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For Faythi

You have many nicknames, but this was the
first that I knew you by.

Thank you for your constant support. You
always know exactly what I’m saying, and exactly what
to say in return.

(Even when the topic is just wrong.)

I would be lost without you.


Prologue

 


 


Cool wind cut across his sweat-soaked back as
Neph let his sword relax in his hand. He wiped his face with the
back of his arm and studied his sister. He’d lost her attention
again. With a sigh, he followed her gaze to the courtyard wall
where two kittens had begun their own duel. “Zyi. We don’t have
time for this.” Neph spoke softly and her eyes flicked back toward
him.

“They are so cute when they are small.” Zyi’s
mouth was curved into a gentle smile and her pale blue eyes danced
with amusement. “All fuzz and energy,” she added with a wistful
glance toward the kittens, her smile slowly fading at the
expression on his face.

“Zyi, the trial is tomorrow. You have to
focus,” Neph pressed, his voice thick with his frustration. He’d
been working with her for weeks on her shields and defense without
much improvement, and she didn’t seem to be taking any of it
seriously.

“I know, Neph,” Zyi sighed. Her back
straightened and she raised her sword again with an expression that
suggested he was torturing her.

“I don’t want to run the trial, Neph. It is
hard for me to focus on something I hate the thought of.”

“You have to, Zyi. All Delvay face the trial
when they reach our age,” Neph said, repeating words he had spoken
a thousand times in the past month.

“Then let me face it tomorrow, Neph, and
let’s do something that’s actually fun today,” Zyi offered, her
smile returning as she stared up at her brother. Her sword dipped
toward the ground again as she stepped closer. “Swimming? It’s
certainly hot enough today. We could go riding. How long has it
been since you have had a break from training, Neph?” Her voice was
hopeful and Neph felt himself smiling in return.

“Zyi, your defense is appalling, your attacks
are weak, and there are field mice with more focus than you. We
need to train.” Neph slowly shook his head at her and her smile
faded. She nodded in return and lifted her sword once more. “I
won’t let you fail this, Zyi. We will work all night if we have
to,” Neph promised.

“I’m not like you, Neph. I don’t have the
warrior’s soul that Father is always preaching about. I don’t want
to fight. I don’t want to kill, and I don’t want to face this
stupid trial.” Zyi’s voice rose as she spoke and Neph glanced back
to make sure they were still alone in the courtyard. “What does
this trial prove anyway? That we are as strong as the mountains,
like father says? I’m not. I admit it freely. So why do I have to
face the trial?”

Neph turned back to look at her, his eyes
locking on her own. Her bitterness was as clear in her voice as the
frustration was in his.

“Because all Delvay do. Please watch your
voice, Zyi. If someone overhears you saying that, Father will
thrash you,” he warned in a low voice. “Thrashing me for being
honest? How noble is that? It would be nice to be able to speak the
truth for a change,” Zyi hissed. Angrily she pushed her pale blond
hair back from her face once more and glared at him. “Well, come
on, Neph, train me to be a better liar. Help me hone skills I
despise.” Her sword raised and she dropped low into a defensive
stance.

Neph slowly shook his head and smiled down at
his twin. Her eyes narrowed at his expression and he held up a hand
in a gesture of peace. “How about, rather than train you to be a
better liar, I help you earn the right to speak the truth. Once we
pass this trial, Zyi, we are full citizens. As children, we can’t
speak our mind; as citizens, we can,” he offered.

Zyi sniffed and rolled her eyes. “As if you
have anything to speak your mind about, Neph. You are father’s
golden child. He gives an order and you obey. You and Kadan are
just like him,” she grumbled, but her sword was still in the ready
position. “Come on, then. Help me earn the right I should have been
born with.”

“First of all, get your damned shields up
Zyi. Magical protection can save your life. Never forget your
shields!” Neph snapped as he sprang toward her, his sword flashing.
If she wouldn’t listen to his words, he would hammer them into her
skull with his sword.

 


* * *

 


Laughter echoed down the hall behind him as
Neph made his way slowly toward his father’s door. He paused at the
sound and considered turning back to the main hall to join the
others in drinks. With a heavy sigh he shook his head and placed a
hand on the cold stone of the door and pushed it gently open.
“Father, I need to speak with you,” Neph said in a voice just loud
enough to carry to the next rooms as he stepped inside. As he had
expected, the sitting room was empty. His gaze turned automatically
to the door of his father’s prayer room as it opened.

“About what?” RenDelvayon demanded, his
expression filled with warning. His father was a large man,
towering over his children in height and strength.

Bowing his head with respect Neph inhaled
deeply and let the breath out slowly. Nothing he had to say would
please his father. “About Zyi, Father. She isn’t ready for the
trial and honestly, I don’t think she ever will be,” Neph began in
a steady voice. His father despised weakness above all else. Now
was not the time to show nerves.

“She is my child. She will face the trial.”
His father’s words were spoken in a low voice that suggested the
topic was settled.

“Father, you have Kadan and me. Do you really
need Zyi to pass the trial too? Send her to the Academy instead,
please,” Neph pressed. His eyes searched his father’s face for any
sign of mercy and found none.

“All Delvay face the trial. Zyi will as well.
She carries my name. Do you expect me to let weakness grow in my
family?” Ren demanded, his eyes narrow.

“Would you rather see her die, Father? There
is a very good chance that will happen.” Neph’s voice cracked with
his frustration and his father’s eyes narrowed further.

“Yes, I would rather see her die than bring
weakness to our family. This discussion is over, Neph.” His father
glared at him daring him to open his mouth again.

Neph shifted his feet and struggled to fight
back the words he knew he would regret. He could feel his temper
rising and knew if he didn’t leave he would regret it. No one spoke
back to High Lord RenDelvayon, least of all his children. “As you
say, Father,” Neph said softly through clenched teeth.

His gaze moved to the painting on the mantle
as he turned back to the door. It was the only artwork in the room,
and the only image of his mother left remaining in Delvay. He felt
his temper cool as memories of her surfaced. They were bittersweet
to be sure. Part of him hated her, and yet he could remember how
she had treated them. His mother had been strong, kind, and as
stubborn as stone. She might have been able to speak on Zyi’s
behalf. His father might have listened to her. At the very least,
RenDelvayon would have let her speak her mind fully, which was more
than he was doing for his son. Pausing with his hand on the door,
Neph glanced back at his father. “Not everyone is born for war,
Father. Zyi’s calling could be something greater than either of us
guess. She could be a healer, or a scholar, or so many other
things. Please just give her a chance. Exile her and take the
family name from her if she shames you, but don’t force her to do
something she isn’t capable of doing, please.” Neph spoke the words
softly and didn’t bother waiting for a response. There was little
point to it. Mercy wasn’t a word found in the Delvay language, even
when dealing with their children.

More laughter erupted from the main hall, but
the thought of drinking and laughter no longer appealed to him at
all. Turning slowly, Neph headed for the stairs and his own rooms.
Tomorrow would be a disaster and he knew it. Zyi had left the
courtyard with bruises lacing both of her arms and very little sign
of improvement to her defense. No matter how many times he had
worked with her on spells or blades, she never improved. Her heart
simply wasn’t in it. His steps paused as he neared her door. He
could still see the glow of candlelight from beneath the door, but
there was no sound from within. Without bothering to knock, he
pushed the door lightly and leaned on the door frame to look
inside.

Zyi was seated under the window, her back
pressed against the dark stone wall with a snow cat kitten curled
in her lap. Her eyes were bloodshot and dried tears streaked her
face. Looking up at him, she smiled weakly and waved him in.

“I tried to talk to him,” Neph offered softly
as he stepped inside the room. His eyes roved over the colorful
paintings and tapestries that filled the small room and he smiled
faintly. Every other part of the Delvay keep was somber and dark.
Zyi’s room, however, was as bright and cheerful as a sun-filled
meadow.

“He didn’t listen,” Zyi concluded with a sigh
and nodded to him. “He never listens. Thank you for trying, though,
Neph.”

Neph nodded slowly as his gaze fell on the
packed bag hidden just beneath the edge of her bed. He studied it
for a long moment and nodded again. “I even tried to get him to
exile you,” Neph continued as he turned back to her.

Zyi gazed up at him and then slowly stood.
Carefully she shifted the kitten in her arms and offered it to
Neph. “I waited for you to come upstairs,” she said, her tone so
low the words were barely a whisper.

Watching her carefully Neph took the kitten
and stood silently as she gathered her bag over her shoulder.
“Where?” Neph asked. He knew he should be stopping her, but he
didn’t have the heart to. Their father had been quite clear on the
subject of her leaving, and he would be furious when he found out
that Neph had known.

“Away. Anywhere is better than here, Neph,”
Zyi whispered, her eyes growing glassy once more. “You are the only
thing I will miss here.” Moving quickly she wrapped her arms around
his waist and hugged him tightly.

He could feel her tears soaking through the
cotton of his shirt as he wrapped his own arms around her tiny
frame. She was so much smaller than the rest of them, so delicate
and fragile. The idea of her being alone in the world terrified
him, but then the thought of her facing the trial frightened him
more. If she couldn’t stand against him and hold her shields, she
didn’t have a prayer against the odds they would face tomorrow.
“Let me go with you,” Neph began unsure exactly where the words had
come from. He didn’t actually want to leave Delvay, but then, he
didn’t want to see her go alone, either. No one else would
understand her. Not like he did anyway. She was his twin; he knew
her better than anyone else ever could. He had always protected
her. What would she do without him to guard her from others? In
Delvay, it had been childish teasing. The outside world would be so
much worse and he knew it.

Zyi laughed, and the sound was choked with
her tears. Pulling back from him she shook her head and smiled. “I
love you so much for offering, Neph, but your place is here and we
both know it. I only waited here so I could say goodbye. I never
thought that you might go with me.”

Her voice was thick and Neph felt his chest
tightening.

“I don’t mind leaving her, Zyi. Let me get a
few things and we will go,” Neph placed the kitten carefully on the
bed and started to turn for the door as she grabbed his arm. He
paused and looked down at her once more as she shook her head
again. “Zyi, neither of us has ever been outside of Delvay. You
don’t even know what you are walking into,” Neph said gently.

“A better life for me, but it’s not a life
for you Neph. You belong here. You do have the warrior’s spirit.
You are one of the strongest in Delvay now. In time you will be
more than Father could ever hope to be,” Zyi whispered as she
placed a hand on his cheek. “Keep them in balance, Neph. Father is
as cold as winter and Kadan is heartless. You are the only one in
this damned place with any compass ion at all. Maybe one day you
will lead here, and I can come home again.”

“I will never lead Delvay, Zyi,” Neph said
with a faint smile and watched as she stepped away toward the door.
“How are you going to get out of here without them noticing?” Neph
asked quietly.

“They are drinking downstairs aren’t they?”
Zyi asked, pausing by the door.

“Aren’t they always?” Neph snorted in
response.

“Then they should be sleeping by now. I added
a little something extra to the mead tonight. Nothing that will
hurt them of course, but they will get a very sound night’s sleep
from it.” She smiled impishly and winked at him. “I will miss you
so much, Neph,” Zyi said softly as she stepped out into the
shadowed hall.

With a final glance around the room Neph
carefully picked the kitten up once more and balanced it in the
crook of his arm as he blew out the candle and headed for his own
room. Delvay would be a darker place without her, but he knew in
his heart it was for the best. Still, that didn’t silence the voice
screaming for him to go after her, to stop her, to go with her, to
do something. A lump was growing in his throat and he could feel
his eyes burning with unshed tears. With a heavy sigh, he stepped
into his own room and leaned back against the door. The kitten
stirred in his arm and he absently ran a hand through its thick
fur. For the first time in his life, he was truly alone. There was
no one left in Delvay that he could confide in, or show weakness
to. Zyi never judged him for emotions. “I should have gone with
her,” he whispered to the cat as he sat it down carefully on the
foot of his bed and began to strip out of his sweat stained
clothes. Tomorrow would be a long grueling day, and it would be
best to be well rested before facing it. Not that he truly believed
he would sleep tonight. With a heavy sigh, he glanced back at the
hallway once more. He doubted he would ever sleep soundly again,
knowing she was just as alone as he was in a world that was much
crueler than Delvay. The Academy might have been safe, and he could
only hope that was where she was heading.

 


* * *

 


Morning sunlight filtered down through the
trees as Neph guided his cat carefully up the steep mountain path.
By tradition, the trials were held on the tallest peak of the three
mountains surrounding the capital. His gaze rose to the snow
covered heights ahead of him and then to his brother who rode
beside him. “Are you going to say anything to me, Kadan?” he asked
finally. Kadan was typically quiet, but today was extreme even for
him. His brother had barely even looked in his direction since they
had ridden out.

“Did you know she was running away?” Kadan
asked, his voice low and filled with anger. His dark eyes locked on
Neph and narrowed. “Did you help her run away?”

Neph watched him for a long moment and shook
his head slowly. “I didn’t know she was going to do it, but I’m
glad she did. I didn’t help her, but I would have had she
asked.”

“I know she wouldn’t have left without
speaking with you, Neph,” Kadan snapped.

“She said goodbye,” Neph agreed, his gaze
moving once more to the mountain. Kadan would tell their father
everything he said and he knew it. By the time he faced his father,
however, he would be past the trial and could no longer be punished
as a child.

“You should have stopped her, Neph. She is
weak and has proven herself a coward by her actions,” Kadan’s voice
rose and Neph turned to regard him again.

“She is our sister, Kadan. She is gentle and
kind and has shown nothing but love toward us. You scorn her
because she doesn’t wish to fight,” Neph said and shook his head
slowly in disgust. “In my eyes, she should never have to fight,
Kadan. She has two brothers that should have been more than willing
to fight for her.”

“She is Delvay,” Kadan snapped, as if the
words explained his anger completely.

“She was Delvay,” Neph corrected. “And Delvay
didn’t understand her at all. Maybe she will find others that do,”
he added hopefully. “Idiot,” Kadan growled as he pushed his cat
forward into a lope. “C’mon. I’m eager to put this day behind
me.”

“You and me both,” Neph agreed as he urged
his cat forward. There was perhaps an hour left of riding and then
the trial. He had no doubts he would pass his tests. As Zyi had
said, he was one of the strongest in Delvay. His spells were
perfect and his shields were stronger than anyone he had faced so
far, including Kadan. With a faint smile he followed his brother in
silence as they crossed through the thick pine forest surrounding
the base of the mountain peak. Snow began to show on the ground and
the air cooled drastically as they continued to climb, but he was
used to the cold. He was Delvay and the mountains were as much a
part of him as his own flesh.

Movement to the side of the trail caught his
eye and Neph stared hard into the trees. His gaze locked on the
woman crouched in the snow at the base of one of the massive pines.
He knew her well enough, but he didn’t understand what she was
doing here. He nodded in greeting and frowned when she looked away
without returning the gesture. He knew she had seen him. Their eyes
had met.

“Why is Kes here, Kadan?” Neph asked
cautiously as he spotted another scout on the other side of the
road. Kes herself was the leader of the Delvay scouts and by all
rights she should have been south watching the borders. His brother
continued on in silence, either pretending he hadn’t heard the
question or simply choosing to ignore it. “Why is Kes here, Kadan?”
Neph demanded as a sick feeling began building in his gut.

“You know what the punishment for cowardice
is, Neph,” Kadan answered in a low voice.

Panic washed over him at the words and Neph
dug his heels painfully into the cat’s sides sending it leaping
forward on the path and past Kadan. Snow churned beneath the
creature’s massive paws as it scrambled up the steep trail. “No,
no, no,” Neph mumbled as the trial grounds grew closer. He knew it
was futile, though. In his heart he already knew what he would
see.

The smell of blood reached him before he had
cleared the last of the trees. With an incoherent groan he stumbled
from his saddle and staggered past the last of the pines and into
the trial grove. A circle of guards surrounded the clearing and he
could hear them move to block his way back out of the grove, but he
didn’t bother to look back. His eyes were locked on the body
swinging from the center post. Her pale blond hair was matted with
blood and her clothes were shredded from being drug up the mountain
side. His throat tightened as he moved quickly to her side. They
had bound her wrists and hung her from the post as if she was a
deer to be bled out. Tears burned at his eyes as he stared up at
her pale bruised face.

“Neph.” The word was mangled by her swollen
lips, but it still sounded like music to his ears. She was alive.
There was hope.

Carefully, Neph wrapped his arms around her
waist and lifted her until the rope slipped from the post. “It’s OK
now, Zyi, I’ve got you,” Neph whispered, his voice harsh. His eyes
rose to stare hard at the circle of guards. “She has suffered her
punishment. She needs a healer now,” he growled.

“Cowards do not receive mercy from Delvay,
neither do traitors.” The voice cracked through the clearing and
Neph turned slowly to face his father. “Did you help her, Neph? Are
you a traitor to your people?” RenDelvayon demanded.

“He didn’t help her father,” Kadan replied
before Neph could open his mouth. “I spoke with him on the ride and
I will swear by the Aspects and Divine that Neph is no
traitor.”

Neph stared hard at his brother before slowly
turning back to face his father. Zyi shifted in his arms and he
could feel her blood soaking through his armor. “She needs a
healer,” he repeated struggling to keep his voice calm.

“Return her to the post. We do not heal
cowards. You know the coward’s fate well enough to understand
that,” Ren said coldly. “She is your daughter!” Neph bellowed, his
panic and anger fueling his voice.

“That creature is not of my blood,” Ren
snapped in disgust and pointed once more to the center post. “Place
her back on the post or share her fate Neph.”

“Do it, Neph. Let me die. Don’t fight for me,
please,” Zyi begged weakly. Her hand moved to his arm and her pale
blue eyes flickered open. “Please, Neph.”

“Save your strength, Zyi. You will need it
for the ride back down the mountain,” Neph whispered and kissed her
gently on the forehead. Carefully he sat her down at the base of
the pole and pulled off his cloak. Gently he wrapped the thick wool
around her and slowly stood once more, facing his father. “You want
her back on the pole then come and put her there yourself,” Neph
snapped as he pulled his sword slowly from its scabbard.

“You would challenge me for a coward?” Ren
demanded his anger rising in his voice.

“My sister,” Neph corrected firmly and
squared his shoulders as he brought up his strongest shields.
“Consider it a challenge if you want. I really don’t care. All I’m
saying is, she is going back down the mountain with me and if I
have to fight you first, so be it.”

“I always knew you had a weak heart,” Ren
snapped as he drew his own blade. Stalking forward he shook his
head in disgust.

“At least I have one,” Neph growled as he
moved to meet his father’s first attack. Metal screamed as he
parried the blow. Stepping back quickly he dodged the next swing
and struck low with his own blade. His sword grazed across his
father’s armored leg. Frantically Neph called on his magic to lend
him speed as he parried another bone jarring blow that had been
aimed at his head.

“You can’t win here, Neph,” his father
growled as his own magic flared to life and his attacks doubled.
“You may have strength, but it isn’t honed. One day you might be
stronger than me, but not today,” RenDelvayon was the High Lord of
Delvay for one simple reason: he was the strongest. No one in
Delvay could match him at swords or magic.

“I’d rather die than see her hang again.”
Neph gasped the words as he struggled to keep pace with his
father’s sword. Blow after blow rang down on him and it was all he
could do to parry or dodge. At this rate, his father was right. He
didn’t have a chance. He needed a break in the assault, just one
chance to strike a solid blow.

Back stepping quickly, Neph circled his
father and pulled on his magic once more. It was dangerous to speed
himself more than he was already, but he had no choice. His
accuracy would suffer and he knew it, but it was the only chance he
had at landing a blow. His sword flashed out again striking sparks
from his father’s breastplate and he felt his hope rise. His father
had been so sure of the fight that he hadn’t even bothered to put
up shields. That was the second time he had scored a line in his
armor. Now all he had to do was hit flesh.

“False hope, Neph,” his father growled as he
renewed the assault with a savagery that Neph had never before
seen.

Staggering back under the attack, Neph
parried his father’s blade as quickly as he could, his sword
flashing like a hummingbird in the morning light. His fingers were
growing numb with the ringing of his blade. Pain flashed down his
arm and he barely had time to register the wound before he was
blocking another blow.

“Sloppy, Neph. Too much speed for you to
handle,” Ren scolded, sounding almost bored as his blade bit deep
into Neph’s side.

Bright red droplets stained the snow in a
spray as Ren tore his sword free once more and continued to
advance. Desperately, Neph parried the next blow and spun bringing
his sword up sharply for his father’s neck. His father dodged the
brunt of the blow, but his blade still managed to score a thin line
down the side of the High Lord’s face. His small victory was lost
in the pain, however. Stumbling back Neph stared down stupidly at
the sword stuck through his side. His own blade slipped from his
fingers and his knees buckled beneath him.

“Such a waste, Neph. You had so much
potential,” Ren sighed as he moved forward and kicked Neph’s blade
out of reach. “I’ll tell you what, though, Neph. They say I don’t
have mercy, but I will prove them wrong today. If you can make it
back down the mountain I will forgive your sins and forget this
ever happened. Prove you are worthy of the name Delvayon.”

“Fuck you,” Neph growled as he pulled the
sword from his own side. With a snarl he forced himself back to his
feet and glared in defiance at his father. Wiping one hand across
his face Neph steadied himself and raised the blade shakily toward
his father. “I’m not done yet,” he growled, though he could feel
his strength fading quickly as his blood colored the snow below
him.

“It would be wiser to use that strength to
crawl back down the mountain and beg forgiveness, Neph,” Kadan
called from his place near the entrance to the grove.

“Leave him be,” RenDelvayon called to the
surrounding guards and motioned for them to leave the grove.
Turning back to his son he smiled coldly. “If only your judgment
was as sound as your determination, Neph. You could have been a son
I would have been proud of.”

Neph ground his teeth and willed his body to
move. Raising his sword over his head he sprang at his father with
every ounce of remaining strength he had. Pain shot through his
limbs as the sword rang hard against metal. His father’s gauntleted
hand was wrapped around the blade holding it firmly in place.

With a smile, Ren twisted the blade,
wrenching it from Neph’s weakened grasp. He shoved hard against his
son’s chest, sending him crashing back into the bloodstained snow.
“Better judgment, Neph,” his father repeated as he flipped the
blade around and replaced it in his scabbard. Turning he walked
back toward Kadan without another glance back. “Leave them
both.”

