines.

Moving quickly, Jala mounted her own horse
and rode forward just far enough to get a clear look at the
battlefield. The two Bendazzi moved out in front of her horse,
guarding her from anyone foolish enough to approach her directly.
Drawing on her magic she lent her support where she could. The
sound of hoof beats behind her drew her attention, but didn’t’
break her focus. Nodding, she watched Zachary Dark approach, her
magic still flowing from her like water.

“Goswin is attacking on their flanks and I
can see the banner of Delvay there as well. I’m going to hit them
on the other side with the Harvesters from oblivion, though I doubt
the souls of my people will be strong this far from their home,”
Zachary informed her as he kicked his horse and rode hard for the
outer flank of the Rivasan army.

Hope rose further in her chest and Jala
poured everything she had into her assault. A dragon’s roar rose
from the Rivasan lines and she watched as Nigel and the three
sisters took wing to meet the newest threat. She couldn’t spare
time to watch them, however. She had to trust them to handle their
kin while she dealt with the Rivasan mages. Already she was too
distracted. It was nearly impossible to keep her eyes from seeking
Valor on the field. His knights were thick in the middle of the
fighting and her gaze kept flicking in his direction seeking the
flash of purple armor to tell her that he still lived and
fought.

Pain lanced through her as she felt something
draw power from her. Frantically, Jala searched the field beyond
trying to spot who was siphoning from her. Another wave of pain
followed quickly by another nearly sent her tumbling from her horse
and spoiled her next spell. With a snarl, Jala wrapped her hand
tightly around the magic filled staff and drew enough power to try
to shield herself. She had barely managed to get the spellshield up
when the next wave hit her and shattered her shield as if it were
nothing more than a child’s attempt at magic. No matter how hard
she searched, Jala could not spot her assailants and she knew by
the frequency of the attacks there was far more than one. “Seth,”
Jala gasped as the assault came again, latching onto her like
leeches rather than the quick fleeting attacks they had begun with.
She wasn’t sure if Seth would answer her call but her desperation
was growing. They had sensed her weakening strength and were moving
in for the kill.

A flash of black feathers drew her eye and
Seth rose from a crouch beside her. “Magebreakers,” he informed her
as he settled beside her horse.

“Kill them please,” Jala begged. She had to
drain the staff just to manage enough strength to remain sitting.
Neph had warned her about Magebreakers in their lessons. They were
specially trained mages that honed their talents for the singular
purpose of killing any who worked magic.

“I will do what I can,” Seth promised her as
he disappeared into the chaos of the fighting beyond him.

Jala take my strength until he finds
them, Marrow commanded, his voice sounding desperate in her
mind.

Shaking her head, Jala gazed upward, her eyes
locking on the one thing she knew that held more power than even a
trained company of Magebreakers could handle. Slowly she dismounted
from her horse and stepped away from the gelding, her gaze still
fixed above her. Do you remember when you spoke of my family's
gift, Marrow? You said it was what they wished for that brought
them low, Jala began, the idea blooming further in her
mind.

Jala now is not the time to test such
theories. Drain my power and let Seth deal with them, Marrow’s
voice was desperate as he tried to force his strength through the
bond toward her.

It wouldn’t be enough Marrow. And despite
my wishes, Seth will never reach them all in time. There are too
many, Jala said softly as she stretched her hand up above her
head toward the distant sky. “I wish I could save every man woman
and beast that fights on my behalf today,” she whispered as her
outstretched magic reached her target. Pain ripped through her
entire body as she drew power from the Barrier surrounding
Sanctuary. She felt the Magebreakers desperately trying to pull
back from her and latched onto their magic, refusing to let them
escape. Roaring filled her ears as she channeled the raw power
through her. The pain reached agonizing levels and she felt the
Magebreakers fall one by one from the force of the magic she
channeled into them. A scream burst from her lips, as the agony
grew and she struggled to regain her focus through the blinding
pain. With sharp gasps she extended her sight over the battlefield
and sent healing magic pouring over her people and allies. The pain
lessoned as her spell drew some of the power from her body then
returned two fold as the full strength of the Barriers magic
crashed down on her once again. In essence the Barrier itself was
like Barllen and the power it held had been building since the
creation of Sanctuary. Laughter bubbled in her throat as her mind
frayed from the pain. “You will not win!” Jala screamed her
defiance as the pain became blinding. Calling on her magic she
lifted her hands before her and sent death hurling down on the
Rivasan forces. Dimly she noticed the ragged breaks in her skin and
the bright light shining just beneath. Her body was failing and she
didn’t have long left. She was channeling more magic than her flesh
could contain.

“Jala!” Valor’s voice rose above the roar of
magic in her ears and she watched as Noble and Havoc struggled to
restrain him before he could reach her. “Jala!” He screamed
again.

“Valor,” Jala breathed as the pain rose again
and her body convulsed as the power ripped her apart from the
inside. Raising her hands once more she cast a final spell over her
people urging the souls of the fallen to rise once more. “Sorry,
Finn, but they aren’t done here yet, either.” She whispered the
final words as her world dissolved into blinding white light.
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Jala had expected to find herself in Finn’s
hall once more. Instead, the world around her was bright with light
and nearly blinding. Echoes of voices rose around her and she
stared in wonder at the countless threads of magic that wove
through the air surrounding her like thousands of spider webs.
Hesitantly, she brushed her mind against one of the threads and
felt an instant connection with a mage struggling to master his
spells in Faydwer. His thoughts, ambitions, longings, and dreams
filled her like a flood until she knew every desire and fear the
man held.

“I’m in the barrier,” Jala whispered, her
eyes scanning over the threads of magic once more. She moved from
thread to thread, her spirit reaching out to touch the strands
until the understanding of how they worked settled in her mind.
“Marrow was right. It does depend on what you wish for,” Jala
whispered as she sent her mind racing through the webs to settle on
the threads that represented the Blights plaguing the world below
her.

Jala was about to send her magic coursing
down to destroy the creatures when a faint longing for safety
reached her mind through one of the strands of magic. Focusing on
the thought, she scanned the creatures mind and realized with
dismay that Emily was not alone in her rebellion against the Blight
instincts. Slowly, Jala pulled back the destruction she had been
about to unleash on the creatures and examined their minds closer.
It was not her right to perform genocide on the creatures and the
realization of what she had almost done sickened her. The Blights
were a part of Sanctuary now and there was nothing anyone could do
to change that fact. Just like everything else in the world, they
existed in shades of grey. All she could do now to help her people
was cleanse the darkest of them from Sanctuary and hope they could
find peace with the Blights she spared. Her attention rose past the
Blights and she studied the countless threads before her. The
Blights weren’t the only monsters on Sanctuary and she wouldn’t
limit her cleansing to just them. She apparently had all of the
time in the world to work, though.

“May you return from the life stream to a
better life,” Jala whispered as she began the first of the
cleansing with the Blights. Her magic coursed down through the
strands of magic in bright lances that would kill the creatures
instantly. She had seen enough suffering in Sanctuary and despite
the turmoil that had dwelled in her chest while she still breathed
she no longer wanted Vengeance. All she wanted now was peace.

With a deep sigh of contentment, Jala turned
her mind to her task, her magic searching for the darkest strands
that touched the barrier. Within what seemed like only a breath,
her magic faltered as it traced across strands buried far beneath
the other webs. Her curiosity peaked, she moved closer and gazed
down at the tangled strands that lay so well hidden. Brushing her
mind against them, she tried to find the souls they belonged to but
the minds were blank as if those attached were dormant. Even a
sleeping mind held thoughts, but these were simply blank. Jala’s
confusion grew and she brushed the strands again trying to
determine what lay behind them.

“Momma,” The single word shattered her
concentration and Jala pulled back from the threads, her mind
desperately seeking where Legacy’s voice had come from.

Jala if you can hear me, follow my
voice. It was Valor this time, and Jala raced toward the sound
of his voice. She slowed as she neared the threads that hummed with
the life of those she loved more than anything else in the world.
Strength filled her as their voices grew louder in her mind. They
are praying to me, Jala realized in shock. She could feel their
love and thoughts pulling her back toward the world below. Longing
and duty warred in her heart as her gaze returned to the tangled
black webs behind her.

Momma you promised you would come home
soon. Legacy’s words shattered all thoughts of remaining. The
webs might very well be a problem in the future, but she would face
them below in the sunlit world with her friends beside her. Drawing
her power around her she focused on their voices and used their
strands to guide her back to the world below.

The blinding white light faded and sunlight
slowly filled her world once more, as she guided her magic through
the spells needed to create a body to replace the one she had so
carelessly destroyed. Her eyes opened slowly to stare down at the
kneeling forms of Valor and her son. Both had their heads bowed and
eyes squeezed tightly shut and Jala smiled at how her son mirrored
the knight in both posture and the expression on his face. The two
Bendazzi sat silent behind them watching her with their bright
yellow eyes.

Welcome back. You were sorely missed,
Marrow said gently and the sound of his familiar steady voice in
her mind brought a smile to her lips.

Silently she pulled on her magic once more,
summoning a dress in the Firym style such as she used to wear in
Sanctuary before armor had become a necessity. The deep purple silk
clung to her form as she stepped toward the two of them and she
bent gently to place a hand beneath Legacy’s chin. Tilting his head
up slowly she smiled into his wide violet eyes that mirrored her
own so perfectly. “Forgive me for being late, Legacy, but I’m here
to keep my promise now. I was lost for a time, but you helped show
me the way back,” she whispered. Tears filled her son’s eyes as he
jumped to his feet and wrapped his arms around her. Reaching down,
she lifted him and wrapped him tightly in her arms.

“They said you were dead, Momma. They all
said you weren’t coming back. All of them but Valor said you were
dead. I didn’t give up. Valor said we had to believe in you no
matter what they said.” Legacy’s words poured out of him like a
flood, only faltering slightly from his tears.

“You did so well, love. Thank you for
believing,” Jala whispered as she kissed him gently on the top of
his head. Her gaze rose slowly to Valor and she could see nothing
but love and happiness lighting his dark blue eyes.

“Welcome home, Jala,” Valor said quietly, his
voice thick with emotion.

Raising her eyes, Jala turned to look back
over her shoulder at the rolling hills of Merro and the tiny town
below the buildings bright with fresh paint. It was a perfect echo
of War’s last waking dream. He has spoken the truth to her with his
parting words. Happily-ever-after had been waiting at the end of
her trials.

Turning back to Valor, she smiled and moved
to wrap an arm around him, pulling him into the embrace. “I’ve
waited most of my life to hear those words,” Jala whispered.

The memory of the dark webs crossed her
thoughts and she pushed it back once more. That was something she
would face another day, or perhaps not ever. There was a chance
that someone else would rise to face that threat. For now, all that
mattered to her stood wrapped in her arms. She was home and those
that meant everything to her were safe in her embrace.
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