Swallowing heavily, Neph watched as the grove
emptied of people. Most wouldn’t look at him and those that did had
expressions of disgust written plainly on their faces. Not even his
own brother would meet his gaze.

“I didn’t want you to die with me,” Zyi
whispered, her voice weaker than it had been before.

“Neither of us is going to die. I will get us
out of here,” Neph mumbled as he pulled himself closer to her.

“How, Neph? Neither of us knows spells to
transport yet,” Zyi’s voice was filled with despair and she sounded
close to tears.

“Just give me a minute,” Neph muttered as he
pulled his dagger from his boot and began to cut strips from the
end of his cloak. Clumsily he wrapped his wounds as best he could
and placed the dagger once more in his boot. “Ready?” he asked
softly as he pulled himself to his feet once more. It took every
ounce of will he had to remain silent through the wave of agony,
but he wouldn’t allow himself to make a sound. She was in worse
shape than he was, and he needed her to keep hope. If she knew how
wounded he was, she would argue with him, and he didn’t have the
strength to spare for that. Carefully he leaned over and picked her
up. Pain tore through him with a wave of dizziness as fresh blood
soaked his bandaged side.

“Leave me, Neph,” Zyi begged as she struggled
weakly for him to put her back down. “You don’t have strength
enough for yourself.

Taking me will just kill us both.”

“Neither of us is going to die,” Neph
repeated through gritted teeth. “I will get us both down the damned
mountain, and it will be the last either of us see of Delvay. I’ll
even let you decide where we go, Zyi. As you said, anywhere is
better than here.”

“It wouldn’t be like this if mother was still
here. None of this would have happened. Why didn’t she take us with
her, Neph?” Zyi muttered softly. Her head dropped limply against
his chest as she spoke.

“He would have hunted for us, Zyi, and she
knew it. We are his children. He never bothered to look for her,
but she knew he w ould hunt for us. I can’t blame her for leaving
after what I’ve seen today.” Neph paused and tried to force more
cheer into his voice as he continued. “Maybe we will find her out
there in our travels. She could be living in Sanctuary, or maybe
Arovan. I’ve heard Arovan has mountains too, and she always loved
the mountains.” He didn’t really believe the words as he spoke
them, but maybe they would give Zyi more hope to cling to.

Their mother had left years ago, and there
had been no word since. At the time it had been a betrayal in his
eyes. She had abandoned them, and Neph had never wanted to see her
again. Today, however, had opened his eyes to a lot he hadn’t known
about his father. He had always known RenDelvayon to be cold, but
he had never before seen him as cruel. He could only imagine what
his mother must have endured beyond the sight of others. Despite
the words he had spoken to Zyi, after today he wondered if Ren
truly had let their mother go. As coldly as he had left his two
children to die, Neph could well imagine Ren sending hunters after
his runaway wife. It wouldn’t have been to bring her home though,
and he knew it. Zyi didn’t need to think about any of that now,
however, and neither did he. There were more important things for
him to focus on now.

“Love you, Neph,” Zyi mumbled, her words
barely coherent. Her head hadn’t moved at all from where it rested
against his chest and her eyes were no longer open.

“Love you too, Zyi. Now save your strength
and quit talking. There will be plenty of time to talk once you are
stronger,” Neph mumbled as he stared hard at the crooked path
leading out of the grove. Gently he shifted Zyi’s small body in his
arms and willed his feet to move forward.

It was a three hour ride from the city to
this grove. He could only imagine how long it would be walking
wounded. He did his best to keep from stumbling as they left the
sheltering circle of pines that surrounded the grove, but it was
impossible once he was beyond the trees. The path was steep and
slick with snow and loose rocks. Each slip of his foot sent agony
through his body and it was all he could do to keep from making any
noise. Zyi was resting as far as he could tell and as weak as she
was, she needed all the peace he could give her. He wasn’t sure
what they had done to her beyond the dragging, but he knew she
needed a healer as soon as he could reach one. Zyi was so weak that
every moment he delayed might be her last. With that thought firmly
in his mind Neph forced himself to continue long past the point
where his body gave up. Wounds didn’t matter. Pain didn’t matter.
Zyi mattered.

 


* * *

 


Night was falling as Neph rounded the last
corner in the path. The lights of Delvay shone brightly through the
trees below him. His mind was so fogged with exhaustion that he
almost giggled in relief at the sight. Carefully, he leaned back
against a massive oak and it was all he could do to keep from
sliding to the ground. It was the first break he had allowed
himself and it was only willpower that had kept him moving this
far.

His strength had failed him hours ago.
Gently, he shifted Zyi and her head lolled against his chest to
hang limply over his arm. “Zyi,” he whispered as he moved his arm
to cradle her head back against him. “Zyi,” he repeated as panic
rose in his chest. Her face was lax without even the flicker of an
eyelash. Fumbling, he pulled the cloak back away from her and
allowed himself to slide to the ground as he pressed his fingers
against her neck desperately searching for a pulse. Her body was
still warm to the touch, but there was no sign of life from her.
“Zyi, please,” Neph pleaded. “Zyi, we are there. Please just open
your eyes, make a sound, damn it, Zyi, please.” His words poured
out of him in frantic gasps as he struggled to find any signs of
life in his sister.

“She is dead, Neph,” Kadan’s voice was a
whisper in the night, but still it froze Neph in place.

Tears were pouring down his face and he had
been whining like a child. If Kadan chose to act he would have full
right to kill him for his weakness. He hadn’t even heard his
brother approach, and yet when he looked up there he was looming
against the twilight sky in his dark plate armor.

“Leave her body and follow me,” Kadan
ordered. The expression on his face was like stone. If he felt any
grief at Zyi’s passing it wasn’t showing.

“I’m not leaving her,” Neph hissed through
clenched teeth. He had managed to stop the tears, but there was
nothing he could do about the tightness in his throat. They had
been so close. If only he had been able to walk a bit faster. Zyi
would be alive if he hadn’t been so weak.

“He will feed her body to the cats, Neph. Do
you want to watch that? You know what the penalty for cowardice
is,” Kadan said in a level voice.

“She wasn’t a coward, Kadan!” Neph bellowed
as he staggered to his feet. “Do you know how much courage it took
to defy father?” he demanded as he cradled Zyi’s limp body closer
to his chest. “Do you know what kind of strength of will it took
for her to beg me to leave her behind? She was willing to die
alone, Kadan, and not once did she plead for help. You will not
call her a coward again.”

Kadan watched him silently, his dark eyes
flickering once to Zyi’s body then back to Neph’s face, his
expression still neutral. He shrugged as if the point wasn’t one
worth arguing over. “Say what you will about it, Neph, but Father
is the one that will determine what is done with her remains, and
he sees her as a coward,” The cold practical logic of Kadan’s voice
burned through Neph’s mind.

“Why are you here?” Neph demanded. His temper
was burning so hotly now he didn’t even consider his wounds
anymore. Carefully, he sat Zyi’s body down behind him and turned to
face his brother once more. Kadan was older and better trained, but
Kadan was predictable in his fighting. If his brother answered
poorly, Neph would guarantee he bore the scars for his words for
the rest of his life.

“I was waiting for you,” Kadan explained
calmly. “Father said you would die. I knew better. Technically, you
have accomplished the task he set for you. You have made it back
down the mountain, and I can assist you to the healer now.”

“Assist me in burying our sister, Kadan! Do
that much and I might find a shred of forgiveness for you,” Neph
snarled.

“I don’t seek forgiveness, Neph. I’ve done
nothing wrong. You are the one that broke our laws. A coward hangs,
you know that, and Ren declared her a coward,” Kadan replied with
another shrug his eyes moving past Neph to scan the forest behind
them.

“I told you not to call her that,” Neph
snarled as his fist slammed into his Kadan’s jaw with bone breaking
force. His brother’s attention had been elsewhere, and technically
it was a sucker punch, but that didn’t matter at all to him at the
moment. All rational thought fled his mind as he hammered his anger
into his brother’s flesh. Neph didn’t bother to defend himself when
Kadan started fighting back. All that mattered was delivering
punishment to his brother. He didn’t care if he was wounded
further. It was their fault that she was dead. Kadan had left her
to die, and Neph had failed to save her. Both of them deserved to
feel pain now.

 


* * *

 


“As stubborn as your mother was.” The voice
echoed through his mind from what seemed like a thousand miles
away. “You almost died, you know,” The words continued and slowly
Neph’s fogged thoughts registered the sound of Kes’s voice. A damp
cloth brushed at his face and he lifted his arm feebly to brush it
away. “Stop it, Neph I’m wiping the blood from your face. Or what’s
left of your face anyway. What were you thinking picking a fight
with Kadan when you were already wounded?”

“Get away from me,” Neph mumbled as he forced
his eyes open. The world blurred around him, then slowly came into
focus. Bright sunlight showed through the window illuminating his
room in the Delvay keep. Kes frowned down at him from beside his
bed, her hand poised to deliver another swipe of the wet cloth.
“Get away from me!” Neph snarled with more conviction and forced
himself to sit up. Pain echoed through his body. Every inch of his
flesh seemed to be bruised or bleeding.

“You haven’t had a healer, Neph. You are
going to tear the wounds back open. Lay back down,” Kes ordered in
what had to be her best impression of a motherly voice. Her tanned
face was creased with worry and he could see glassiness in her dark
green eyes.

“You brought her to him. I saw you in the
woods Kes. How dare you even come near me after what happened,”
Neph growled. Ignoring her words, he pulled himself from the bed.
His knees wobbled beneath him, but he gritted his teeth and forced
himself to remain upright.

“I had no choice about that, Neph,” Kes said
softly. She started to move toward him, then hesitated and shook
her head at him. “Please, Neph, lie back down. Lord Delvayon won’t
let a healer in to see you, but he says if you live you have passed
the trials.”

“Fuck his trials,” Neph snarled, his gaze
searching his room for his armor. “Neph, please lie back down. You
are hurt worse than you think,” Kes repeated.

“I’m leaving,” Neph informed coldly.
Staggering on his feet he moved to his closet and began to shove
his travel bag full as quickly as he could.

“What? You can’t be serious, Neph you can
barely cross the room,” Kes argued as she moved up behind him and
tugged at his arm trying to pull him back toward the bed. She
wasn’t forceful, but the little strength she used threatened to
unbalance him. Shrugging her off, Neph turned and glared at her,
allowing her to see just a glimpse of the hatred he felt. With a
gasp she stepped back, staring at him in shock.

“Get the hell out of my sight. I’ve never hit
a woman before, Kes, but if I so much as see you again, I will kill
you.” Neph spoke the words with cool promise.

“Neph, I had no choice,” Kes muttered.
Fumbling, she opened the door behind her, still staring at him with
wide eyes.

“We all have a choice, Kes. You chose to kill
my sister,” Neph snapped, his eyes flashing with anger, but he knew
he was in no condition to act on it now. It was taking everything
he had just to pack his bag.

“Had I refused, he would have thrashed me,
Neph.” Kes pressed herself against the door frame, her eyes intent
on his every move.

“And that is the problem with Delvay. We say
we kill cowards, and yet everyone in this city is a fucking coward.
No one speaks his mind. No one dares defy my father. You are all
weak pathetic bitches. Never again will I soften my words, and when
something is wrong,” he paused and locked gazes with her. “I will
act on it despite the consequences. I will never again bow down
before someone who doesn’t deserve my respect. Lord Delvayon can
kiss my ass and so can the rest of this god forsaken place. I will
not return to Delvay until that bastard is dead.”

“Neph, please, I know you are angry, but he
has forgiven you.” Kes’s eyes searched his face frantically as she
spoke as if she was looking for some sign of rational thought. It
was clear from the expression on her face she thought he had gone
mad.

“I will never forgive him, or any of you for
that matter. This is not what Delvay was. We were the heroes in the
past, and he has led us down a much darker path. I will keep the
name Delvayon for one single purpose. To set everything right.”
Glaring at her, he motioned toward the door once more. “Go,” he
ordered, allowing anger and hatred to fuel the word. She fled the
room without another word, confirming his thoughts about cowards.
They should all hang as Zyi had.

Swinging his bag over his shoulder, Neph
walked from his room and down into the main hall, ignoring the
staring faces that watched his progress. He had no words for any of
them. They had avoided looking at him in the grove, but they all
watched him now.

“Neph,” Kadan called from behind him, but he
ignored his brother and continued for the door. He had one more
purpose in Delvay and then he would leave and never look back, at
least not while RenDelvayon lived.

Neph made his way in silence through the
front gate and up the small path that led to the trial grove. Her
body was still where he had left it, as he knew it would be. It was
custom to leave the remains of cowards or traitors for the
scavengers of the forest. He had known Kadan would leave her here,
despite the fact that she had been neither.

Pulling his bag free from his shoulder he
dropped it to the ground and knelt in front of her. His eyes traced
over her face memorizing each detail. She had been his twin in
everything. They shared the same eyes and pale hair. The only
difference had been their strength. All of his life Neph had
believed he was the stronger of the two of them, but Zyi had proved
him wrong. Out of everyone in the city below, she had been the only
one strong enough to tell RenDelvayon no, and she had died for
it.

Slowly he pulled his dagger from his boot and
gently cut a lock free from her tangled blond hair. Wrapping it
carefully around his hand he sliced the edge of his palm and let
his blood run slowly down to mingle with the dried blood already
staining the hair. “I’m so sorry Zyi. I should have gone with you,
or stood up to father. I don’t really know what I should have done.
I just know I should have done something.” Neph paused and stared
down at the bloodstained hair. Silently he clenched his fist around
it before looking back down at her body once more. “It won’t happen
again, Zyi. I promise you that. From this day forward I will speak
my mind and to hell with the consequences. I will not back down
when I know something is wrong.” He paused and tightened his hand
on the hair. “I promise you I will help those who truly deserve it
as I should have helped you, Zyi.”

Footsteps on the path behind him drew his
attention and Neph glanced back at two riders approaching. Letting
out a slow breath he stood and tucked the bloody strand of hair
into his cloak pocket before turning to face them. He closed his
eyes for a moment and willed himself back to calmness. There were
so many emotions churning in his gut it was nearly impossible to
keep from sobbing or screaming. Neph wasn’t sure which he truly
wanted to do.

He recognized both of the riders, however,
and now was not the time for either.

“By our beliefs, the dead do not hear our
words. Once the soul has left the body it is in the hands of the
Divine and no longer cares for mortal concerns.” His Aunt’s voice
was calm and level as was the expression on her wind burned face.
She was younger than his father by several years, but it didn’t
show in her features. KayDelvayon lived most of her life outdoors
and the effects showed in her numerous scars and deeply tanned
skin.

“I doubt you are here for theology lessons.
Are you planning to drag me back?” Neph asked coldly.

She frowned her disapproval at his tone and
shook her head, her long brown braid bumping slowly against her
armor. “We are planning to help you bury your sister,” Kay
explained in the same neutral voice. Turning back to her snow cat
she pulled a shovel from behind the saddle and tossed it to the
second rider. “Kadan, start digging the hole. I need to speak with
your brother for a time.”

Neph had purposely avoided looking at Kadan
until that moment, but now he couldn’t help but watch in stunned
amazement as his brother caught the shovel and dropped from the
saddle wordlessly. Without so much as a glance in Neph’s direction,
Kadan set up the hill and into the woods, his gaze searching the
ground as he walked.

“I have nothing to say to anyone,” Neph
began, but his Aunt cut him off with a sharp gesture.

“I have plenty to say to you, so shut up and
listen,” Kay snapped. Turning, she searched the area until her eyes
landed on a spot beneath a massive pine that was reasonably clear
of rocks. With another quick gesture in his direction, she made her
way to the spot and dropped down into a cushion of pine
needles.

“I don’t have to listen to you. I am
apparently a citizen now,” Neph grumbled, but even as he spoke the
words he was walking to join her. Her clear brown eyes settled on
him as he sat down across from her and he could see how exhausted
she was.

“I don’t have to waste my time seeking you
out, either. I love you, however, so I did. You love me as well, so
you will listen,” Kay said with a sigh. Her gaze trailed past him
for a moment to Zyi’s body and a flicker of pain crossed her face.
She shook her head sadly and met Neph’s gaze once more. “I won’t
defend what your father did. I will explain it to you, though,” she
began.

“I don’t want you to explain it. I don’t want
to think of him at all,” Neph snarled and sat back quickly as her
large palm connected squarely with the side of his head in a solid
smack. Blinking, he stared at her in shock. His Aunt had never
raised a hand at him before, even when he had deserved it.

“I said shut up and listen, Neph. I’m tired
and I have no patience for petulance. I rode all night to reach
here when I heard what happened,”

Kay snapped back at him. With another sigh,
she rubbed the fingers on the hand she had smacked him with and
shook her head lightly. “Thick- skulled brat,” she muttered. She
shifted where she sat and adjusted her sword before continuing.
“The trials have always been part of Delvay, Neph. In the
beginning, however, they were only for our warriors. It wasn’t
until after your Grandfather died that it was decided that everyone
must be a warrior and therefore everyone must take the trial. Not
everyone agreed with it, but Ren was in charge so they accepted
it.”

“Cowards,” Neph grumbled, his expression
filled with disgust.

“What is the penalty for treason, Neph?” Kay
asked sharply her eyes narrowing.

“It varies depending on the severity, but
typically its disembowelment and being left to the mountains,” Neph
answered slowly with a frown beginning to form on his face.

“Delvay is ruled by the strongest; it always
has been. To disobey or to go against a direct order of our leader
is considered treason. So unless you can take Ren in a fight, you
accept what he says. No one in Delvay can defeat my brother yet.
You might have considered that before you spoke so harshly to Kes.
She had no choice but to do what she did.” Kay’s tone had grown
harsher and Neph could see the anger she was working so hard to
control.

“What do you mean, yet? You think Kadan will
ever take over?” Neph asked dryly and shook his head in disgust.
“Kadan doesn’t have the balls to challenge father.”

“And neither did you before today, but no, I
wasn’t thinking of Kadan,” Kay answered with a faint smirk staring
pointedly at him.

Eyes widening Neph returned her stare until
she nodded slowly. “Me?” he asked dumbly, though she had already
answered his question.

“My brother is a strong ruler, but he isn’t a
good ruler, Neph. He is doing the best he can with what he has,
though. The trials weed out the weak for several reasons and if you
will be silent long enough, I will let you know them.” Kay paused
and watched him as he nodded for her to continue. Her gaze flicked
back to Zyi once more and her anger faded to what seemed to be
resignation to his eyes. “Delvay is failing, Neph. Our heroes are
gone and we are losing our strength. There was a time when only the
best were chosen to defend Delvay. Now everyone must.”

“But if we need numbers, why do we kill our
children?” Neph broke in.

Kay glared at him for a long moment and
rolled her eyes. “I am explaining that, Neph,” she grumbled shaking
her head at him once more. “It’s two reasons, mainly. We cannot
show weakness to the outside world. That is why our children are
not permitted to leave Delvay at all until they are past the trial.
If our enemies had any indication of how weak we are now, they
would march in force without hesitation. We are insular; we always
have been. Now, however, it is more hiding than anything else.” Her
words faltered and she rubbed her face. “The other reason is for
future generations. Our blood is already too weak now, Neph. That
is why we don’t allow commons to live among us. We can’t afford to
weaken ourselves further. Our lands are harsh; they do not provide
much. We cannot have a large population here, and we cannot force
the strong among us to provide for those too weak to take care of
themselves. Everyone must do their part, and if they are too weak
to do it…” Her voice trailed off and she shrugged at him.

“Zyi could have left like mother did. He
could have exiled her and taken her name and then it wouldn’t have
reflected back on Delvay. He didn’t have to kill her,” Neph argued,
a spark of his anger returning at her callous words.

“No, he couldn’t have, Neph. Do you have any
idea how many children fail the trial each year?” Kay spoke gently
and watched him as he shook his head slowly. “No, I didn’t think
you did. Too many, Neph. As I said, Delvay is failing. How could
Ren let his daughter walk away after forcing so many others to die
in the trial?”

“He could have let her go when she ran away.
He could have disowned her after she was gone rather than turning
his back on her after she was already on Death’s doorstep,” Neph
broke in once more.

“No, he couldn’t. Despite how you say no one
would know where she was from, they would. All it would take is for
Zyi to talk about her past. One little whisper to someone she
trusted and soon everyone wherever she was would know she was High
Lord Delvayon’s errant daughter. People gossip, Neph. I loved Zyi
as much as I love you, Neph, and I grieve for her passing, but she
was weak.” Kay leaned back against the Pine tree and watched him as
a wave of emotions washed over him.

The desire to lash out was so strong he had
to bite his own tongue. Instead, he tilted his gaze up to the pale
blue sky and tried to rein in his emotions once more. Kay had
always been honest with him. Some truths, however, were painful to
hear.

“Tell him all of it, Kay. Don’t let him walk
out of here thinking he will find her.” Kadan’s voice broke the
silence between them and Neph turned his gaze back to his brother.
Slowly he looked back at Kay a frown creasing his face.

“Why won’t I find my mother if I search for
her?” Neph demanded cautiously.

Kay closed her eyes for a moment then turned
to glare at Kadan. “I was getting to that, Kadan. I trust the grave
is done?” “It is,” Kadan agreed.

“Watch your words, then, or I will be digging
another and you will be measuring your own work from the inside,”
Kay said in a clipped voice before turning back to Neph.

“Delvay’s strength is failing, Neph.
Magically, you are the strongest child that has been born in the
mountains in the last five hundred years. Your sister showed
potential as well, but she didn’t have the strength of will that
you do,” Kay began carefully.

“What does my magic strength have to do with
my mother?” Neph snapped.

“You are stronger than father ever was. It’s
rumored that you are stronger than my Grandfather was. You don’t
show any of the weakness that is plaguing Delvay. What does that
tell you, Neph?” Kadan growled drawing another glare from their
Aunt.

“Kadan, I’m warning you for the last time,”
Kay said levelly. Turning back to Neph, she shrugged. “There is no
pleasant way to explain, Neph, but what Kadan says is true. Add the
fact that you were born early by nearly two weeks and the fact that
your hair is blond while your mother’s was chestnut and well…” Her
words trailed off once more and she shrugged again.

“So, I’m not truly Delvayon?” Neph gasped his
eyes flickering between the two of them.

“Your mother was a cousin of our house, so
technically you do have some Delvayon blood,” Kadan offered gently.
“Well then, who in the bloody hell is my true father?” Neph
demanded.

“No one but your mother knew that, and no one
has seen or heard from her since the night you cast your first
spell at three years of age. It was strong enough to knock a hole
through the keep wall, and far more powerful than any Delvay child
would have been capable of. After that, Ren told us all that she
had run off. Most of us didn’t believe it,” Kay explained softly.
She chewed on her lip for a long moment before meeting Neph’s eyes
once more. “Delvay won’t stand much longer at this rate, Neph. My
brother is leading us to ruin and only a few of us even realize
it.”

“Are you expecting me to save it somehow?”
Neph asked incredulously.

“No, I’m not expecting it, but I’m hoping
that you will,” Kay answered softly. “There is no one else that is
strong enough to take control from him. Go and learn, Neph. Gain
strength and wisdom and consider what I’ve said today. I will pray
that you return but I will never expect it of you. The choice is
entirely yours, and Delvay will do as it always has and try to
survive either way.” Standing slowly, she dusted her armor off and
looked down at him. “Let’s see to Zyi now and make our peace with
our grief,” she said softly.

“I thought it wasn’t allowed to bury those
accused of cowardice? Why are the two of you helping me with this?”
Neph spoke carefully to keep the anger and frustration from his
voice. They were both questions that he truly wanted answered and
he didn’t want to give them reason to ignore him.

“Everyone buries their dead, Neph. Most sneak
out of the city to do it to avoid difficulties. No one leaves their
child for the wolves, though,” Kay answered with a sigh.

Kadan simply shook his head and shrugged.
“She was my sister, Neph. I do what I must to keep him happy, but I
didn’t want this anymore than you did. I simply knew I wasn’t
strong enough to challenge him on it. You lived, Neph, I wouldn’t
have. My hopes are resting on you as much as Kay’s are.”

“I haven’t forgiven you for allowing it,
Kadan. You should have spoken up regardless of strength. Maybe if
the two of us had stood together, he would have listened.” Neph
stared hard at his brother as he spoke, but Kadan didn’t so much as
flinch, instead he smiled with approval.

“I don’t expect you to ever forgive me, Neph,
and if you do I’ll be disappointed. I doubt I’ll ever forgive
myself. Don’t expect me to say more on the topic, Neph. Let it lie
between us as it is. You never know when you are being watched, or
by whom.” Kadan turned with those words and walked silently back
toward the trees where he had dug the grave.

“Fetch the body, Neph,” Kay said softly as
she followed after Kadan.


Chapter 1

 


(Seven years later.) Southern Goswin

 


 


The sound of footsteps rang through the early
morning darkness outside his tent. Neph glanced up briefly as the
regiment passed. The faint gleam of their armor was barely visible
through the crack in his tent flap, but still he recognized them as
Goswin forces. Turning back to his table he opened his bag and
began pulling his dueling armor from its depths. The leather had
been stored for nearly a year without being oiled, but it was still
soft and supple and the metal studs that lined it shone as just
polished. Systematically, he began removing the leather armor he
typically wore, dropping it piece by piece into his travel bag. On
a normal day, he wouldn’t have bothered switching his armor out.
Today wasn’t normal, however. Today the odds were set so far
against them it was almost laughable. He needed every edge he could
get today. Jala’s life depended on it. Flipping the leather vest
over, he examined the inside, carefully checking each metal stud
for any sign of filth. Satisfied that it was as clean as he could
make it, given the circumstances, he pulled the vest on over his
scarred back. The sharp metal points jabbed into his flesh as he
laced the armor and he seized the pain in his mind.

Other channelers generally chose the elements
for their focus. He, however, had chosen pain and the anger it bred
in him. Fire could be doused. Wind was a gamble. Pain, however, was
always in ready supply, either from his armor or simply from the
world itself. Sanctuary was filled with pain and Neph had never had
difficulty summoning anger. Both of his focus elements were as
constant as the sun and sky and had never failed him.

He laced the bracers on next, followed by his
gloves. Each piece of armor bit at his skin, the pain more an
irritation than anything else. Over the years he had developed a
pain tolerance that would have impressed any masochist. Today,
however, he needed more than irritation. He needed to channel
everything he could. Flexing his hands, he tested the spikes
digging into the back of his arms and inhaled deeply. A small smile
spread across his lips as he slammed his two arms together driving
the spikes deep into his flesh. Agony tore through him and he
seized it, opening the full channel to his magic. His reserves
soared as his focus narrowed on the pain.

“I finally see why you have such a sunny
personality,” Shade whispered from the tent flap and Neph turned to
glower at him.

“What do you want?” Neph snarled as he shoved
the rest of his discarded armor into his bag. It was bad enough
having Madren in the camp, but Shade Morcaillo was almost too much
for him to stomach. Shade weighed every action on a moral scale
before doing anything. He actually had the audacity to argue
against going to Arovan. It had been a combination of Neph
reminding Madren that he wouldn’t have a country to protect if not
for Jala, and plain intimidation that finally decided the
matter.

“Madren sent me to get you. He says the
witches are ready to begin the portal and well…” Shade paused and
smirked at Neph. “You scare the hell out of him so he sent me to
get you. Probably a good thing too, if he had seen you pounding
spikes into your skin he might have fainted. May I ask why,
exactly, you did that and how you intend to shroud the entire
portal spell? According to Madren, you are going to hide the entire
army from the Rivasan mages and I frankly think it’s bullshit.”

“No, you can’t ask and I don’t give a shit
what you think,” Neph growled as he pulled the bag over his
shoulder and shoved his way past

Shade into the chill of the early spring
morning. The sun was just beginning to show itself for the day,
which meant he didn’t have much time. The Rivasans were giving Jala
until morning before they attacked and if they were literal in
their words they could already be starting the assault. There was
no help for it, though. The preparations had taken most of the
night. It had been a chore in itself to gather the Delvay and
prepare them. Most had no stomach for fighting after their failure
to protect their own homeland. Once again, Neph had called upon
intimidation and his pathetically small army had gathered and
prepared.

The Goswin forces had been the time consuming
part. Madren simply didn’t have the temperament to bully his forces
and the debate on his side over whether they should actually
participate in the battle had taken hours. It likely could have
been decided much sooner had Shade simply kept his mouth shut, but
then as long as Neph had known Shade, the man had never been very
good at that. For every action, every choice, and every dream,
Shade Morcaillo had an opinion and it was usually opposing whatever
was suggested by others.

“I haven’t given up talking him out of this,
you know,” Shade began conversationally as they crossed the
camp.

“If you succeed, I will personally rip you
apart. I thought you were supposed to be Jala’s friend,” Neph
responded coldly.

“I am. That’s why I’m trying to respect her
decision. She sent you here to live, not to run back to die,” Shade
said firmly, repeating words that Neph was utterly sick of hearing.
It had been the same argument all night.

Stopping in his tracks, Neph whirled on Shade
and stepped closer to him. Staring down hard at the smaller man,
Neph summoned his darkest glare and almost smiled when the slighter
man simply stared back up at him without the slightest hint of
nerves. While it would have been nice if Shade would have cowered
like everyone else did when they glimpsed his temper, Neph had to
give the boy credit for his nerves. Even if he was a self-righteous
prick with too many opinions, Shade Morcaillo did have spine.

“This might actually work on others, Neph,
but it isn’t working on me. I can be intimidated, but it takes
someone a hell of a lot scarier than you. Vaze might have been able
to do it. You want to call him back?” Shade offered in the same
conversational voice.

“Vaze has more important things to do than
silence you. He is summoning the other nations to support Jala,
which leaves me the task of shutting you the hell up. So, let’s see
if I can actually accomplish that, Shade,” Neph began, his voice
low and filled with warning.

“Doubtful, but you are welcome to try,” Shade
sighed with a slight shrug and stared back up at Neph, matching his
glower with a curious relaxed expression.

“We are going through the portal and we are
going to help Jala. I know she wants us to live. It’s possible she
wants us to live almost as much as I want her to live, Shade. The
key to friendship is that you respect their wishes when you know
their choice is the right one. Jala’s isn’t, so I’m not respecting
it. Jala chose to sacrifice herself to save others.” Neph paused
and shook his head at Shade. “The problem with that, she needs to
live to save others. Without her, everything falls apart, Shade.
Look at who has rallied behind her. She has Soulreavers and Arovan
working together, for the love of the Divine. She has dragons at
her call and the Firym on her side. Even Oblivion calls her friend.
No one else could do that. She has me willing to die for her,
Shade. I wouldn’t die for my own blood kin. Jala Merrodin is the
lynchpin that could hold everything together and possibly stop the
endless wars, and she is about to die. Salvation for all of our
people is at hand and you want to let it slip away. I don’t care if
every man and woman I take through that portal dies as long as Jala
lives. I will see this world become a better place, Shade, and Jala
is the key.”

Neph paused in his words again and stepped
closer to Shade until they stood barely inches apart. He let his
glower fade and stared hard at Shade, willing him to see past the
anger to see the pure conviction in his eyes. “We are going through
that portal and we are going to do everything in our power to see
that Jala Merrodin lives, and if you get in my way one more time on
this, Shade, I will kill you. When I kill someone there is no
coming back. I’m not blustering. I’m not threatening. I’m promising
you. Not even Rose will be able to call your soul back if you open
your mouth one more time to say we should let Jala die. Are we
clear?”

“So the spikes in your armor are your focus,
aren’t’ they? Pain as a focus; that’s pretty clever,” Shade
murmured with interest and patted Neph lightly on the shoulder
before stepping around him. “Well said, Neph, you should have
explained it that way last night. We are wasting time, you know.
The Witches have been ready to open the portal for about twenty
minutes now. I’m sure they are tired of waiting,” Shade called over
his shoulder as he strolled off toward the center of camp.

“If the Rivasans don’t kill him today, I’m
going to kill him myself,” Neph growled as he followed after the
rogue, trying desperately to ignore the jaunty tune Shade was
whistling.

 


* * *

 


“How long can you hold the shroud over us?”
Shade asked softly, his eyes locked on the distant Rivasan
forces.

“For as long as I need to,” Neph replied
quietly. The relief at seeing the Rivasan forces still preparing
for their assault had been so overwhelming, he had nearly smiled.
Given his current company, though, that would have been a horrible
idea. Both Madren and Shade would have gotten the wrong impression
and likely not even the Divine could have silenced their chatter
had he shown anything resembling good humor.

“Look at how many there are. I have to admit,
I’m terrified,” Madren whispered from his other side. Madren
fidgeted in place and turned to look at Neph. “Aren’t you scared?”
he asked.

“No,” Neph answered firmly and let out a
sigh. From what he could tell the Rivasans were about to make their
first charge. That, in itself, would be a blessing. He’d much
rather be fighting than listening to either of his companions. He
tried his best to ignore Madren’s stare but finally sighed and
looked over at the smaller man.

“Truly?” Madren asked, once he knew he had
Neph’s full attention. His gaze locked on Neph with an intensity
that was unnerving.

Madren shook his head in amazement when Neph
answered with a simple shrug. “If I were you, I’d be witless with
terror. I mean you are a complete and total asshole, Neph. I don’t
know anyone that is a bigger ass than you. Even the Rivasans are
nicer. There is no way you will escape penance in hell. There are
probably demons in the Darklands that have committed fewer sins
than you. If you die, you are going to be condemned for decades. I
mean, I’ve seen you kill people for getting in your way. Hell, you
killed two people last night and I don’t even know why. I will
probably just pass on through the life stream and begin a new life,
but you are completely screwed, Neph. I can’t believe you aren’t
terrified. To think of the endless torments you will face in the
afterlife makes my skin crawl. I mean, they say you have to serve
five years penance for every drop of innocent blood you shed. If
that’s true, you will never see sunlight again, Neph.” The
sincerity in the man’s expression and voice was so overwhelming
that Neph couldn’t decide if he wanted to laugh or choke the little
bastard in response, so he settled for simply glaring at
Madren.

“Uh, Madren, you are getting kind of loud
with your tirade,” Shade broke in and it was obvious from his tone
he was struggling to contain laughter.

Neph continued to glower at Madren for
another long moment before turning his attention back to the
Rivasan forces. They were sending front lines forward and by the
look of the soldiers, they were planning to open with Hellfire. It
was a typical Rivasan attack, and Neph had no doubt that Valor
would have Jala more than prepared for the tactic. His muscles
tensed as the first wave of fire washed through the valley to pour
over Jala’s forces. “That’s it, when they move for the third wave
we hit them hard on the flank,” Neph said firmly as he turned back
to join his own forces. A long wavering note faint on the wind gave
him pause and he turned his head to stare in the direction it had
come from. The noise was similar to a wolf’s howl and it brought a
smile to his face.

“What in the name of the Divine was that?”
Madren hissed, his gaze moving from Shade to Neph.

“Glis battle horns. The Shifters will be here
soon and I’d wager Arovan rides beside them. Help is on the way,
girls, so you can quit your trembling,” Neph answered, the
satisfaction clear in his voice. With the smile still firm on his
face he swung up onto his snow cat and glanced back at his ranks.
For a Delvay force, his numbers were pathetic. Kadan had sacrificed
nearly everyone in Delvay trying to hold the capital. Neph couldn’t
blame him for it, though. Without their Capital, Delvay had no hope
whatsoever.

“Good luck on the ground,” Shade said with a
sigh and turned to leave the small stand of trees they had chosen
as cover.

“You aren’t fighting with us?” Madren asked,
turning to watch Shade go with a look of bewilderment.

“There are dragons on the field. I’m going to
be fighting where I function the best,” Shade answered as he tossed
a storage gem into the air and caught it. Looking back at them he
smiled and winked at Madren. “I will be looking out for you from
above,” he promised as he tossed the gem once more and caught it
lightly.

“I’ll be praying a dragon manages to swallow
your ship,” Neph replied, his gaze already back on the battlefield.
From what he could tell, Jala had managed to keep the Hellfire from
reaching any of her forces.

“And I’ll hope like hell that if that happens
the bastard chokes on my ship and falls on you,” Shade called back
faintly, his form already disappearing into the ranks of waiting
soldiers.

“I hope everyone I fight beside, lives,”
Madren said quietly and glanced at Neph. “Even the complete
assholes,” he added softly.

“If you were hoping for something sentimental
from me in return, you are wasting your breath,” Neph grumbled
without bothering to glance at Madren. His focus was fully on the
Rivasan forces. “Get on your horse, Madren, and get your men ready
to charge. We have Rivasans to kill,” Neph ordered quietly.

“She must be impressive.” His Aunt’s voice
rose from the ranks beside him and Neph turned to look at her. She
was the only family he had left among the living, and the only one
in his family that he had ever truly respected. To see KayDelvayon
still among the living when he had arrived in Goswin was a blessing
from the Divine in his eyes. Without her help, he would have found
the process of taking over leadership of his people a much bloodier
affair than it had been. So far he only had to kill two men for
challenging him. Without Kay’s support, the number would have been
much higher and he knew it.

“Jala? She is, but you will see for yourself
after the fight,” Neph agreed, his gaze moving back to the
field.

“We are horribly outnumbered here, Neph. Are
you sure we will see anything after the fight?” Kay asked. Her
voice was steady, though, with no sign of fear in it.

“We will win today,” Neph replied firmly, his
eyes searching for Jala, though he knew it was a useless endeavor.
He had no hope of spotting her in the valley where she had chosen
to make her stand. His muscles tensed as the Rivasans launched
another wave of fire into the mouth of the valley and he dropped
the shroud of magic he had been holding over his small forces.
“Now!” he bellowed, his voice ringing clearly through the entire
grove. His heels dug deeply into the side of his snow cat and the
beast launched forward in a powerful leap. Battle cries rang out on
all sides as the men and women of Delvay followed him.

The Rivasan forces wheeled to meet the
charge, though by the expression on their faces they had not
expected the attack at all. The lines he was hitting now were
reserves and given how badly the Rivasans outnumbered Jala’s
forces, Neph guessed these men hadn’t thought they would see
fighting at all today. He smiled at the thought of proving them
wrong. The Rivasans had barely managed to get their shields up and
their swords drawn as the combined might of Delvay and Goswin
slammed into them. The Rivasan lines bowed dangerously but somehow
they managed to hold and Neph found himself packed in the middle of
tight lines with chaos surrounding him on all sides. Gritting his
teeth, he pulled on his magic to speed his attacks. His sword
flashed in and out of the fight as he seized every opportunity for
a clean strike. In truth, his mount was likely doing more damage
than he was at the moment, but then that was what the creatures
were bred for. The Snow Cats of Delvay were legendary for their
savagery in battle.

A distant cry across the field drew his
attention for a bare breath and he glanced up long enough to see
Flameriders pouring through the Hellfire the Rivasans had summoned.
Hope rose in his chest as the odds against them lessened and he
returned to the fight with enthusiasm. Blood sprayed across his
cheek as a Delvay rider beside him fell, and he hastily tightened
the lines and pushed forward to take up the slack from his fallen
comrade.

“You just need to hold the lines for a few
more minutes.” The voice beside him was an unfamiliar one, though
it was obvious the man was talking to him. “Oblivion will be
hitting from the other flank very soon, NephonDelvayon. Hold these
lines just a bit longer and then you must get to Jala,” the man
continued. He was slight of build, though the muscles on his wiry
frame showed he was no stranger to fighting. His armor was
mismatched with chain and plate and even places of nothing more
than leather, but his bearing was that of a seasoned warrior.
Despite his ragged appearance, the red-haired man was obviously no
stranger to battle. He glanced over at Neph and winked. “Watch
out,” he called with a smile.

Turning back quickly, Neph barely registered
the outline of the sword plunging toward his face before another
thinner silvery blade blocked the attack. Eyes widening, Neph
glanced down at the slender blond haired man who had saved his
life. Neither of them had traveled through the Goswin portal with
him. This man, however, Neph recognized. He had seen him once
before when the man had been struggling to talk Jala out of her
quest into the Darklands. Neph had watched in mute silence as Jala
turned her back on the man and renounced her faith. His name was
Fortune, and this was the last place he should have been.

“Get your head back in the fight, Nephon, we
are depending on you,” the first man called as his blade flashed
forward again dropping two Rivasans to the blood soaked earth.

The sound of battle horns from behind him
rang out through the trees and Fortune laughed as the musical notes
faded. “They will clear the path for you soon, Neph. Be ready. Jala
is in more danger than you know. She needs you at her side.”

“Faydwer?” Neph stammered stupidly, glancing
to his side for confirmation, but both men were gone and it took
all of his attention to stem the flow of Rivasans pressing forward
into the gaps in his lines.

“What in the name of the Divine,” Kay gasped
beside him as they managed to push the Rivasans back, giving
themselves a much needed moment of rest. At first Neph thought she
had witnessed the presence of the Divine as he had, but quickly
realized her attention was across the field. The sky had darkened
in the north and lightning lit the clouds beyond the battle field.
Her gaze, however, was on the single rider charging toward the
Rivasan lines. His armor was black as was his horse and it only
took a moment for Neph to recognize him as Zachary Dark of
Oblivion.

“Is he mad? He is charging alone,” Kay
hissed, her gaze dropping back to their own battle as the Rivasans
pressed forward again.

“He isn’t alone,” Neph replied, his eyes
moving past the Oblivion knight to the dark figure standing just
beyond the battlefield and barely visible against the darkening
sky. The man’s ragged black cloak was stretched taunt in the storm
winds and his black armor flashed in the lightning beyond him. Neph
pulled his attention away from the Aspect of Destruction as he
raised his hands to the battlefield beyond and the black inky
shapes of Harvesters began to rise from the ground surrounding
Zachary’s charge. Where a single knight had ridden moments before,
an army now ran, and from the bloodthirsty cries echoing across the
field, the damned souls of Oblivion were more than ready for the
fight.

A snarl from his snow cat brought his
attention fully back to his own problems, and Neph quickly
dispatched the Rivasan that had managed to score a wound across his
cat’s side. The Faydwer battle horns sounded behind him again and
from the pitch they were much closer. “Firym is here, and Oblivion.
By the looks of those storm clouds, Arovan and Glis will arrive at
any moment. Faydwer is closing from behind us. We will make it
through this, Kay.” Neph gasped the words out between sword blows
and edged his cat closer to his Aunt to strengthen their line. He
fought against the desire to gaze across the field. The words of
the Divine had left his gut churning with concern for Jala, but
there was nothing he could do about it yet. The sound of charging
hooves behind him grew louder and he tensed. “A path will be open
soon,” he whispered to himself, wondering how exactly the Faydwer
were going to open a path through the bloody mess before him. Even
with the other allied forces joining the fight, the Rivasans were
still standing strong on the field.

A light hum hissed through the air beside him
and the earth began to tremble behind them. Two arrows drove into
the Rivasans closest to him, knocking them back savagely. The shots
were well placed and buried to the shaft. Both men were dead before
they hit the ground. “Wisp.” Neph grinned as he spoke the name, his
attention flicking from the purple and white fletching on the
arrows to the trembling ground behind him.

“What the hell are they doing? We are going
to be trapped between that rise of earth and the damned Rivasans,”
Kay snarled as the ground bucked and rose to form a solid wall
behind them.

Three more arrows pegged into Rivasans, each
bearing the purple and white fletching and Neph whispered silent
thanks to the Fae, using the moment of peace she had given him to
search the field frantically for Jala. The Merrodin forces had
moved beyond the valley now, and he could see Valor among the
Firym, pushing the Rivasans back, but there was no sign of
Jala.

The hoof beats grew thunderous behind him and
the ground shook with the force of it as the first of the Faydwer
knights reached the battle. Shadows darkened the ground around him
as a massive white horse launched itself from the newly risen earth
behind him and Neph barely managed to dodge as a slender form
dropped from the back of the warhorse to land beside him. More
horses leaped gracefully over the ledge, their riders striking with
deadly grace as the beasts landed in the Rivasan ranks.

Wisp stood gracefully from her crouch as she
landed, her bow already thrumming with more arrows as she fired
with perfect accuracy into the Rivasan ranks ahead of them.
Glancing over, she smiled and winked up at Neph. “Sorry I’m late,”
Wisp called cheerfully, her musical voice barely audible over the
pounding hooves.

The field before them was cleared of Rivasans
as the Faydwer ranks plowed through them scattering their lines.
“Are you going to let the god damned pixies out-fight you?” Neph
bellowed to his own forces as he grinned down at Wisp. “Thank you,”
he said in a voice just loud enough for her ears. “I have to get to
Jala now, Wisp,” he added, his gaze moving once more to the valley
as he pressed his cat forward.

“We will clear a path then,” Wisp responded
and raised a hand over her head. More shadows darkened the ground
as Faydwer archers moved forward along the earth bank behind him.
Wisp dropped her hand, motioning toward the valley, and the archers
began their deadly rain of arrows without hesitation. Somewhere
beyond their range of fighting, the scream of a dragon rose on the
air and Wisp shook her head at him frowning. “My archers can clear
the Rivasans but there is nothing Faydwer can do against
dragons.

“We will have to hope that Jala brought her
own dragons then, or that Shade can handle them with his Spell
Hawk. I’ve seen him strafe the field a few times, but it wasn’t
against anything scaly,” Neph replied quickly as he offered a hand
down to Wisp to pull her onto the cat behind him. “You have command
here, Kay. I have to get to Jala,” Neph yelled back over his
shoulder as he pushed his cat forward into the clearing the Faydwer
charge had created. It was a risky maneuver. It wouldn’t be long
before the Rivasans closed ranks again and then they would be
surrounded by enemies, but he didn’t have a choice. Bright light
flashed from the mouth of the valley and Neph’s attention snapped
in that direction.

“What spell is that?” Wisp gasped behind him,
her bow still thrumming as she peppered the enemies ahead of them
with arrows.

“That’s not a spell. That is raw magic and
way too much of it,” Neph replied hoarsely. “Jala, what have you
done,” he whispered, his mind filling with dread. The sound of the
battle faded around him as his focus narrowed on the magic and he
pushed the cat forward faster. He had to reach her now. That was
more magic than even he could handle and he knew his reserves were
larger than Jala’s. That much power would rip any mage apart unless
he could reach her and somehow redirect it.

“Can you use magic to transport us?” Wisp
asked, her voice filled with concern.

Neph shook his head savagely and motioned
with a free hand toward the chaos of the battlefield. “Too many
moving objects here, Wisp. I couldn’t find a free place to set us
down that would be close enough to her to help. We have to cross
this shit,” Neph answered loudly. The Rivasans were closing in
around them and the noise of battle was growing so loud words were
almost impossible.

A cheer rose from the inner ranks of the
enemy and Neph’s cat slid to a stop as a massive form rose from the
center of the field. “Oh shit,” Neph hissed as the dragon rose to
its full height and unfurled its immense wings. Its scales were the
deep red of drying blood and by its sheer size there was only one
dragon it could be. “That is Nerath himself,” Neph gasped. The
dragon twisted, his tail lashing, and the screams of horses
shattered the air as the Faydwer forces were scattered by the
attack.

“You have to do something, Neph!” Wisp
screamed behind him.

“That is the dragon that killed my
grandfather, Wisp. He is a legend. His own damned country is named
after him. What do you propose I do?” Neph snarled back. He could
see his allies scattering back from the field and knew the battle
was swiftly turning against them. Someone definitely needed to do
something soon, but he wasn’t sure what.

“I think you should kill it before it kills
my brother!” Wisp snapped, her hand smacking directly into his back
driving the spikes of his vest deep into his flesh. Pain flared and
Neph seized it channeling the magic into a spell. The wind around
his cat rose viciously as his magic tore through the Rivasans that
had been closing on them tearing flesh and armor alike to shreds.
“Pain is still your focus to channel, isn’t it Neph?”

Wisp demanded loudly.

“Yes,” Neph growled through clenched teeth as
he readied another spell.

Agony ripped through his leg and he nearly
lost the spell. Glancing down, he stared hard at the dagger
protruding from his thigh and then back at Wisp who was glaring at
him. “What the fuck!” he demanded as he unleashed his newest wave
of destruction on the Rivasans.

“Focus and Channel and kill that damned
dragon!” Wisp ordered sharply, her slender hand rising quickly to
point at Nerath.

Neph started to answer as another sound rose
on the wind and his heart lurched painfully in his chest. It was a
scream and he knew the sound of that voice as clearly as he knew
his own. By all rights, he shouldn’t have been able to hear her so
clearly from across the battlefield. It was filled with complete
agony and it was rising from Jala. It was a sound that couldn’t be
mimicked and he had fought enough duels and seen enough battles to
recognize it for what it truly was. It was a death cry.

For the second time in his life he hadn’t
been strong enough, and someone he loved was dying because of it.
Pain and anger rose in his chest and he felt something snap inside.
He couldn’t say if it had been in his mind or in his heart, but
magic roared in his ears. Every muscle in this body thrummed with
power and the only spells that rose in his mind were the forbidden
ones. The penalties for Death magic no longer seemed important,
however. The only thing that mattered was punishing his enemies.
First, however, he had to get rid of the damned dragon. Turning
slowly in his saddle, Neph regarded the creature, his gaze
narrowing as he studied the ancient magics that protected it. Wards
were nothing to the forbidden magic. He had spells that would eat
through the protection as easily as they destroyed flesh. Never
before had he been willing to unleash them, however. According to
the magic lore there were seventeen ways to kill with magic that
would utterly destroy a creature with no hope of returning to life
or the life stream. Neph knew twelve of them, and he intended to
use all of them today.

“Neph, what is wrong with you?” Wisp gasped
as she dropped quickly off the back of his cat, her eyes wide as
she stared up at him. Neph glanced from her to the shroud of dark
magic that covered him, rising like shadowed flames from his skin.
He didn’t bother to answer her question and he ignored the look of
fear on Wisp’s face as he began to chant softly in a language that
had been dead for centuries, speaking the words of a spell that had
been forbidden even longer. The Dragon’s battle cries turned to
roars of agony as the first of his magics wrapped around the
creature. To the naked eye, it looked like no more than shadows
covering the deep red scales, but Neph knew the truth of it. Each
tendril of darkness was driving down through the creature,
burrowing into muscle and bone alike and twisting. He continued to
chant and the dragon writhed as his spell literally ripped it apart
from the inside, piece by piece. This was simply the first stage of
the spell designed to immobilize the victim, the next stage would
target the mind and then finally the soul. By the time he was done,
there would be nothing left of Nerath the Red beyond whispered
tales of his demise.

 


* * *

 


Everywhere he looked, there was destruction.
The smell of burnt flesh and blood saturated the air so fully that
even when he closed his eyes he could still see the battlefield
clearly in his mind. Corpses covered the ground before him, but
Neph didn’t spare them a glance as he crossed the last stretch of
the field that separated him from where Jala had fallen.

A crowd had gathered in that area and they
all watched him in silence with expressions of suspicion on their
faces as he approached. The last of the battle was a blur in his
mind. He knew he had called on more magic in those few minutes than
he had in his entire life, and all of it had been dark. There would
be an accounting for it, he was sure. Regardless of how he had used
the magic, it was forbidden magic, and even his allies would want
him punished for it.

That could wait, though. He would face it
without fear later. After he had seen Jala or what remained of her.
The crowd parted as he continued, and Neph could feel their gazes
on him, but his focus was on the path ahead. The ground where she
had been standing was charred black and cracked from the heat of
the magic she had channeled, but there was no sign of her body. It
was possible that nothing remained but ashes, but he didn’t think
so.

Neph paused at the edge of the burned ground
and scanned the area until he spotted the massive forms of the
Bendazzi crouched in front of a tent deeper in the valley where
Jala had been camped. Slowly he began moving that way, his gaze
lingering on Marrow’s powerful white form. The fact that the
Bendazzi was still alive, gave him hope. Marrow was a Familiar and
by the laws of magic he should have died with Jala.

“It’s no use, Neph. The Bendazzi won’t let
anyone near that tent,” Shade called as he approached. Neph hadn’t
even noticed Shade in the mingling crowd, and pretended as though
he still hadn’t. He had no desire to speak to anyone now, and not
even the Bendazzi would stop him from seeing her.

Both cats did appear to be ready to attack,
but Neph didn’t slow his steps. His hand dropped to the top of
Marrow’s head as his other hand pulled back the tent flap and he
lightly brushed his fingers through the thick plush fur. “If
anything can be done, Marrow. I will do it,” Neph promised quietly
as he stepped inside the dark tent.

It took only a breath for his eyes to adjust
to the dim light and only a second more for him to spot Valor
sitting near the back of the tent with her body cradled in his
arms. The knight had wrapped her in his battle stained cloak and
was holding her tight against his chest. His head was bowed. Neph
couldn’t see the expression on his face, but he could tell the man
was sobbing by the way his shoulders silently shook. Crossing
silently to where Valor sat, Neph crouched down beside the man and
slowly sat cross-legged. He could tell by the stillness of her form
that she was dead, but for the Elder Blood that didn’t always mean
the end. He needed to see how bad the damage was, but couldn’t even
get a glimpse of her flesh with the way Valor had her shrouded and
clutched so tightly to him.

“Val,” Neph began softly, his tone as gentle
as he could make it. “I want to help, Val, but I need to see her so
I know what can be done.”

Valor shook his head slightly in denial and
refused to look up from where his face was buried in the filthy
cloak. “You will say the same as the rest of them. They say she is
dead and she isn’t. She will return. I’ve seen her do it before
Neph. I just have to keep faith and pray. She isn’t dead.” Valor’s
voice was ragged with grief and by the tone alone, Neph could tell
how close he was to snapping.

“Valor, you know I will do anything I can to
help her. If you are right and she isn’t dead then it will be
easier if I can help mend the body for her to return,” Neph
pressed. He knew it was false hope he was feeding Valor, but there
was not much else he could do. From the amount of raw magic he had
sensed, Jala’s body was likely damaged beyond repair, but he wasn’t
sure Valor was stable enough to hear that now. Still he had seen
Jala do things no one else would ever have been capable of. He felt
a flicker of hope rise in his chest at the thought that Valor could
be right, and carefully contained it. He couldn’t allow it to grow
in his mind until he saw the body. The disappointment would be too
bitter to bear if Valor was wrong.

“If you want to help, Neph, then pray. I
tried to tell them that when they tried to take her body. They want
to bury her, Neph, and they can’t. She isn’t dead!” Valor’s voice
rose as he spoke and he slowly looked up to meet Neph’s eyes. “She
isn’t dead, Neph, no matter what she looks like now, or what they
say, she isn’t,” he insisted. His blue eyes were bloodshot and Neph
could see a faint gleam to them that spoke of madness. “Everything
we’ve done. Everything we’ve suffered. It doesn’t end like this,
Neph. I won’t let it! We have to have faith.” His words grew
slurred as more tears flowed down his face and he shook his head
again pulling her body closer to him.

The cloak pulled away as Valor moved her and
one pale arm fell limply to the ground. The skin was cracked and
burned in places and still glowed faintly with magic deep within
her body. Slowly, Neph leaned forward and lifted her hand,
examining the rents in the skin. Gold dust drifted slowly down to
the dirt below her as he brushed a thumb across the wound. The
magic had burned so hotly within her that it had dried the blood in
her veins.

It was as he had feared, and no matter what
Valor said there was no coming back to this body. With the magic
still coursing so strongly through her damaged frame there would be
no way to use magic to heal the wounds, and as damaged as she was,
her soul would not remain even if Ash himself called it back. His
thumb brushed once more across what remained of her hand and he
felt his own eyes brimming with tears. He didn’t have the words to
explain any of this to Valor without risking what was left of his
sanity. Truthfully, he wasn’t too sure about his own state of mind
at the moment. He wanted to sob like a child and scream at the same
time. They had been so close, a breath from victory, and then fate
had stolen her from them.

Leaning forward he carefully tucked her hand
back under the cloak and sat back once more. Resting his elbows on
his knees, Neph leaned forward and covered his face with his hands.
His anger was gone and his pain was fading to despair. He was
drained physically, emotionally, and magically, and he simply
didn’t care. There was no longer anything worth fighting for and no
reason to get back up again. The world was shit and that was that.
How could he find the words to save Valor, when he didn’t know how
to save himself?

“You aren’t praying, Neph,” Valor whispered,
and the sound of his voice pulled Neph back from the darkness his
mind had been retreating to.

“I’m not sure exactly who to pray to on this,
Valor,” Neph admitted quietly.

“Pray to her, Neph. Put all of your faith in
Jala,” Valor replied without hesitation.

“Val, she had the blood of the Divine, but
she wasn’t a god. She can’t hear prayers as they do,” Neph informed
him gently, as he slowly slid his hands down his face and stared at
the lifeless body.

“Look back on everything she has done, Neph,
and say that again,” Valor snapped, his head rising once more. The
gleam was stronger in Valor’s eyes and Neph wondered if he truly
would recover once he moved past his denial. Neph had known the man
loved Jala, and was utterly devoted to her, but he had never
guessed how deeply those emotions ran.

Exhaling slowly, Neph leaned forward and
pulled the cloak back from Jala before Valor could stop him. Her
face was as cracked as the skin on her arm had been and her
beautiful violet eyes were completely burned away. The magic within
her pulsed slowly, giving off faint light and Neph shook his head
slowly. There was no way to soften what had to be said, and the
sooner it was done the better. Both of them needed to face that
fact and try to move on. Despite how much Neph wanted to give up
now, he couldn’t, neither of them could. They both had
responsibilities in the world beyond. “Valor, this body is broken
and Jala is gone. Even a god couldn’t remain in a form this
damaged. Look at her, Valor! Look at the glow of the magic, damn
it. Even you can see it; I know you can!” Neph snapped, his words
breaking on the last word as his throat tightened. “You have to let
her go and so do I, damn it. This does no good for either of us,”
The last words came out more of a sob than anything else, and Neph
let his arm fall back to his lap heavily as tears coursed down his
face.

“Marrow still lives!” Valor snarled, his hand
flying up to point at the shadow of the Bendazzi through the tent.
“If Jala was truly dead, her Familiar would be dead! You are
supposed to be the one that believes so strongly in the gods, Neph.
Why is it so hard for you to have faith in her?” he demanded.

“Because she wasn’t a god, Valor. She was my
friend, she was our leader, and she was truly a Dasharran, but she
wasn’t a god. Valor, she channeled enough magic to kill anyone.
That much raw power would have destroyed her soul as much as her
body. Please let her go,” Neph pleaded. He wasn’t even sure why he
was wasting so much energy on the knight. Valor had never been a
close friend of his, but he had meant so much to Jala. Perhaps in
some twisted fashion he believed that saving Valor would be a last
service to her. Perhaps if he could just save Valor, it would
somehow redeem him for failing her.

“I can’t. If I let her go, then I have
nothing left. They took my family. They destroyed my home. If I
give up on Jala, I have nothing left. It doesn’t end like this,
Neph. They don’t win. I won’t let them.” Valor spoke in a broken
whisper and shook his head slowly in further denial.

“Merrodin is your home now, and it still
stands. They didn’t win, Valor, we did. You may have lost your
brother and sister in this, Valor, but you still have your parents,
which is more than Legacy can say. Finn may have sired him, Valor,
but you were the closest thing he had to a father. You read to him,
you played with him, and you comforted him when Jala couldn’t. You
say you have nothing. I say you aren’t looking hard enough. Let her
go, Valor and go back to Merrodin. You are the only one that can
help that child right now.” Neph let the words pour out of him in a
final attempt. If the mention of Legacy didn’t pull Valor back from
the brink, he truly didn’t know what would.

“If I believe Jala is dead, then they have
won.” Valor spoke the words so quietly that Neph almost didn’t hear
him. Slowly the knight looked down at the broken body in his arms
and nodded. “You are right, though. She will need a new body. I’ve
seen her create them before in Goswin. They can bury this.” His
voice was faint and the words stilted as he carefully lowered
Jala’s remains to the ground. He stood slowly and unsteadily and
nodded down at Neph. “You are right. Legacy does need me, and I
need him. He will have faith.” With those final words Valor left
the tent. Neph watched him go in silence and wondered if there was
anything left to the man’s sanity at all. Shaking his head slowly
he gathered Jala’s remains in the cloak and stood. They would want
to give her a hero’s burial, and the sooner that was done the
sooner he could leave Arovan. He would stay long enough for the
ceremony and to gather his wounded, but no longer. Without Jala
everything would be falling apart again very soon and he needed to
reclaim his homeland before it did. The Rivasans still held Delvay,
and it would take all of his remaining strength to win it back.


Chapter 2

 


Arovan

 


 


Their horses began growing restless within a
mile of the battlefield. By the time they actually reached the edge
of the camp most of their party was using all of their focus to
keep their animals from bolting, aside from Zoelyn. Her large bay
mare was walking with interest, but not fear. Of course, this was
nothing to her horse. At one time the mare had been a cavalry
horse, before the Blights had come. The mare had been the sole
survivor of a failed attack on the creatures, and it was only
through patient nursing that the horse had survived at all. The
mare had seen battlegrounds before, and the smell of blood was
nothing to her. Zoelyn had not, and the smell nearly made her
gag.

“The battle ended barely a day ago. They will
still be removing the dead, so brace yourselves, girls,” Dominic
warned from the head of the column. His voice was gentle as it
always was. Her guardian was as steady as her horse when it came to
such matters. While Dominic himself refused to participate in any
fighting, he was always the one they called to clean up afterwards.
It was said he was the best healer outside the city of Sanctuary,
and from the looks of the camp he was sorely needed here. “This is
what comes of violence,” Dominic added as they passed by a pile of
bodies wearing the red and yellow of Rivasa.

Zoelyn could hear the other girls gagging
behind her and what sounded like one of them actually vomiting, but
she didn’t look back. The other girls from the village hated her,
and if they had noticed her attention it would have infuriated
them. It was only through Dominic’s protection that she was
tolerated at all. “Violence begets violence.” Zoelyn whispered the
words at the same time Dominic spoke them to the rest of their
small group. The words were a mantra to him and had become one to
her long ago. Her eyes scanned the blackened landscape and she had
to agree with his logic. She had never before seen a battlefield,
but she had seen plenty of injuries during her time living in
Dominic’s house, and from what she could tell they never solved
anything.

“Girls, I want you to gather quickly all of
the soiled bandages you can find and take them to the river to
wash. We can boil them when you return, but most of the filth will
need to be removed before that,” he ordered and then paused as his
dark eyes scanned the numerous tents that had been set up to house
the wounded. “From the looks of things, my magic won’t stretch far
enough here. Some will have to be patched up the old fashioned way
until I have time to get to them with magic,” Dominic explained
with a sigh as he pulled his horse to a stop and dismounted. He was
a tall man, with the frame of a fighter. Thick muscles knotted his
arms and shoulders, but he carried no weapons. The lack of weapons,
combined with his complete lack of armor, made him stand out in the
camp almost as much as the dress-clad girls that swiftly moved to
do his bidding. Dominic turned to watch them leave before looking
back at Zoelyn. Brushing his hand lightly through his short tangled
brown hair, he smiled faintly. “I think we are going to be here a
while, Zoey. Why don’t you take our horses down for water and get
them settled. I’ll see if I can find someone else to care for the
rest of them.”

Zoelyn nodded and dismounted silently. Her
heavy boots thudded loudly in the dirt and a few passersby paused
to give her curious glances. Compared with the rest of her group,
she supposed she did make an odd sight. The rest wore light cotton
or wool in bright colors and she was clad from head to toe in heavy
dark leather. Not even her face showed through the hood of her long
coat. It wasn’t by choice, though, and on days as humid as today
she wished she could shed it all. That simply wasn’t possible,
though, and she knew it. Carefully, she took the reins from Dominic
and gathered the horses as he turned toward the tents.

Dominic paused mid-step and looked back at
her with a thoughtful expression. “Zoey, take a bucket with you if
you would. I doubt any of the girls I sent had enough sense to
realize I will need hot water in large supply to boil the bandages.
They are likely pondering why exactly I’m going to boil bandages in
the first place.” He sighed again and shook his head, rolling his
eyes.

Zoelyn nodded with a faint smile and moved
quietly to the pack horse, taking care not to touch the animal
directly. She wore her gloves, but it was a habit that she had
developed before Dominic had made the gloves for her. She never
touched anything living, directly. Draping the reins of both horses
over one of her arms she moved closer to the beast and began to
work at the rope holding the buckets securely. The thick leather of
her gloves made working the knots loose a larger chore than it
should have been, but she was used to such things.

With a sigh, she grabbed the reins that were
slipping from her arm and tucked them tighter against her. Before
she could glance up again, the bucket fell to her feet with a solid
thud and she looked up quickly to find the ropes that had secured
it swinging loosely against the pack saddle. The horses snorted
softly at the noise and her quick movement. Glancing around, Zoelyn
frowned and reached down to pick up the bucket, taking care to move
slower so the horses would settle once more. She knew she hadn’t
worked at the knot enough to loosen it to the point of falling, but
odd little things like that had been happening a lot lately.

For the past few weeks, small tasks that were
usually a difficulty for her had been done silently, and there was
never anyone around to thank for the help. She hadn’t mentioned it
to Dominic at all, and wondered now if she should have. She had a
suspicion about what was helping her, and if she was right, her
invisible friend was in a great deal of danger in their current
surroundings.

With another quick look around to make sure
no one was watching her, Zoelyn smiled faintly. “Thank you,” she
whispered. As always, there was no response to her words. With
another faint sigh, she turned toward the river and scanned for the
other girls. They were easy to spot in their brightly colored
dresses and she carefully steered her own path upriver and away
from them. Not only would her horse get cleaner water this way, she
wouldn’t have to deal with their sideways glances and hushed
whispers. They would, of course, still be whispering and glancing,
but she wouldn’t be close enough to care.

Zoelyn tossed the loose reins over the
saddles as they reached the river edge and both animals moved
forward quickly to slurp at the cold water. She smiled at them and
moved a few feet away, sure that they wouldn’t stray far once they
had their fill of water. The entire bank was covered in lush green
grass. The battle hadn’t reached this side of the field and from
where she stood everything was pristine, if you could ignore the
smell of burning bodies and blood on the wind.

Setting the bucket down in front of her, she
lifted her hand and slowly began to unbuckle her glove. Normally
she never removed the gloves during the day, but they were heavy
leather and bore iron plates along the fingers and palm. If she got
them wet while gathering the water her hands would be raw and
chapped by nightfall, not to mention the iron rusting. Lifting the
bucket once more, she moved downstream from the horses and walked
carefully out on the rocks to the water’s edge. The iron plates on
the bottom of her boots skittered against the stone and she held an
arm out to her side to keep balance.

“Here, let me help,” a man’s voice offered
from behind her and she felt another hand on the handle of her
bucket. Startled, Zoelyn staggered away, moving her hand quickly
from the handle to avoid letting the man touch her flesh. Her boots
slid once more on the rocks and she lost her balance, tumbling
backward into the river. By instinct she caught herself to keep
from falling flat on her back and almost instantly she could feel
the surge of her curse pouring through her. The cat tails that
lined the bank withered, turning from bright green to brown. Within
a breath the river around her was filled with the small bodies of
fish and frogs as they floated to the surface all life drained from
them.

Thrashing she stood quickly before her
wretched body could do any more damage and found the man who had
tried to help her, staring at her in shock. He was young, or so she
guessed. It was difficult to guess the age of an Elder Blood such
as he appeared to be. His dark hair was long and pulled back, and
his amber brown eyes were wide. Screams began to rise from farther
down the river as the first of the dead fish reached the other
girls. Zoelyn turned at the noise and found all of them staring at
her with utter revulsion on their pretty faces.

“Undrae!” One of them screamed loudly
and fished in the water with her hand. The girl rose quickly and
hurled a rock at Zoelyn. Within a breath all of them were repeating
the word and hurling rocks. Several bounced off her long coat and
it wasn’t until one grazed the side of her face that Zoelyn
actually gathered her wits enough to move back behind the cat tails
and out of their sight.

“Stop that at once!” the young man bellowed,
stepping out into the river himself to stare hard at the girls. By
their reactions, Zoelyn guessed the other girls hadn’t known he was
at the river either.

“I’m sorry,” Zoelyn whispered as she quickly
pulled her glove back on and retrieved her empty bucket from where
the young man had dropped it. She stole another glance at him while
his attention was locked on her tormentors and noted the colors of
his uniform: purple, silver, and white. They were unfamiliar to
her, which was why he was still defending her, despite what he had
seen. Had he been from Arovan or Glis, she would have known the
colors of his uniform, and he would have known the word
Undrae. No one from either nation would help anyone bearing
that title. In the Glis tongue, the word meant unclean or
unnatural. Most often, however, it was simply another way of
saying monster. Moving swiftly, she dunked her bucket in the
river and gathered the reins of the horses. It no longer mattered
if the leather of her gloves or boots got wet. She was soaked up to
her chest from the fall.

“Wait!” the man called behind her as he
realized she was already fleeing the area. “Please. I won’t let
them throw anymore at you. Just wait a moment. Who are you?” He was
moving back toward the shore, but the rocks were slowing his
progress enough to keep most of his attention on his footing.

Shaking her head quickly, Zoelyn glanced back
at him and then to the girls. “Thank you,” she repeated a bit
louder, but ignored his question completely as she quickly
continued her way up the hill. She didn’t want anyone in the camp
to know her name, especially after what had just happened. With any
luck at all, the man’s only description of her would be her coat,
and she could hide that with a cloak easily enough.

Water was still dripping from her long coat
as she crossed to the tent to set down the bucket, but thankfully
Dominic was too occupied to notice. “The water is by the entrance,
Dominic I’m going to settle the horses somewhere,” Zoelyn called
softly inside and he nodded absently in response. Turning quickly,
she led the horses off toward the picket lines near the trees and
farther from the bustle of the camp. She could only hope that
everyone had too many other things to attend to than bother
listening to the gossip the girls would spread. If they didn’t,
however, she would be out of sight long enough that perhaps no one
would realize it was her they were speaking of.

Zoelyn’s muscles relaxed and her breathing
slowed as she stepped into the shelter of the trees. The spot she
had chosen was far enough away from the other horses that no one
else would likely bother wandering over, and yet close enough for
the animals to be safe. Leaning heavily on her mare’s saddle, she
watched the camp long enough to spot the man from the river passing
through the crowded tents, his eyes searching. She shook her head
slowly and let herself relax further. He was going farther into the
encampment and farther away from her. There was nothing to worry
about for now.

Standing straight once more, she unbridled
both horses and tethered their ropes to the trees, giving them
enough slack to reach the tall grass, but not enough to become
tangled. With practiced ease she removed the saddles and carried
them far enough away from the pickets that the animals wouldn’t
step on them. Her eyes lingered on the horses’ sweat soaked sides
and her gaze wandered up to their pack horse. Really she should
brush them both, but the brushes were in the packs on the horse in
the camp she was avoiding.

“I promise you both an extra-long grooming
tomorrow,” Zoelyn said, her voice barely loud enough to carry to
the horses. Her mare looked over at her at the sound of her voice,
but seemed more intent on chewing on the grass in her mouth than
concern about grooming. With a swish of her long black tail, the
horse returned to eating and Zoelyn smiled.

She shrugged out of her sodden coat as she
moved back toward the saddles and carefully hung it across one of
the lower limbs. The branch swayed under the weight of the garment
and she lingered, her hands up and ready to catch it in case the
limb gave. After a long moment she nodded faintly and dropped down
to sit on the edge of the saddle blankets. Glancing up, she watched
the camp for another long moment before peeling off the wet gloves.
The skin of her fingers was already pruning from the wet leather
and she knew if the gloves didn’t dry before Dominic needed her
help, she was in for blisters and misery for several days.

Leaning back against the saddle, Zoelyn
lifted her hand to her face and carefully prodded at the sore spot
where the rock had hit just above her cheekbone. It was swollen and
likely bruised, but didn’t seem to be too bad. Still it would look
as though she had been in a tavern brawl for a few days at least.
There was nothing to be done for it, though, even if Dominic had
extra energy to spare on her, Healing magics didn’t work on her at
all. Her body seemed ravenous for magic as much as it was for life.
Every spell or item of magic she touched drained into her with no
effect other than the change in her hair.

She twisted a lock of hair around her finger
at that thought and gazed down at the gold and green coloring.
Typically, when her curse hadn’t drained anything, her hair was
white, almost crystalline in appearance, as were her eyes. It
changed, however, whenever she absorbed anything. The green was for
the plants that had withered and the gold represented the life she
had stolen from the innocent creatures that had been unfortunate
enough to be near her.

Sighing heavily, she let her hair fall back
to her shoulder once more and leaned back farther to stare up at
the twilight sky that was visible through the limbs of the massive
oak. Not much chance of her coat or gloves drying quickly with the
sun already setting. The logical thing to do would be to take them
back into camp and set them beside one of the camp fires.

That would be associating with others,
though, and she had the practice of being anti-social down to a
fine art. From what she had seen in other people in her time with
Dominic, blisters were less painful than trying to explain to
strangers why she was like she was. It was hard to explain
something you didn’t understand, and no one ever believed her when
she simply said I don’t know. Closing her eyes, she allowed
herself to rest for the time being. It had been a long ride, and as
much as she didn’t want to admit it, she was tired. Once the camp
had quieted and most were sleeping, she would return to help
Dominic. She knew without a doubt he would work all night, and for
now he had the other girls to fetch and carry for him.

 


* * *

 


“There was a young man looking for you
earlier,” Dominic informed her quietly as she pushed her way into
the tent.

“Did you tell him who I was?” Zoelyn asked
softly as she studied the occupants of the tent. There were perhaps
twenty wounded stretched out on pallets near the walls, and aside
from a large blond man in leather armor sitting silently by one of
the pallets with his eyes closed everyone was sleeping.

Dominic shook his head, never looking up from
the wound he was carefully stitching. “I didn’t even glance up at
him when he was asking around. Too busy healing to bother,” he
explained, though a small smile creased his face. “Shouldn’t be
surprised, though, a pretty girl like you should have young men
asking after them,” he teased gently.

Zoelyn smiled at his effort to make her feel
better and handed him another bandage before he could open his
mouth to ask. He accepted it with a wider smile and gave her a
wink. “I’d prefer it if young men didn’t know I existed,” she
whispered back, her gaze flicking to the blond man once more, and
wondered if he was asleep after all. She had never seen anyone
sleep while sitting up, but he wasn’t moving.

“Wasting your time and energy,” a voice
called from somewhere beyond the tent. “They are all going to die
anyway!” the voice continued. Dominic sighed heavily and glanced in
that direction before shaking his head in disgust. “I wish someone
would silence him,” he mumbled.

“You may have won the battle, but we have won
the war!” The voice broke the silence again, this time nearly
yelling.

“They have the prisoners this close to the
wounded?” Zoelyn asked in disbelief.

“They are keeping them in the center of camp
actually. It’s just the tents for the wounded are ringing the
center of camp so we are basically right next to them,” Dominic
explained wearily. “I have been listening to that man for most of
the day. Every time the guards silence him he starts again with the
next shift of watch. I have almost got the changing of guards
worked out in my mind just from when he rants,” Dominic
explained.

“We killed the bitch! None of you have a
prayer of standing together now! You have lost!” The voice called
once more and the blond man rose instantly with the words.

Zoelyn watched him pace silently to the tent
flap and looked back at Dominic in shock. “I thought he was
sleeping,” she admitted quietly, and stepped back as Dominic rose
quickly as well to follow the man. Confused but curious, she
followed along and emerged from the tent in time to see the blond
haired stranger grab one of the prisoners by the throat and slam
him against the pole that held them all chained in place. Drawing
back his other hand swiftly he punched the prisoner in the face,
smashing the smaller man’s head back against the pole from the
force of his blow. “Lord Delvayon, please,” one of the guards
hissed as he tried to pull the bigger man off the prisoner.

“I have listened to this asshole most of the
day and ignored him, right up to the point when he bragged about
her dying,” the Lord snarled in return as he shrugged the guard
off.

“Lord Delvayon, considering your actions in
the battle, you are lucky that we are tolerating your presence
here. Please do not press your luck with abuse of the prisoners. We
are counting on them being alive to draw a truce with Rivana,” The
newest voice cut through the air with the bite of command and
Zoelyn drew farther back into the shadows as the tall, dark haired
man entered the firelight of the torches surrounding the
prisoners.

“Don’t you dare treat him like that for what
he did!” Another man snarled, and Zoelyn looked over quickly to see
a silver haired man rising from the ground just beyond the edge of
camp. He moved swiftly toward the dark haired man, his hand
dropping to the hilt of his sword as he walked. “If not for Neph,
there would be a hell of a lot more names on that pillar!” the
silver haired man said in a voice that was rising in fury as he
pointed behind him to a large stone statue of a woman that Zoelyn
hadn’t even noticed in the growing excitement.

“What is that?” Zoelyn whispered to Dominic
who was standing rigid beside her.

“A monument for the High Lady Jala Merrodin.
She died in the battle. The names of all who died here on her
behalf are carved on the pillar beneath her,” Dominic explained
quickly, his eyes still locked on the three men as if he expected
violence to erupt at any moment.

“Get your hand off your sword, Val,” Lord
Delvayon muttered sourly and started to loosen his grip on the
prisoner.

The Rivasan laughed hoarsely and spat blood
onto the ground by the Lord’s boots and grinned at them all through
split lips. “See that, Delvay, you aren’t allowed to touch me and I
get to watch it all fall apart. The bitch hasn’t even been dead a
full day and already you are at each other’s throats. Your pathetic
alliance won’t last two weeks.”

Without any warning the Lord’s hand tightened
once more on the prisoner’s throat and his fist slammed into the
man’s face until the prisoner was limp in his grasp.

The dark haired man started to move forward
to stop him, but the one the lord had called Val stepped to block
his way. Zoelyn looked quickly between the three and then to the
guards who stood back with looks of near panic on their faces. A
wail of pain rose from the prisoner as the large Delvay pried his
battered jaws open and shoved his hand into the man’s mouth. There
was a gargling noise and then the lord pulled his hand back
swiftly. At first Zoelyn thought the prisoner had managed to bite
the Delvay, until she saw the lump of pink flesh the lord was
grasping in his hand. Blood streamed down from the prisoner’s mouth
as weak gargling rose from his throat. The Delvay had ripped the
man’s tongue completely out of his mouth. Bile rose in her throat
and she turned away quickly as Dominic moved forward.

“Lord Delvayon, I have more than enough work
to do without you creating more. Release that man at once,” Dominic
commanded in a voice that actually sounded as if he had
authority.

Blinking stupidly, Zoelyn gaped at her
Guardian in utter shock. The Delvay lord had just ripped a man’s
tongue fully out of his mouth and Dominic was actually being stupid
enough to get in the middle of it.

The Delvay lord regarded him stonily for a
few moments, then tossed the tongue to the ground and grabbed the
prisoner once more, one large hand on each side of the man’s head.
With a quick jerk, he snapped the man’s neck and released the body
to fall limply to the ground. “No extra work now,” the Delvay
announced coldly.

“That was murder!” Dominic bellowed, taking
another step closer, his hand raised in accusation.

“That was justified!” Lord Delvayon shot back
with equal venom. “Who in the bloody hell are you, anyway?” he
demanded.

“He is my personal healer,” a softer voice
answered and Zoelyn felt relief wash through her body as she
recognized the sound of Troyelle Hai’dia’s voice. She hadn’t seen
the General of Arovan often, but every time she had been in his
presence he had been calm and rational. The current situation could
certainly use someone calm and rational. “Valor, get your hand off
of your sword. Lord Faydwer, I have this matter from here. I thank
you for your attempts at stemming the violence.” Looking around at
the growing crowd, Troyelle motioned to his guards that were
stationed around the prisoners. “Clear the area and see that
everyone returns to their rest,” he ordered softly, his gaze
returning once more to the Delvay lord and the dead prisoner. “I
will grant you, Neph, that man was an annoying bastard, but don’t
you think that was a bit excessive?”

“I think the bastard should have shut his
mouth the first time he was told to,” Neph countered.

Troyelle frowned and looked from Neph back to
Valor. “I told you to get your hand off of your sword,” he
sighed.

“Tell me you are letting Neph return to his
rest without further harassment and I’ll be more than happy to,
father,” Valor replied in a voice that was shaky at best.

“Val, I don’t need you to fight my battles
for me,” Neph snapped.

“Excuse me.” A gentle nudge at her back spun
Zoelyn around quickly to face the newest speaker. She wasn’t used
to being caught off guard or being touched and the man had managed
both. He smiled faintly at her and limped past to stand near
Dominic. Zoelyn recognized him as one of the wounded that had been
resting in the tent behind her, and from the looks of his bandaged
side and limp he hadn’t been magically healed yet. She knew she
should try to urge him back to his pallet, but she truly didn’t
want to go anywhere near the drama unfolding in front of her.

“Madren get your scrawny ass back in that
tent,” Neph snarled as the man approached, but the wounded man
simply shook his head.

“Valor, I was thinking about it all and I
don’t think Jala can hear us here. This is Arovan, not Merrodin. I
think you will have to be in Merrodin before she can answer you,”
Madren began slowly his voice as kind as the expression on his
face.

Valor faltered slightly at the abrupt change
of topic and his hand slipped from his sword hilt as he stared at
the newcomer with an almost fanatic expression.

“Please don’t encourage my son’s delusions,”
Troyelle began in a voice that held more grief than Zoelyn had ever
heard before. “I’ve lost two children to the war. Please don’t
hasten the loss of my last to madness,” he added in a softer voice,
with a look of pleading toward Madren.

“General Troyelle, I sympathize with your
loss. I truly do, but Valor is not mad. Valor is grieving and
heartsick as are we all. The best place for him to heal is
Merrodin. The best place for me to heal is Goswin and I will be
taking Lord Neph and his people with me.” Madren glanced toward the
towering Delvay lord and then back to Troyelle. “I heard everything
the Rivasan said and it made me want to kill him too. Then I heard
what was going on out here and realized the bastard was right.
Emotions are too high right now and everyone is ready to lash out.
If we don’t break this camp up, our alliance is damned, and as weak
as we are individually right now, we will lose another fight
against them. The only way to stand together later is to stand
alone for now.”

“Well said for a scrawny little bitch,” Neph
agreed with a nod and looked to Troyelle with a raised eyebrow.
“That is, unless you wish to continue our conversation about what
kind of magic I used to save your country.” The words rang with
challenge and Zoelyn could see the General tense.

“If I had Neph’s power, I would wipe Rivana
from the face of Sanctuary. Nothing would remain of that country.”
Valor’s voice was filled with such loathing that all eyes turned to
him and even the Delvay lord looked mildly shocked.

“You’ve got the roles wrong here, Val. I’m
the bloodthirsty callous bastard. You are the shining honorable
knight. We both can’t be assholes,” Neph said with forced levity
and what might have passed for a smile on his face.

“We need to go, General. Whatever you have to
say to Neph can wait. I will make sure that the matter is settled
later. If it is pressed now, however, …” Madren’s words trailed off
as his gaze flicked to Valor and then back to Troyelle. “Let us all
rest and Valor can focus all of his attentions on finding Jala in
Merrodin. Jail Han’shy is in control of the country right now. I’m
sure once he is back there, everything will be OK. Jail will make
sure Valor gets the help he needs with Jala,” Madren continued with
a bit of emphasis on the last.

Troyelle nodded slowly, his eyes fixed on his
son and then back to Madren. “Lord Goswin, you have shown
unexpected wisdom. I believe we could all use time before we
attempt to settle matters.” Turning, he motioned one of his
remaining guards forward. “See that Lord Goswin has everything he
needs to transport his wounded, then rouse the Merrodin knights and
inform them that they are taking Lord Valor home. See that everyone
is provisioned as they need to be.” The guard nodded sharply and
Troyelle turned his attention to Dominic. “I appreciate your
efforts, but please return to healing now.”

“Yes, Milord,” Dominic agreed with a final
dark look at the Delvay. Turning back, he nodded to Zoelyn and
motioned toward the tent. She pushed the flap aside for him and
turned to follow him inside.

“Wait,” Valor’s voice called from behind and
they both froze in place. Slowly, Zoelyn turned back to regard the
lord and glanced up at Dominic, wondering what he could possibly
want with her Guardian. Slowly, the knight moved forward but his
gaze was on Zoelyn rather than Dominic as she had expected. “You
are the one from the river that Noble was babbling about, aren’t
you. I didn’t notice you standing back here with everything that
was going on.”

Zoelyn frowned and looked from Dominic to
Valor then nodded slowly. “I didn’t mean to cause any trouble,” she
said softly while silently wishing she had just stayed in the tent
rather than let her curiosity get the best of her.

Valor nodded slowly and motioned to the hood
of her coat. “Push it back please. I understand you don’t like
being touched and I promise I won’t come closer.”

Zoelyn froze for a long moment and then
slowly reached up and pushed her hood back. Her long hair fell down
over her face and she brushed it back quickly. It was possible that
she was far enough from the firelight that no one would notice the
strange coloring other than Dominic. He was used to such things,
though. She hadn’t told him exactly what had happened yet, and from
the expression on his face she would have some explaining to
do.

Valor studied her face for a long moment, his
eyes locked on the bruise before he turned back to his father.
“Noble said the village girls threw rocks at her and called her
Undrae, but she doesn’t look like a monster to me. A
half-starved waif, perhaps, but certainly no monster.” He shook his
head sadly and sighed. “The village girls used to pick on Jala,
too, for being different. You should do something to help this
girl, father, before she gets hurt again or ends up hurting someone
else to defend herself.”

Troyelle watched his son for a moment and
glanced at Zoelyn before locking his deep blue gaze on Dominic.
“Tomorrow, after you are rested we will have a talk about your
Ward. It seems there are things about her that I haven’t been
told.”

“Yes, Milord,” Dominic agreed hesitantly.
Nodding, he motioned back to the tent again and Zoelyn darted
inside.

Swallowing heavily, she pulled her hood up
and gazed up at Dominic in near panic. “What are you going to tell
him about me?” she asked. “The truth, Zoelyn. I have no choice on
that, even if I wished to lie to the man, and I don’t. I live on
his lands and under his protection. He allows me peace and solitude
in return for my loyalty and my healing gift when it is needed.
Troyelle is a rational man, though, so there is a chance he will
understand.” Dominic sighed heavily and rubbed his face.

“What if he doesn’t?” Zoelyn asked quickly,
her eyes searching his face for and answer before he had a chance
to speak.

“Then I abide by his wishes on the matter,”
Dominic replied softly and looked away. “Let’s worry about it when
we have to face it, Zoey.

For now let’s just focus on helping these
people.”

Nodding slowly, Zoelyn turned back to the
wounded and moved absently to gather supplies to help. Her mind
hummed with dread over the coming day. If Dominic explained
everything to Troyelle, even the rational General would think her
Undrae. There were times when even her Guardian looked at her with
fear, though he tried his best to hide it.

 


* * *

 


Zoelyn’s heart was in her throat as she
stepped inside the shadowed interior of the commander’s tent. The
only one inside that she actually knew, aside from Dominic, was
Troyelle and that was only from seeing him. She had never actually
talked to the man personally. The others in the tent she knew by
reputation alone. High Lord Elijah Arovan and High Lord Nicoli
Blackwolf sat at the table directly ahead of her, while Sebastian
Blackwolf and the legendary bard, Blue Bess, stood behind them. As
if their presence alone wasn’t intimidating enough, all of them
aside from the bard wore expressions that suggested they would
rather be anywhere else.

“This is your Ward?” Lord Arovan began in a
low voice. His gaze flicked toward Dominic and then to her.

“It is, High Lord. Her name is Zoelyn,”
Dominic answered without hesitation.

“Step forward, girl,” Lord Blackwolf
commanded in a voice that would put seasoned warriors on edge. His
gold eyes watched her and she could see loathing in his eyes as she
hastily moved forward and bowed her head to him. “Remove your
coat,” Blackwolf ordered once she had obeyed his first command.

Zoelyn hesitated and glanced to her side at
Dominic, hoping by some miracle he would save her. She hated
shedding her coat. It was like her armor from the outside world.
With it on no one could see how truly different she was.

“Do as he says, Zoey,” Dominic urged quietly,
giving her a nod of encouragement that didn’t encourage her at
all.

Reluctantly, she shrugged out of the heavy
leather and folded it over one of her thin arms. Her hair had lost
the color from the night before and hung in white tendrils around
her shoulders. Her skin, as always, was a pale grey and she knew
she was far thinner than most considered attractive. The village
girls called her corpse when they thought she was out of
range of hearing, and sadly it was the most appropriate description
for her that she had heard. She did resemble the walking dead and
it was not a fact she was proud of.

“Do you feed her at all, Dominic?” Troyelle
asked sharply from behind them. The General stepped forward
quickly, his gaze locked on her and she hastily stepped back from
him, ducking her head. He had the same expression on his face that
everyone aside from Dominic had when she removed her coat. It was a
look of disgust and pity in equal parts and she hated it.

“He feeds me well, Lord General,” Zoelyn
offered in her typical quiet voice.

“She never gains weight, Milord. She was
sickly when I found her, if you recall,” Dominic said in a weary
voice. “Because of her condition, I cannot heal her, though I have
tried.”

“How exactly would you describe her
condition?” Lord Blackwolf asked loudly, and Zoelyn flinched from
the sound. It wasn’t that the man scared her; it was the hatred in
his voice. She knew without a shadow of doubt that he already
considered her a monster and nothing she said could change the
fact. He was a Shifter, after all, and they were essentially druids
in their mind set. Nature was above all in their culture, and she
was quite unnatural.

“Father, you are scaring her,” Sebastian
chided gently, though she could see the revulsion in his eyes, too,
despite his attempt at kindness.

“I am not scaring that creature,” Lord
Blackwolf snapped and raised his eyebrow at Dominic. “Well? How
would you describe her condition?” he repeated.

“She seems to be a rather strong siphon, Lord
Blackwolf,” Dominic began slowly and let out a long sigh. He
glanced at Zoelyn and she could see the sorrow on his face. He was
about to shed all of her secrets to these strangers. “There is
nothing magical or living that is safe from her powers when she
doesn’t have herself covered with the special clothing I’ve made
for her. She absorbs the essence of life from creatures as well as
any magic cast upon her.”

Zoelyn watched Dominic, her heart racing.
Way to throw me under the wagon, Dominic. Don’t pull any
punches, by all means. She kept the thought silent, but she was
sure it showed on her expression and Lord Blackwolf was watching
her every move.

“She is very careful about her powers,
though, Milord. She takes such precautions to avoid contact with
anything she might injure or damage,” Dominic finished, his gaze
moving to General Troyelle with the final words.

“Such as at the river yesterday. Tell me,
Dominic, what would have happened had she fallen toward the young
man, rather than away?” Lord Blackwolf’s eyes narrowed as he spoke,
as if daring Dominic to lie to him.

“Then I would have likely broken my nose on
the rocks because I wouldn’t have dared risk touching him with my
hand and I wouldn’t have allowed him to catch me even if it meant
splitting my own skull open in the fall,” Zoelyn answered before
Dominic could gather his words.

“I was not speaking to you,” Lord Blackwolf
growled his gaze moving to her.

“I, however, appreciate her answer,” Lord
Arovan broke in and leaned forward to rest his elbows on the table.
“Do you drain everything, Zoey?” He paused and frowned, glancing at
Dominic then back to her. “Zoelyn or Zoey? Which name do you
prefer, child?”

“Either is fine, Milord Arovan,” Zoelyn
began, bowing her head with respect and gratitude to the High Lord.
While both he and Blackwolf were of equal rank among the Elder
Blood, they were in Arovan which meant his word was law here and no
matter how badly Lord Blackwolf may want to speak, he didn’t dare
interrupt the High Lord of Arovan. “I drain anything of magic,
Milord, from items to spells. I drain the life from creatures,
though I do not know how large of creatures I affect. Aside from
the fish yesterday the only accident I have had previously was a
kitten, and I assure you that was a bitter lesson that I will never
forget. I avoid touching things that I know I will hurt. I hate it
when I damage even the smallest plant,” Zoelyn explained and
lowered her head once more. It was possible that she had just used
more words in that single breath that she had spoken in the last
week. Lord Arovan seemed genuinely interested, however, and it gave
her a bit of hope that she might possibly avoid exile.

“General Troyelle, bring in Amlon,” Lord
Blackwolf ordered and Zoey watched in suspicion as the General
quickly left the tent.

“What do you have in mind, Nicoli?” Lord
Arovan asked softly.

“I know what she is. I intend to show you as
well,” Nicoli Blackwolf replied quietly in a voice as cold as
winter. “What is she, Father?” Sebastian asked curiously.

“I’d actually like that answer as well.”
Zoelyn added her own voice and forced herself to remain in place as
Lord Blackwolf glared at her.

“She is the reason we have the word
Undrae in our language. She is a creature I had hoped was
extinct. There is nothing more unnatural than this thing before us,
Elijah, and I urge you to end it here,” Lord Blackwolf answered
softly.

“End it? You mean kill her?” Dominic gasped,
his eyes widening. “Lord Arovan, please the child is innocent. She
does no wrong, and I swear to you she keeps her powers closely
guarded so that she doesn’t harm so much as a blade of grass.”

Before the High Lord of Arovan could respond,
the tent flap opened once more and General Troyelle pushed a
manacled young man before the High Lords. The man was filthy and
dressed in the Rivasan colors of red and yellow. His blond hair was
matted with blood and his eyes were wild as he searched the faces
in the tent for a sign of what was to become of him.

“Amlon, you are convicted of treason and
aiding the enemy of our land. You are native of Glis, and yet you
have betrayed your countrymen by leading the Rivasan forces through
Arovan. If not for you, Micah Arovan and Honor Hai’dia might still
live. You have been sentenced to death, but you plead that you are
innocent. Because of this, I give you another option.” Nicoli
smiled coldly at the man as he slowly turned to look at Zoelyn.
“The girl possesses unusual magic. Simply touch her so that we may
learn the truth and you may win your freedom.”

Zoelyn stepped back quickly and shook her
head at the prisoner. “He lies,” she hissed, her eyes widening.

“To insult a High Lord in that fashion is a
grave offense, child,” Lord Blackwolf scolded, shaking his head in
disapproval at her, though his serpent-like smile never faded. “If
you are innocent you have nothing to fear, Amlon,” the high lord
pressed and waved a hand in her direction.

Amlon looked between the High Lord and Zoelyn
and then back, his eyes still wide with panic. “All I have to do is
touch her?” he asked in a hesitant voice.

“Milord, please stop this,” Dominic begged,
his eyes moving from Troyelle to Elijah and back.

“My son is dead and this man claims he is
innocent,” Elijah began in a quiet voice. He regarded the prisoner
with a cold stare and nodded to Nicoli. “I approve of this
test.”

“I don’t!” Zoelyn broke in loudly as the
prisoner took a step toward her. “Please don’t touch me. It won’t
save you. I promise you that.” “You think he will die if he touches
you, then?” Lord Blackwolf asked, holding a hand up to stop Amlon
from approaching her any closer.

Slowly, the High lord rose from his chair and
moved around the table to stare down at her. His every movement
reminded her of a predator and it took all of her will to keep from
stepping away from him. Had she moved, though, it would have put
her even closer to the doomed prisoner and she knew Blackwolf
himself wouldn’t get close enough to touch her. The desperate man
might, however.

“I don’t know if he will or not, but I don’t
want to risk it. I don’t like hurting people or animals or plants
for that matter, Lord Blackwolf. I don’t want this test of yours,”
Zoelyn cried, her voice rising as she searched the tent for anyone
willing to help her escape his torment.

Blackwolf nodded slowly at her and lifted his
hand. A pulse of magic filled the air and the earth bucked under
her feet propelling her toward the prisoner. Stumbling, she tried
desperately to avoid the man, but he was quicker and had balance on
his side. Even with the manacles on his wrists he still managed to
break her fall. The world seemed to slow as Zoelyn looked from his
filthy hands grasping her upper arms tightly to his wide blue eyes
filled with pain and utter confusion. She could feel her curse
draining him and watched in breathless panic as his eyes glazed and
his skin darkened. By the time she regained her balance the man was
dead and she knew it had taken only seconds.

“Now, imagine a Blight with those powers,
Elijah, because if they find out she exists, they will breed with
her. We know they seek out the most powerful for their mates and
after witnessing that can you truly tell me she is not powerful?
She is Undrae. She is a servant of death. Her kind are a curse upon
us and must be extinguished,” Lord Blackwolf said calmly as he
returned to his seat at the table.

“I agree with you about the Blights,” Elijah
Arovan began slowly, his gaze moving from the dead man to Zoelyn.
His expression was much calmer than she had expected and still
there was no loathing on his face despite what he had seen. “I do
not agree with you on her death, however,” he continued after a
long pause. All eyes in the tent moved to him as he let out a long
sigh and offered her a faint smile. “You are terrifying, girl, but
I saw how you tried to avoid that man even knowing he was a
traitor. Given what I have seen, I have a question for you,
Dominic.”

“Yes, Milord?” Dominic’s voice sounded faint
and his eyes were locked on the shriveled husk on the ground before
him. Both Dominic and she had always wondered how powerful was her
power to siphon life. Now they had their answer.

Bile rose in her throat and Zoelyn stared
down at her own boots in shame. It was bad enough knowing she had
killed someone, but the feeling of energy and warmth flowing
through her was even worse. She almost agreed with Nicoli on his
reasoning for killing her. The Blights were creatures of impulse
and if one had powers such as hers it would kill as quickly as it
could simply to achieve the sense of wellbeing she had now. They
were all right. She was Undrae in every sense of the word.

“If you were trying so hard to keep her from
being noticed why did you bring her with you here? This is a very
crowded camp. Surely you knew she would be noticed here?” Elijah
asked with a thoughtful expression on his face. His gaze had
returned to her once more and he seemed to be studying her hair and
eyes with interest.

Zoelyn didn’t need to look in a mirror to
know what he was seeing. It had been the same with the kitten as it
was with the fish so she knew how she looked now. Her skin would be
pale rather than grey and her hair and eyes would be gold. All
magic seemed to have its own signature on her body and life essence
always showed as gold.

“I knew the battle was a very large one and
that I would likely be gone for some time. I didn’t want to leave
her alone in the village, Milord,” Dominic answered quietly.

“Were you afraid she would damage something
or injure someone?” Elijah asked, though by his tone she could tell
he already knew the answer to his own question.

“I was afraid of what would happen to her
without my protection, Milord,” Dominic answered and shrugged. “The
villagers don’t understand her at all, Milord. They fear her, but
they respect me so they leave her be when I am there,” he added
after a short sigh.

“As I suspected,” Elijah said with a slight
nod and leaned back in his chair once more. Still watching her, he
steepled his fingers in front of his mouth and frowned. His gaze
dropped to the corpse lying before his table once more and then he
nodded again more firmly. “Because of the bruise on her face as
well as your answer and my respect for Lord Blackwolf’s concerns, I
will be taking your Ward, Dominic. She isn’t safe where she is,
though it’s by no fault of yours. I am sure you have done what you
could for her while she has been in your care,” Elijah said at
last.

“Taking her, Milord?” Dominic stammered as if
he didn’t quite understand what he was hearing.

“She will return with me to my home and live
under my protection, Dominic, until further notice. I will not kill
her for simply existing. From what I can see, she has committed no
sins. Were she aggressive as the Blights are, I would not hesitate
to deal with her accordingly, but from what I have seen she is
simply a scared child that seems to carry a very large curse on her
shoulders. Perhaps, given time, a method of helping her will be
found, but until then she is mine to look after.” Lord Arovan stood
as he spoke and looked down at her. “I leave for the capital
tomorrow, Zoey. Please be prepared to ride as well.” His gaze moved
to each of the others in the tent and he nodded faintly. “We are
done here. Troyelle, please do something with that body and be
discreet about it. I don’t want questions rising about what killed
him.”

Zoelyn watched them all with a detached
shock, her eyes slowly moving to Dominic who seemed to be taking
the news as poorly as she was. It was better than death, she
supposed, but not by much. The capital was brimming with people and
not only would she be in the capital she would be in the palace
itself. She had imagined a hundred ways that this meeting could
end, none of them had been good, and yet none of them had been this
one either. Elijah had caught her completely flat footed with his
choice.

“Come on, Zoey,” Dominic urged, and she
nodded faintly as she followed him silently from the tent. It was
hard to believe this was the last night she would spend in his
company. For seven years he had been the only person in her life.
Now everything was changing and she couldn’t think of a single way
to stop it. Even if she ran from the camp, she lost Dominic.
Swallowing heavily, she fought back tears and tried to stop her
mind from thinking about what was waiting for her tomorrow.


Chapter 3

 


Southern Goswin

 


 


Neph closed the door behind him and it took a
force of will to keep from slamming it so hard the boards rattled.
For the past two weeks it had been a constant struggle to keep
order among his people, and it was wearing on his nerves. Most of
his remaining people were too old or too young to fight, but the
ones that were of fighting age seemed to have nothing on their
minds but pissing him off. It was barely two days into the week and
he had already had to kill a man for challenging his right to lead.
That brought the total number of Delvay warriors he had killed to
six since he had arrived in Goswin. At the current rate he was
progressing he wouldn’t have enough of a fighting force left over
to even contemplate retaking his land.

Closing his eyes he tilted his head back and
slowed his breathing. After several moments his fists unclenched
and the desire to rip off someone’s face began to fade. Life had
never been this difficult at the Academy. Sure, Valor and Finn
could be obnoxious at times, but he had never truly wanted to kill
them. The desire to punch them in the face a few dozen times had
been there, but that was only natural considering how they behaved.
Every time he had a conversation with his own people he had the
overwhelming desire to light someone’s face on fire and attempt to
put out the flames with a knife. They simply didn’t listen and they
were as thick as stones when it came to strategy. Honestly he
believed Kadan had killed off everyone with the slightest bit of
common sense and left him with a herd of halfwits to command. He
had no doubt whatsoever that Kadan was sitting in the afterlife
laughing his ass off at his little brother’s difficulties.

“Damn it,” Neph muttered darkly as he
realized his hands were once again clenched into fists and he was
gritting his teeth just from thinking about dealing with his
people. Closing his eyes once more, he leaned back heavily against
the door and willed himself back to calm once more. “I need to
punch something,” he muttered darkly after several long
breaths.

“Neph, are you in there?” Shade’s voice
called from the hall beyond and Neph’s hands twitched in
response.

“I swear to the Divine, Shade, if you come
any closer to this room I will not be responsible for what happens
to you,” Neph warned loudly not bothering to move from his spot
against the door. At least with his full weight resting against it
there was no way Shade could get into the room. It wasn’t that he
wanted to preserve Shade’s life; it was simply not in his best
interest to kill the little bastard. Neph was Madren’s guest until
he reclaimed his own land and Shade was Madren’s friend.

“Are we having a moment, Neph?” Shade asked
with amusement clear in his voice.

Neph cocked his head and glanced over his
shoulder at the closed door. By the sound of Shade’s voice he was
just on the other side of the door and likely leaning against the
door frame. It was possible, if he aimed the blow just right he
could jab a dagger between the boards of the door and stab the
little bastard. It wouldn’t be a fatal blow, but Neph would take
what satisfaction he could get. “I really think you should go away
now, Shade,” Neph advised through clenched teeth.

“Madren just received a letter from the
capital, Neph. It is apparently from the Empress Symphony to all
High Lords. There is going to be a council in Sanctuary and all
High Lords are requested to attend. There is a problem, though,
Neph. Your name isn’t on the missive as a High Lord. There is a
Rivasan listed as the Lord of Delvay currently,” Shade’s voice had
grown more serious and he paused as if waiting for an answer. Long
breaths passed as Neph fought to control his already frayed temper.
“Madren wants to know how you want him to respond to the letter. He
is considering refusing her invitation unless she names you as the
lord of Delvay.” Shade paused again. “You know, I really hate
having this conversation through a door. If I could see your face
I’m sure I could just read the level of homicidal lunatic you are
right now from your expression and decide what to tell Madren
without you even saying a word.”

“It’s a really, really high level right now,
Shade,” Neph snarled. The trick of slow breathing wasn’t helping at
all anymore. Every muscle in his body was rigid and if anyone so
much as looked at him wrong he knew he would snap. That didn’t bode
well for the irritating little worm outside his door, but then he
had tried to warn Shade to leave him alone.

“Like you are trying to figure out how to
stab me through the door? That high?” Shade asked in a tone far too
conversational for the current topic.

“No, Shade that’s the level I was at when you
arrived. That was before you opened your mouth,” Neph hissed
through clenched teeth. His knuckles were beginning to turn white
from how tightly his fists were clenched.

“So you must be somewhere near chewing
through the door to strangle me with my own entrails about now,”
Shade mused thoughtfully.

“I don’t need to chew through the door,
Shade. I know how to work a door knob, but yes, I would like to
choke you with your own entrails right now and stab you repeatedly
in the face and possibly piss on whatever remains of your body when
I’m done stomping on it,” Neph spoke over his shoulder in a voice
that was far too calm for his current frame of mind, but he wanted
to make sure Shade got the full picture painted very clearly in his
mind.

“Colorful. Very good imagery there, Neph. You
are incredibly cranky. Got it. I will let Madren know and advise
him how to ans wer accordingly, then. Have a good night pumpkin.”
By the sound of his voice, Shade was already part way down the hall
and it was quite possibly the only thing that saved his life.

“I want to go home,” Neph whispered and when
he closed his eyes once more it was Merrodin he pictured in his
mind, not Delvay. He missed them all, though he hated to admit it.
He would happily trade everything he had for a chance to just sit
and work with Jala on magic again. Jala was dead, though, and he
was the lord of Delvay. He had responsibilities no matter how much
he might despise them.

Pushing off the door he slowly crossed to the
far side of the room and dropped lightly to his knees in front of
the make shift altar he had fashioned. His eyes roved over the
symbols of the Aspects and Divine and he let out a heavy sigh. He
had been praying every night since he had arrived in Goswin and so
far he had no signs that the gods were listening.

Pulling lightly on his magic he summoned a
spark of flame and lit the tiny candles lining the altar one by
one, whispering the names of the Divine as he did so. Just because
they hadn’t given him a sign, didn’t mean they weren’t listening.
He had to keep faith. The Aspects were about the only thing he had
left to turn to for solace. Bowing his head he closed his eyes and
began his nightly prayers. His body relaxed with the routine and
his anger slowly faded. There was a certain peace to the ritual
that couldn’t be replaced by anything else.

“What are you praying for Neph?” The voice
was barely loud enough to be heard, but just the sound of it nearly
stopped his heart. Jala was dead. He had seen her body and yet it
was her voice. There was no mistaking it. If this was a trick,
someone was about to die horribly.

“A lot of things. My loudest prayer was
possibly just answered, though,” Neph answered cautiously. He
didn’t open his eyes. He didn’t want to see that it wasn’t truly
her. Had he snapped? Was he only imagining her voice? He didn’t
feel insane, but then he was relatively sure no one insane ever
truly realized they were.

“Possibly? You aren’t sure it was?” Jala
asked her voice still near a whisper.

“You are dead,” Neph pointed out bluntly.

“Mmmm, I kind of was for a bit,” Jala mused,
her voice a bit louder. The soft scuff of footsteps sounded behind
him followed by the squeaking of the springs on his bed as someone
sat down. “I suppose I bit off a tad more than I could chew and
well, lesson learned,” s he sighed heavily.

“You bit off more than a dozen dragons could
chew, Jala,” Neph snapped, his eyes flashing open at last. He had
to see her. He had to know if it was truly her. She sat on the foot
of the bed watching him, her violet eyes sparkling in the dim
light. She was dressed in a gown of dark purple silk, cut
dangerously low in the front and split on the sides to reveal her
legs. Silver sandals laced up her calves and jewels covered her
wrists and fingers. Her hair had been braided into intricate
patterns and a net of silver chains held it in place. His eyes
lingered on her face and the web work of purple tattoos that began
above her right eye and traced a delicate path down to her
cheek.

Jala smiled at the direction of his gaze and
raised a hand to touch the marks. “It’s a new addition. I hope it
is artistic enough to hide its true purpose,” Her hand dropped back
to her lap and she gazed around his small room. “Do you remember
when I was wounded by the Blight in Avanti? It was because I
couldn’t get my glasses on fast enough. I probably should have been
wearing them the entire time, but the tunnel was so dark it wasn’t
practical,” she shrugged and motioned at the tattoo once more. “No
glasses required now.”

“Just because you know some of Jala’s life
does not prove you are Jala,” Neph pointed out in a neutral voice.
His heart was thudding so painfully in his chest that he was sure
she must be able to hear it. He wanted so desperately for her to
prove it truly was her, and yet he feared to press the issue. If
this was a hoax. If she couldn’t prove it… He let the thought fade
in his mind. He didn’t want to think of it not truly being her.
“Valor warned me that you wouldn’t believe. I came prepared,
though. I suppose I should cut myself and show you gold blood, but
then you would likely say that could be faked too. So turn on your
mage sight and watch my magic reserves, Neph. I don’t want you to
accuse me of faking this, so tell me when you have done so,” Jala
smiled as she spoke and the sight nearly brought tears to his
eyes.

Neph wasn’t sure exactly what she was
planning, but he couldn’t see any harm in what she asked. Pulling
on his magic once more he cast the spell and nodded to her.
“Ready,” he said quietly, his gaze never leaving her even for a
breath. In truth, he was fighting back the urge to even blink in
fear that she would be gone again when he opened his eyes once
more.

Casually, Jala lifted her hands before her
and summoned mage stone after mage stone more quickly than he
thought possible. She dropped them on the floor before her one by
one until a small pile formed by her feet. Her reserves were slowly
draining as she created the stones, but not nearly as fast as they
should have been, given the amount of stones she had created. His
eyes widened slightly as he realized exactly how much power the
woman before him must possess to fill so many stones with so little
effect. She gave a wistful sigh and continued to drop the stones
until the pile of gems spilled over onto one of her feet. Pausing
she met his eyes once more. “Is it obvious that my power is drained
down a bit now?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

Neph nodded slowly, his gaze moving to the
mage stones and back to her. “Jala did not have larger reserves of
magic than me,” Neph began slowly.

“I do now, sweetie, so deal with it,” Jala
chirped in a tone that sounded far too smug. Lightly she kicked one
of the stones toward him and smiled again. “Go on, test it, you
cranky skeptic. I don’t want you to have any excuse to say I didn’t
pass the identity test. I want your trust back and I swear if I
have to fight a constant battle with you to prove who I am, I will
smack you upside the head.”

Neph smiled at the words and lifted the
stone. Magic brimmed inside it and there was no denying that it was
a true mage stone. “You certainly sound like Jala, and yes, this is
a legitimate stone.” He set the stone back down on the pile and
gave her a questioning look.

“Ahh, I love that expression on your face.
It’s the what now look. Well here is what now Neph,” Jala
said and reached behind her on the bed. Carefully she lifted her
staff from behind her and held it out for Neph to see. The metal
was melted and the stones had cracked from heat, but it was Jala’s
staff, of that he was certain.

“I haven’t seen that since the night you sent
me from Arovan,” Neph whispered his eyes locked on the weapon.

“Valor found it by my body and kept it safe
for me. He was afraid they would try to bury it with my body,” Jala
explained and then paused cocking her head at him. “He took me to
see my grave in Arovan earlier. Do you have any idea how strange it
is to stand on your own grave, Neph? No, I suppose you wouldn’t,
but let me just say it is not a happy feeling.” She shook her head
and shrugged again before offering the staff to him. “It doesn’t
turn anymore as it was intended to, given that it’s half melted but
the Barllen is still there and functioning. Go ahead, Neph, take it
and examine it. As I said, I don’t want there to be a shred of
doubt in that thick skull of yours.”

Neph smiled again and took the staff, his
eyes scanning the familiar runes and stones lining it. It had been
a thing of beauty when Valor gave it to Jala, and even now in its
damaged state it was still impressive. Slowly he ran a finger up
the side of the staff until he felt the bite of Barllen draining
his magic. “It is exactly what it appears to be. This is Jala’s
staff,” he said firmly as he handed it back to her.

“Still have your mage sight on?” Jala asked
and waited for him to nod. “All right then, watch closely,” she
ordered and placed her hands firmly on the Barllen part of the
staff.

Her eyes narrowed as she focused and Neph
watched with held breath as her reserves filled once more. All
doubt vanished from his mind at the sight and he was on his feet
before he realized it. Only Jala could draw power from Barllen. It
was the proof that he was so desperately craving. Within a breath
he had her lifted from the bed and wrapped tightly in an
embrace.

“Breaking ribs,” Jala gasped, though the tone
of her voice was amused.

“Don’t you dare ever do anything that stupid
again, Jala. I thought you were gone forever,” Neph whispered as he
loosened his grip and rested his chin on the top of her head. “You
have no idea how much I’ve missed you.” His voice had grown thick
as he struggled to fight back the tears threatening to pour down
his face.

“I have a better idea than most would, Neph,”
Jala answered quietly as she rested her head against his chest. “I
swear by the Divine that I will never again risk myself so
carelessly. I promise you I will do everything in my power to live
as long as I possibly can. I have so much in my life that I never
want to lose again.”

Stepping back from the embrace, Neph looked
her up and down and shook his head at her with a smile. “You went
through an awful lot of trouble to get rid of scars, Jala. You know
most women would have just used magic to hide the blemishes, but
not you. You had to create an entirely new body you damned
egomaniac.”

“Well, you know,” Jala replied with sarcasm
thick in her voice and smiled at him. Taking his hands in her own,
she looked down and studied the two rings he wore. On his left hand
was the signet of Merrodin and on his right he now wore the signet
of Delvay. She ran her thumb lightly across the scarred metal of
the Merrodin ring and pushed at it gently forcing it up on his
finger a bit. “Good. You haven’t taken it off and the callous
proves that,” she murmured then lifted her eyes to meet his once
more. “Get dressed in something pretty, Neph. I want to take you
out and show you off,” she ordered flippantly with another
grin.

“You have Valor to use as eye candy,” Neph
returned dryly.

“And Valor is waiting outside for us. Hurry
up. I’m not kidding. Get dressed nicely, Lord Delvayon, we have a
party to crash. ” Jala prodded him gently with her hand and turned
for the door. “I’ll wait outside your room,” she informed him as
she hefted her staff in one hand and pulled the door open.

“Jala are you going to explain what is going
on?” Neph grumbled as she started to close the door behind her.

Glancing back, Jala gave him an impish grin
and shook her head lightly. “No,” she chirped and pulled the door
shut behind her.

Neph let out a deep sigh of irritation, but
couldn’t quite manage to keep the grin off his face. Everything had
been spiraling out of his grasp, and then, with just the sound of
her voice and the sight of her, it was all fixed. Jala Merrodin had
returned and no matter how dire the situation looked, he would face
it head on and without doubt. When Jala was involved, any miracle
was possible, even saving Delvay.

It took him less than five minutes to dress,
though Neph doubted she would approve of what he had chosen. He
wasn’t like Finn had been, or Valor was. He didn’t own silks or
velvet. For him, dressing nicely meant putting on the leather armor
that had the least amount of scars and no dried blood on it.
Pausing at the mirror he studied his reflection and smoothed his
short blond hair a bit. His eyes lingered on his face and he shook
his head slowly at the wide smile that still showed. It wasn’t an
expression he was accustomed to wearing, and he would have to get
rid of it before Shade or Madren saw him. The last thing he wanted
was for Madren to lose his fear of him.

Jala was leaning against the wall, twirling
her staff between her two hands when he stepped from his room. She
looked up quickly, her eyes scanning him and nodded once. “That is
about as well dressed as I’ve ever seen you,” she said
agreeably.

“Anything more and I will be the one doing
the identity tests,” Neph said with a shrug. “So, where are we
going?” he asked as they walked side by side to the door.

“To get Valor and Madren,” Jala replied with
a grin that had him rolling his eyes.

“After that?” Neph pressed.

“Out of Goswin,” Jala replied glancing up at
him as she pushed the door open and stepped out into the cool night
air.

The sound of childish laughter echoed through
the garden and Jala’s answering smile was positively radiant. She
moved swiftly in the direction of the laughter ending his chance at
any further questions. Neph sighed and followed her quickly down
the winding paths that led from the guest house to the Manor
itself.

Valor was the first one Neph spotted as they
approached. The knight stood by the entrance to the path. His
purple and silver armor had been polished to such a shine it
gleamed like a mirror. The sound of their footsteps drew his
attention and Valor turned to watch them with a look of such utter
devotion on his face that Neph shook his head. Neph wanted to make
a smart ass remark, but he knew he couldn’t. While his expressions
were more guarded than the knight’s and Neph typically wore a
scowl, he could relate with that expression perfectly. The only
difference they had in their feelings for Jala was that Valor was
in love with her while Neph simply loved her. She was a sister to
him and he was just as devoted as the damned Arovan was and he knew
it.

The childish giggle broke through the
stillness of the night once more and Neph paused beside Valor and
Jala until he located its source. Legacy sat in the grass near one
of the garden pools with an overly large white rabbit on the ground
before him. The creature was sitting on its rump with both hind
feet splayed out before it. As Neph watched, the rabbit rocked back
on its haunches and its cheeks puffed out with air as its eyes
crossed. More giggles erupted from Legacy as the rabbit’s ears grew
limp and all of the air exploded out of it in a rush that sounded
far cruder that a noise one would expect from an animal.

“What the hell?” Neph mumbled, glancing at
Valor. “Wait until he dances,” Valor whispered back.

“Dances?” Neph raised an eyebrow and turned
his attention back to the strange little creature as its body began
to shift. Within a breath, Shade sat in the grass before Legacy
with a stupid grin on his face.

“That’s all for now, little man. Shade needs
a smoke and bunnies can’t have cigarettes,” Shade said with a grin
and ruffled Legacy’s hair as he stood. Reaching into the pocket of
his coat he produced a slender silver case and fished a cigarette
out. He seemed to notice Jala and Neph then and bowed his head
slightly to them in greeting.

“You have no dignity at all,” Neph informed
him dryly.

“I’d rather be able to make a child laugh and
have fun myself than worry about dignity,” Shade replied with a
shrug. “We ready, Jala?”

Shade asked as he lit the cigarette and took
a long drag.

Jala glanced at Madren who nodded once,
though to Neph’s eyes Madren looked more nervous than ready.
Kneeling down, Jala held her hands out to her son who promptly
crossed the small stretch of grass separating them at a wobbly
legged run. Wrapping her arms around him tightly she stood once
more and balanced him on her hip before nodding to Shade.

“We taking my ship or traveling by shadows?”
Shade asked as he glanced around the courtyard.

“Shadows,” Vaze answered as he stepped from a
pool of darkness and into the clearing to join them. “We don’t have
time for the spell hawk trip, it has already begun.”

“Was I the last person to figure out you are
alive again?” Neph demanded looking to Jala with narrowing
eyes.

“No, most people don’t realize I’m alive
again, but honestly have you ever tried to keep a secret from Vaze?
It’s impossible, the man is worse than an old woman. He knows
everyone’s gossip,” Jala replied with a shrug. “Madren and Shade
found out a few minutes before you, but that was only because you
were in your room rather than in the main house.”

“I tried to get her to cast an illusion of me
over herself before she spoke to you, but she saw through it and
smacked me,” Shade said with a grin.

Neph glared at Shade for a long moment and
decided it was best to not waste his breath with a response. “Is
anyone going to tell me where we are going?” Neph asked his eyes
landing firmly on Jala.

“Arovan. I understand you were naughty and
used the bad magics when you got cranky in the battle. I’m going to
settle things on that matter and conveniently they are having a
meeting of the alliance tonight. I think there must have been a
mistake when the invitations were sent out because Merro, Goswin
and Delvay didn’t seem to receive theirs,” Jala answered and Neph
could tell by the tone of her voice that it wouldn’t be Jala
Merrodin that arrived at Arovan’s meeting, it would be Lady
Bendazzi and whoever had skipped over Merrodin would soon regret
it.

 


* * *

 


Neph blinked several times as the shadows
faded around them. Bowing slightly, Vaze stepped away from the
group and allowed them all to get their bearings. They stood in the
center of a massive hallway just in front of a set of double doors
that bore the symbol of House Arovan. By all appearances, Vaze had
bypassed all of the protective wards on the palace as well as the
guards and dropped them right before the council room.

“Can you do that anywhere?” Neph whispered
turning to face Vaze with a raised eyebrow. “I mean just walk right
into the middle of anyone’s house?” Neph clarified quickly.

Vaze shrugged and nodded slowly with a faint
smile on his face. “For the most part. No one bothers to ward
against Shadow magic anymore,” Vaze replied smugly.

“I will,” Neph promised and turned back to
Jala shaking his head in disbelief.

“No, you won’t. Vaze is our ally,” Jala
corrected as she handed Legacy over to Valor and squared her
shoulders a bit. Carefully she propped her staff in the crook of
her arm and shook her arms lightly as if loosening up for a fight.
Glancing up at Neph she smiled widely. “You are going to love this.
I’ve been working on it for days. I call it awe inspiring
Sorceress.”

“You really need your hair down for the
proper effect,” Valor cut in and Jala frowned and looked at him,
her hand going up to touch her carefully braided hair. “Oh please
don’t look so wounded. It’s not as if that took a lot of effort to
do. I was standing right beside you when you fixed your hair and it
took all of thirty seconds and a bit of magic to do that,” Valor’s
voice trailed off as he noticed her darkening expression and
narrowing eyes. “That beautiful creation to your hair. Honestly,
anyone who looked at you would think you spent hours on your hair.
Maybe you should just leave it up,” Valor hastily amended.

“So the first two husbands are dead and you
neutered the third. If anything happens to Valor there won’t be a
line of suitors waiting at your door. I can promise you that,”
Shade observed casually.

“Are we really going to just stand here in
the hall waiting for a guard patrol while we discuss Jala’s hair?”
Madren asked, looking at them all in disbelief.

“He has a point,” Vaze chimed in with a
smirk.

“You never know the guards may have a very
good opinion on the topic,” Shade offered with a shrug.

Fighting back a snort of laughter Jala shook
her head at Shade and flipped her hand casually towards her hair.
The magic that bound it in place fell away and her wine red hair
cascaded down over her shoulders. “I love you all so much,” she
whispered as she took her staff in hand once more and squared her
shoulders. Pausing, she cleared her throat and wiped the last
remains of a smile from her face as she regarded the doors.

Wind rose behind her as she lifted one hand
and pulled on her magic to open the locks that held them in
place.

“Really? You are summoning wind for this?”
Neph scoffed, looking at Valor who was motioning lightly with one
hand toward Jala while carefully balancing Legacy on his hip.

Valor glanced at him and shrugged one
shoulder. “It adds to her entrance, Neph,” he explained with a
smirk.

Startled oaths rose from within the room as
Jala stepped through the door. Moving up behind her, Neph paused in
the doorway for a better view. All of the High Lords were assembled
around a massive table in the center of the room, and each and
every one of them bore an expression of pure shock on their face at
the sight of her. Aside from the Lord of Oblivion, Neph noticed
with interest. Zachary Dark simply sat in his chair watching her
with what almost looked like amusement on his normally
expressionless face.

“Did you forget to invite a few people,
boys?” Jala asked casually, the wind still stirring her hair as she
stopped just beyond the table. She stood with her legs slightly
parted and her staff held in front of her as if she was prepared to
battle all before her.

“Jala Merrodin is dead and this is a closed
meeting. Whoever you are, you have made a wretched mistake with
this display,” Lord Faydwer snarled as he started to rise from his
chair. Lord Blackwolf and Arjuna were rising as well with matching
looks of fury on their faces.

“I figured someone would say something like
that,” Jala sighed, her tone far from concerned. “Allow me to set
your fears at ease,” she purred and the room darkened as she drew
on her magic. Shadows writhed across the floor in front of her and
Neph turned to raise an eyebrow at Vaze who was silently wiggling a
finger in Jala’s direction. The wind rose once more, stirring her
hair as she pointed a slender finger to the floor in front of her.
A faint purple glow began to show in the cracks of the marble below
her and half of the High Lords lurched from their chairs looking
more than ready to fight. “Seth, King of Crows, Herald of Death I
summon thee!” Jala’s voice cracked through the room. Even from
where he stood Neph could feel the power emanating from her. He had
to admit it was an impressive display, awe inspiring sorceress
indeed.

The ground before her trembled and the
shadows danced wildly as a flock of spectral ravens burst through
the marble at her feet. The birds swirled, darkening the air before
her as they spiraled upward toward the ceiling. When the air before
her cleared, Seth was crouched on the floor, his raven feathered
cloak pulled tightly around him. He stood slowly, moving with the
grace of a natural hunter and the expression on his face was
grim.

Delighted laughter and clapping filled the
room and all eyes turned to stare stupidly at Legacy who was
grinning from ear to ear. “Yay!” he exclaimed loudly, looking up at
Valor and then back to his mother with an expression of utter joy
on his small face as he clapped once more. “Hi!” he called loudly,
his childish voice almost comical as he waved at Seth with
enthusiasm.

Neph stared in disbelief at the child and
then looked to Jala who had turned back to stare at her son with
wide eyes. Her expression was still serious, but Neph could tell by
the light in her eyes it was taking all of her willpower to keep
from bursting into laughter.

Seth settled back where he stood and rubbed
the back of his neck for a moment. “Well, that moment is gone,” he
muttered with a heavy sigh as his posture relaxed. He raised an
eyebrow at Jala and smiled faintly. “You called?” he prompted with
a faint smile as he waved back at Legacy.

“Oh, by the Divine, that was classic!” Shade
exclaimed as he burst out laughing loudly. “Oh kid, I love you. You
are my favorite person in the world right now!” he continued as he
leaned forward and ruffled Legacy’s hair.

Jala sighed dramatically and slowly turned
back to look at the assembled High Lords. She shrugged and smiled
sheepishly. “Well, so much for a grand entrance,” she said and
waved a hand toward Seth. “He is the servant of Death, directly. No
one in Sanctuary knows better than Seth who is dead and who
isn’t.”

Seth glanced at Jala, raised an eyebrow, and
then looked to the High Lords with a dry expression. “As the fact
that she is here speaking to you implies, Jala Merrodin is alive.
She was gone for a time, but not dead. That is something I cannot
explain beyond telling you that her life essence was not among us
for a time. Now it is.”

“Did my Nephew really just applaud and then
wave at the man that is supposed to terrify small children with the
hellish bedti me stories that are told about him?” Arjuna asked
slowly, his eyes flicking from Seth to Jala and then finally to
Legacy.

“Well…yes,” Jala answered slowly, her gaze
moving from lord to lord as she tried to assess the mood of the
room.

“I am oddly proud right now,” Arjuna
announced as he dropped lightly back into his chair, a smile on his
face. “That is Firym blood there, gentlemen. He is truly
fearless.”

“And happy,” Shade added as he stepped fully
into the room and leaned against the wall.

“This does not change the fact that they have
broken into Lord Arovan’s home and disrupted a very important and
private meeting,” Lord Blackwolf’s voice cut through the room like
a knife evaporating the smiles on most faces.

“A meeting that I believed I would have been
invited to, had you known I lived,” Jala replied sharply, her tone
every bit as serious as Blackwolf’s had been.

“Of course you would have been invited had we
known,” Arjuna broke in as he scowled at Blackwolf. “You are an
ally Jala, you have proven that time and time again,” he assured
her.

“If it’s truly Jala Merrodin, where are the
Bendazzi that accompany her everywhere?” Lord Faydwer inquired, his
expression still filled with doubt.

“They were asleep on my bed when I left,
actually,” Jala sighed and looked back toward the doorway. “Vaze,
please?” she asked with a frown.

Vaze nodded slowly and the shadows around her
darkened once more. Within moments the forms of two Bendazzi could
be seen clearly as the shadows faded away. Looking up, Marrow
yawned widely and rose to his feet stretching. He scanned the room
once with his large yellow eyes and slowly sat back on his haunches
beside Jala.

“Satisfied?” Jala asked the room in
general.

“Satisfied that you are who you say you are,
but that doesn’t explain the company you have brought with you,”
Lord Blackwolf replied sharply.

Jala frowned deeper, her eyes moving back to
Neph and Madren. Neph could tell by her expression that she was
fighting back her own sharp reply. She motioned toward him with a
casual wave. “I had thought you would all remember Lord Delvayon as
well as Lord Goswin. They were, after all, at the battle that saved
Arovan and Glis from Rivasa.”

“Nephon is not lord of Delvay, or so the
Empress says,” Blackwolf corrected.

“I’m leaving now before I’m too tempted to
take a souvenir back home with me,” Seth informed Jala quietly, his
eyes lingering on Nicoli Blackwolf.

“Thank you for answering, Seth,” Jala replied
with a nod before turning back to face the High Lord of Glis once
more. “Lord Blackwolf, we have never really had a chance to speak
before today and this is not getting off to a good start. I want to
work with you and I want to make this alliance work, but allow me
to speak bluntly in terms you will understand clearly.” Her hand
dropped to rest on the top of Marrow’s head and she stared hard at
the High Lord. “I have earned the name Lady Bendazzi through more
than just the presence of my Familiar. It was given to me to
acknowledge my talent for dealing with arrogant assholes that
refused to listen to me. So let me ask you this, Lord Blackwolf …”
she paused, emphasizing the last of his name as she stepped forward
closer to the table. “In a fight between a Bendazzi and a wolf, who
wins?” she asked coldly.

A loud noise similar to an angry cat rose
from the back of the room and Neph turned to look at Shade as the
rogue made a scratching motion with his hand. “Get him, Jala. My
money is on her if anyone is taking bets here,” he said loudly as
he noticed how many people were watching him.

“Why exactly is he here? He isn’t the current
lord of Morcath as I understand,” Arjuna sighed leaning forward on
the table for a better look at Jala and motioning toward Shade.

“I’m his advisor, actually,” Shade informed
them, pointing directly at Madren who from what Neph could tell
looked ready to crawl off into a corner to hide. “See, Madren is
competent at leading his own people and incredibly smart, but you
bastards intimidate him and, well, I gave up really caring about
who says what about me or tries to kill me a while back. I tried
being rational and law abiding and was kicked in the nuts for it
repeatedly. So now, I advise him for the time being and work as his
voice when he needs to address bullies like you guys.”

“You poor bastard,” Neph whispered to Madren
who had simply closed his eyes and slumped against the wall as
Shade spoke.

“He used to be eloquent and diplomatic,”
Madren sighed.

“Not anymore,” Shade announced loudly his
eyes moving to the table. “So where do we sit and what did we miss
you guys talking about.” “I will not tolerate his antics,” Nicoli
announced firmly.

“Aww, and we just got here and you are
planning on leaving already? Well, see you next time, then,” Shade
said sadly and waved briefly at Nicoli who scowled at him in
response. Smiling widely, Shade dropped into a chair beside High
Lord Han’shy. He looked up slowly at the lord and his smile faded.
“Mind mage, eh?” Shade nodded in greeting and began to look around
at the other empty chairs.

“You are amusing me for the moment, boy. Get
any more annoying and you might want to find another seat, but for
now you are fine,” Jin assured him and motioned Jala forward. “Have
a seat. We were discussing the Blight problem, actually.”

“Good. That is a matter I have interest in,”
Jala replied with a smile and glanced back toward Madren and Neph.
“Come on, gentlemen, it’s going to be a very long night without
more delay.”

“Actually, before we continue that discussion
I would be very interested in knowing how, exactly, Jala returned.”
Lord Arovan’s voice was soft, but all fell silent as he spoke.

Neph studied the man as he sat down at the
table. The Lord’s eyes were locked on Jala with an expression that
seemed almost desperate.

He wants his son back, Neph realized, and
felt a stir of pity for the man. He knew without a doubt there was
no bringing Micah Arovan back. It had been the same with Zyi. Both
of them had been pure souls and had evaded the judgment of death on
that account. Micah’s spirit could have been called back on the day
of his death, perhaps, but after this long he would be in the life
stream awaiting rebirth and far beyond the call of magic.

Jala was silent in her chair for a long
moment as she returned Elijah Arovan’s gaze, but it was sympathy
written on her face rather than pity. Slowly she shook her head at
him and Neph watched in silence as the desperation that had been on
the man’s face faded to poorly concealed grief. “I tried to win
Honor as well as Micah back from Death when I returned, Lord
Arovan. Seth informed me that they had already returned to the life
stream. I’m so sorry, but there is no calling them back now.”

“How, exactly, is it that you are on such
good terms with the Herald of Death?” the High Lord of Faydwer cut
in sharply.

Jala didn’t bother to turn to look at the
man. Her hand rose to her chest and she pulled a necklace from
under her dress. She held it up allowing it to swirl in the air
inches above the table giving everyone a clear view of the symbol
of Death that adorned one side and the symbol of War that covered
the other. Her expression softened further and she placed her free
hand on Valor’s. “I didn’t know either of them as well as I would
have liked to, Lord Arovan, but I had the utmost respect for your
son. I cannot help you bring him back, but I can offer you the same
comfort that I gave Valor to ease the pain of losing his brother.”
She paused and squeezed Valor’s hand giving him a faint smile
before she continued. “They are in the life stream now awaiting
another life. They died in a world filled with bitterness and pain,
but if we truly work together here, we can give them a world filled
with peace to return to. They won’t remember us when they return,
but we will always remember them. With every moment we spend
rebuilding Sanctuary we will think of them and know that wherever
they are, they are safe because of what we are doing now.”

“How touching. I believe the question was how
did you return, though. I truly hope you don’t expect us all to
believe Death simply released you due to the fact that you revere
her now,” Nicoli Blackwolf spoke the moment she fell silent and
Neph wanted to slap the man for the derision in his voice.

“Death didn’t have to release me. As I said,
I wasn’t dead,” Jala replied in a tone filled with irritation. “For
those of you who were at the battle, I’m sure you saw the pillar of
light I became,” she began in a quieter voice and let out a long
breath. Leaning back in her chair she toyed with the holy symbol
and shrugged one shoulder. “That pillar of light was raw magic that
I called upon. I drew strength from the Barrier itself and it
destroyed my body. I knew it would and I fully expected to find
myself before Death because of it. I was desperate, though, so I
did the only thing I thought would save my people and help
Arovan.”

“But you didn’t find yourself before Death?”
Jin Han’shy pressed when Jala remained silent for a long
moment.

Neph could see the indecision in her eyes as
she glanced around the table. She had been rather vague explaining
to him about what had actually happened and now she was being
cornered on the topic by people she couldn’t simply ignore.

“I was drawn into the Barrier, actually,”
Jala began calmly. The holy symbol fell from her hand and she
leaned forward on the table with a thoughtful expression on her
face. “I don’t truly expect any of you to believe me on that
account, but that is what happened. At first I was confused, but
then when I started to examine my surroundings I realized where I
was. The magic had pulled me back to the Barrier and somehow my
mind held together,” she shrugged and glanced at Jin. “You may
check my mind to verify I am speaking the truth if you wish,” she
offered and eyes widened around the table. To offer to let a Mind
Mage freely into your head was an act of trust that Neph himself
would never contemplate.

“I believe you. While I’d love to see into
your mind to learn the knowledge that you hold on the matter, I
won’t put you through the pain to sate my own curiosity,” Jin
replied with a smile, but his eyes lingered on her with such
interest that Neph wondered if the man was reconsidering his words
the moment they left his mouth.

“I have a question for you,” Arjuna began
politely and waited until Jala had turned to look at him before he
continued. “How did you know about this meeting? It’s not that I
object to your being here. On the contrary, I’m pleased to see you.
It’s just that this meeting was to be kept in the utmost secrecy.”
His gaze turned aside from her and settled on Vaze who had propped
himself against a back wall and he raised an eyebrow.

“I informed her,” Zachary Dark announced
before Jala had a chance to answer the question. He smirked at the
expressions of shock on several faces and motioned at Jala. “She
needs to be here and we need to discuss matters of more importance
than how she is here. We are wasting time with this
interrogation.”

“You expect us to simply accept her story.
You want me to believe she was in the Barrier? Do I look like a
fool to you?” Nicoli Blackwolf snapped.

“I know that question was addressed to Lord
Dark, but can I answer it please?” Shade broke in, his hand raised
in the air as if he were sitting in class at the Academy.

“Please Nicoli. If not for Jala Merrodin your
son would be dead now. Perhaps if she had been with Micah, my son
would still be alive. Zachary is right. We need to move on to more
pressing matters.” Elijah Arovan’s voice stilled the room once more
and Nicoli slowly nodded and leaned back in his seat. “Forgive him
please, Jala. Nicoli is aggressive on a good day as one would
expect from a Shifter and today is truly not a good day. It isn’t
personal against you. It is his attitude toward the world at this
time.”

“His name was left off the list of
invitations to the Empress’s council meeting,” Jin Han’shy informed
her calmly with a glance to Neph as he spoke the words. “It would
seem that if you don’t hold your land you are no longer a High Lord
in anyone’s eyes. Foolish, really, when you consider it closely. We
are High Lord’s because of the power we hold and the people that
follow us, not because of what lands we control.”

“Merro didn’t receive an invitation either.
Sovann Sovaesh was not approved as Regent of my land and my son is
too young to claim it. If I had not returned Merro would have been
considered neutral lands such as Gaelyn or the Greenwild was before
I claimed it,” Jala explained with a nod to Nicoli. “I hold no
resentment or anger for your sharp words. We have all been insulted
and we have just under three months to turn the scales back to our
favor if we wish to attend the first council meeting,” Jala
finished and folded her hands in front of her. “Which brings us
back to the matter of the Blights and how to get them out of Glis,”
Arjuna sighed.

“With the glasses to see the creatures it
shouldn’t take much to simply wipe them out,” Lord Faydwer offered
in a voice that was far more reasonable than the one he had been
using previously. Neph watched him carefully and noticed how close
attention the Fae lord was paying to Nicoli Blackwolf. He was
trying to buy favor with the Shifters apparently, though Neph
couldn’t see why. There was no profit to be had in it at the
present time. Glis was simply too weak now.

“Actually I’d rather not wipe them out,” Jala
said carefully. To her credit she didn’t shrink back in the chair
when the looks of fury darkened several faces. Clearing her throat
she held a hand up in a peaceful gesture. “As I said, I was in the
Barrier,” she began hesitantly. “I…”

Her voice trailed off and she shifted in her
seat. “I know you all think they are monsters, but they aren’t.
Before the Barrier, I was in Arovan for the sole purpose of killing
them all. But I understand better now and we can’t. They aren’t all
monsters.”

“Tell that to the widows and orphans of my
land. Tell that to the souls of the young women who died birthing
creatures spawned of rape. Tell that to my people that have no home
now Lady Merrodin,” Nicoli hissed. Every muscle in the man’s body
was tense and Neph slid his chair back from the table just enough
to rise quickly if needed. Shifters were not known for rational
behavior when angry and Nicoli Blackwolf looked well beyond
angry.

“We are all linked to the Barrier. Each
creature living has a strand of magic connecting them to this
world. I planned to kill them all, once I realized it connected
them. It was the perfect path past their immunity to magic. I
simply bypassed their flesh and targeted their souls and minds
directly with my power,” Jala explained.

“Then why didn’t you?” Nicoli demanded, his
voice booming over hers and drowning out all other noise in the
room.

“I think she was getting to that if you would
shut up,” Neph snarled in return. He had been doing his best to
keep silent. All of the years in the Academy had honed his mind for
politics, but he could only stomach so much.

“Please,” Jala’s voice rose and she held up
both hands her gaze moving between the two of them. Slowly she
lowered her hands once more and sighed. “I was about to unleash the
magic, Lord Blackwolf, when I brushed against the mind of one of
the creatures. It wanted safety. It wanted rest and peace. It was
the same frame of mind I would expect to find in any of our people.
It was not the mind of a monster. I tested each strand then and I
did eliminate those that held darkness in their hearts, but I left
the ones that were innocent to live.” Her eyes roved the table once
more and settled on Arjuna. “In Merrodin, it is said that the Firym
steal children from other lands and feast upon their flesh. There
are stories about the Beastmen of Glis that gave me nightmares as a
child. I was told that the barbarians of Delvay throw their weak or
sickly children to their cats. We are all monsters depending on who
you ask and while the Blights have qualities that I despise, that
is not their fault. They can’t help the way they reproduce. They
were created that way by no choice of their own. We have to find
compromise with them.” Her words poured out from her and the room
remained silent while she spoke.

“They have invaded my land and I will kill
them all. You may think you know them, child, but I doubt you have
the knowledge of them that I do. They are unthinking bloodthirsty
brutes. If you try to reason with them they will devour you.”
Nicoli’s voice had grown cold and by his expression Neph guessed
the man was hoping she would insist on visiting a Blight Hive
herself.

“Emily, show them,” Jala spoke so softly that
Neph almost missed her words. The black Bendazzi stared up at her
impassively and yawned. “Emily, your entire race depends on you
now,” Jala’s voice rose a bit as she stared down at the Bendazzi
who simply regarded her with indifference. “Emily!” Jala snapped as
she kicked the Bendazzi lightly in the butt.

A snarl erupted from the cat as it moved back
from the table and shifted to the human form Neph had so rarely
seen. On the few occasions he had managed to spot her, Emily had
been ragged to say the least. Typically the Blight was dirty and
naked, but today she was clean and well dressed. Emily glowered at
the assembly who simply stared at her in dumbfounded shock.

“Emily has lived with me since I attended the
Academy. She is Blight and she is not a monster. They can be
reasoned with and they are intelligent creatures, not bloodthirsty
brutes. If not for Emily, I would have been dead long before I ever
marched against Avanti,” Jala informed the room quietly.

“You brought a Blight into this council
room?” Nicoli roared as he rose from his chair.

“Actually, I didn’t. I left my Bendazzi at
home. I didn’t bring them until Lord Faydwer requested to see
them,” Jala replied loudly as she rose from her own chair, her
expression filled with resolve. “I don’t want to fight you, Lord
Blackwolf, but if you take one step toward Emily, I will kill you,”
she warned.

“Both of you sit down. You are in my home and
you will not behave like hot headed fools while you are here,”
Elijah Arovan commanded and Nicoli had the grace to look at least a
little chagrined.

“You have my sincere apologies,” Jala said
with a bow of her head to Elijah before she once again took her
seat. “Emily is under my protection as much as I am under hers. I
asked her to reveal herself and I will not allow her to be hurt
because of it.”

“May I ask exactly what you want from us on
the account of the Blights, Jala?” Arjuna spoke up before Nicoli
had a chance to open his mouth again.

“I ask that this council grant me thirty days
to make contact with them and attempt to reach a compromise. I
don’t ask for any help on this matter. I simply ask that you do not
attack them during this time,” Jala explained. “Out of the
question,” Nicoli snapped.

“I’m afraid I agree with Nicoli on the
matter. We have limited time to retake Glis before the council in
Sanctuary is held, and Nicoli must have his position as High Lord
back before then. We cannot wait for a peace that might not come,”
Elijah added with a frown.

“They are in Faydwer as well and I will not
even consider hesitating on their removal. They are a threat to my
people that must be dealt with quickly,” Lord Faydwer chimed
in.

“I am content to allow Jala her attempt,” Jin
Han’shy announced as he leaned back in his chair. His gaze flicked
to Nicoli Blackwolf and a small smile played across his lips as he
regarded his fellow High Lord’s outrage.

Neph watched them both for a long moment and
stored the knowledge away. He hadn’t realized there was enmity
between the two men, but it was knowledge that could be useful
later.

“That’s because your own lands aren’t in
jeopardy!” Lord Faydwer stormed, his bright green eyes narrowing
with anger.

“Even if we save them now, at the rate they
reproduce and grow they will be a threat in the future. My vote is
to burn them out while we can,” Arjuna sighed, with an apologetic
shrug to Jala.

“That leaves Delvay, Oblivion, and Goswin to
vote. At the present we have four to two,” Elijah regarded the
remaining Lords as he spoke and raised an eyebrow in question.

“The Blights are no threat to my lands, but I
respect the danger my allies are in. Thirty days is a very long
time to wait when people may die from your delay Lady Merrodin.”
Zachary Dark spoke softly and slowly shook his head. “I won’t ask
my allies to wait thirty days.”

“The matter is settled then. Even with the
remaining two votes, you lose,” Lord Faydwer announced with a
smirk.

Jala watched them silently and sighed
heavily. “I will ask again for the Lords present to please
reconsider their votes. Slaughtering them for simply existing, is
wrong.” She watched everyone at the table for a long moment and
then nodded sadly. “I see. Well then, the other approach that I
didn’t want to use…” She turned to Neph and he could see the
question in her eyes. Are you with me? He smiled and nodded
in return and she closed her eyes for a moment before looking back
to Elijah. “Before I continue there is another matter I would speak
with you about.”

Elijah frowned with an expression of doubt on
his face and nodded slowly. “If you feel it is important enough to
bring up at the present moment, then please speak.”

“It is along the same topic. Monsters or
innocents and all,” Jala said with a faint shrug. “You have a girl
in your keeping. Her name is Zoelyn, I believe. I want her.”

“You what?” Elijah stammered, glancing from
Jala to Nicoli as if trying to determine if he had heard her
correctly.

“She is called Undrae in your lands,
from what Valor tells me. In mine she would simply be Zoelyn. I
want a chance to help her. Lord Arovan will you allow me to return
to Merrodin with her,” Jala explained further.

“I’m not sure you understand the problems
that this girl has, Lady Merrodin. She is cursed and for one such
as yourself, she is very dangerous,” Lord Arovan objected.

“I understand quite well the events that led
to her being taken as your ward. It was explained to me by Valor as
well as one of his knights. I accept that there could be danger
involved, but I am still inclined to help her. Will you allow me to
return to Merrodin with her?” Jala pressed.

“If you truly wish to take on such a burden,
I honestly cannot deny your request. If not for you, Arovan would
likely be ashes. I owe you too much to refuse you,” Elijah
sighed.

“Good. Now remember those words after what I
say next,” Jala sighed as she stood from her chair and carefully
pushed it back under the table. She stood just behind it and
carefully crossed her arms across the back as they all watched her.
“The balance of power has shifted considerably during the war. High
Lords that were once the most powerful are now dependent on their
allies for shelter. From what I have seen in the aftermath of the
war, Firym and Merrodin are the most powerful houses in this room.
I asked you to allow me the thirty days and now I’m telling you I
am taking the thirty days. The only one with enough military
strength to stand in my way is Firym, unless you all band together
against me. Which leaves you all open to Rivasa who, as I
understand, still holds a decent amount of power even after their
losses. There is, of course, Nerathane to consider as well.”

“You arrogant bitch!” Nicoli raged.

“I will be sending my dragons to watch the
border of Glis to prevent military movements into that region. My
envoy will work swiftly to settle this and with luck on our side it
will be resolved well within thirty days,” Jala continued, ignoring
the outburst completely.

“Who exactly do you intend to send as an
envoy?” Madren asked, his voice barely audible through the
grumblings of the other lords.

Jala smiled and raised a finger to point
directly at Shade. “He is going,” she announced and by the
expression on Shade’s face, Neph could tell he hadn’t been informed
of her choice at all.

“What?” Shade choked, his eyes locked on Jala
in an expression of disbelief.

“You are already in hiding Shade. You have
been declared outlaw in the city of Sanctuary. You have experience
dealing with Blights and you are clever with your words. Most
importantly, though, you are likely the only one in this room that
truly believes this is the right thing to do. Even Valor has his
doubts about my plan, but I know you understand. You are the
perfect envoy.” Jala smiled at him, but it was a bittersweet
expression to Neph’s eyes. She hated the path she was on and he
knew it.

“You could have given me a bit of warning,”
Shade sighed. He rubbed his face for a moment and nodded slowly.
“You are right, though, and I am the best choice for an envoy.
Everyone else seems to be plagued with common sense.”

“And if I attack Merrodin in response to your
actions?” Arjuna asked, though there was no malice in his voice it
was simply a question.

“Then I will weep for you at your funeral,
Arjuna, and mourn the loss of a man I considered my friend,” Jala
answered without hesitation or concern.

“Chances are your armies would never find
Merrodin anyway. As I said, I support Merrodin in this and the
Han’shy lands can be very confusing to navigate. Unless of course
you intend to cross the distance through flames which I’m sure
would be equally hazardous. There is no telling what Lady Merrodin
keeps around her fires in Merro,” Lord Han’shy mused with a
smile.

“As far as I am concerned, the matter is
settled on the Blights, so, on to the final matter I have to attend
to here,” Jala began once more and didn’t bother to pause long
enough for anyone to object. “NephDelvayon has charges against him
on the matter of the magics he used in the final battle. If you
will all notice he wears the ring of Merrodin on his finger and has
sworn his fealty to me. Any crime that he commits on my behalf is
my crime. He fought for me, so if you have grievance with him, then
direct it at me.” Jala paused again and summoned a large white book
to her hand. Gilding flashed along the edges of the pale leather as
she set it carefully on the table. “This is a book of law from
Merro. If any of you care to look inside it, you will discover that
no magic is forbidden in my land. Actions are judged, not methods.
What Neph did was for the greater good of Merro as well as Arovan
regardless of what power he used to do it. Until Delvay is
reclaimed, Neph is under my rule and judged by my laws. If you wish
to press the matter, Elijah, I understand and I will answer for the
crimes. Neph, however, is to remain out of the matter entirely.
Until the time I believe I have likely worn out my welcome in your
hall, I will be in contact with you once the matter of the Blights
is resolved.” Jala pushed away from the chair as she finished and
waited for her comrades to rise before turning for the door.

“I will summon guards to fetch the girl, Lady
Merrodin,” Elijah announced as he rose slowly from his chair.

“You can’t seriously mean to allow her to
leave this room after her threats,” Nicoli’s voice was filled with
utter disbelief as he stared at each of the High Lords in turn.

“I am in her debt, Nicoli. What would you
have me do?” Elijah asked in a voice that sounded more weary than
angry. “Kill her. Capture her. Anything but simply bow down before
her like a groveling pup.” Nicoli’s voice rose as he spoke.

“My Nephew is betrothed to her, if he hasn’t
already married her. Her child is present and if that isn’t reason
enough for you, and you hadn’t thought to count numbers, Nicoli, I
will do it for you. With the people she brought with her, and Jin
on her side, she has us outnumbered in this room. Leave off with
it, Nicoli. She has us on this one and I won’t allow her to be
harmed in my home.” Elijah sighed and turned back to Jala.

“This way, Lady Merrodin,” he urged as he
started off for the doors.

“I truly regret that things had to take this
path,” Jala informed the Lords and bowed her head in respect as she
turned for the door.

“I truly regret that you took my crime as
your own,” Neph whispered to her as he fell in step beside her. He
hadn’t thought to press the matter when she had told him she would
take care of his problems, but in hindsight he should have. Given
how the council meeting had gone Jala had enough to worry about
without adding his difficulties to her own.

“I regret that it was considered a crime at
all. If you hadn’t acted, think of how many would be dead now. It
will all work out, Neph. I’ve given this more thought than I care
to admit and this is the way things had to go,” Jala replied with a
faint smile. “Silly me. I thought all the work was done and I had
nothing but happily ever after to look forward to. It was just a
respite, though. Happily ever after is still a long way off, I’m
afraid,” Her smile faded as she glanced back into the council room
and then looked to Shade in confusion. “Madren isn’t leaving with
us?” She asked softly.

“Guess not,” Shade replied with a shrug
looking equally puzzled.

“Maybe I didn’t have his support as firmly as
I thought I did,” Jala murmured absently. She exhaled slowly and
shrugged as if it didn’t truly matter, but Neph could tell how much
it did matter just from the look in her eyes. To Jala, friends were
everything. She had done so much to help Madren that she thought it
safe to call him friend and ally. “Shade would you be willing to
give us a ride back to Merrodin in your ship? From what I
understand of this girl I won’t be able to transport her with a
spell,” Jala asked meekly.

“I should say no just for the sole reason
that you assumed I would give you a ride home as much as you
assumed I would be your envoy,”

Shade grumbled, and then nodded to her and
rolled his eyes. “I will be outside getting the ship ready. From
the expression on Blackwolf’s face when we left the room, I think
we should bail from here as quickly as possible.”

“Agreed,” Jala said with a nod before turning
to Vaze. “Would you take Neph back to Goswin, please? He will need
to gather his people quickly.”

“Gather my people for what?” Neph asked as he
quickly took a step back from Vaze before the shadows could even
begin to thicken.

Jala blinked and then looked to Neph. “To
bring them to Merro, of course. I just said as much in the council
room. You are under my protection until we reclaim Delvay Neph.
That counts for your people as well,” she explained slowly as if
speaking with a particularly slow child.

“Jala, the people of Delvay can be prickly
and difficult to deal with,” Neph began cautiously then paused as
Valor snorted back laughter and turned away quickly with an
expression of pure amusement on his face. Jala was regarding him
dryly when he turned back to her.

“You don’t say, Neph. Hmm. I suppose we will
all just have to learn to adjust to Delvay assholes, then. It may
take a while after dealing with your sweet and sunny nature for so
long, though,” Jala said with sarcasm dripping from her every
word.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Neph replied
sourly and gave a quick nod to Vaze. The sooner he gathered his
people the sooner he was back home. He doubted that his people
would enjoy the trip, however. In their eyes he would be taking
them farther from the mountains and from their goal of reclaiming
them. In Neph’s eyes, however, being closer to Jala meant being
closer to accomplishing his goals. When Jala was involved, things
got done, even when they seemed impossible at the time.
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The cool night breeze washed over her and
brought the sweet perfume of lilacs and roses wafting up from the
flowers below. Zoelyn inhaled deeply and stared wistfully out over
the gardens. Her window provided a beautiful view of the night sky
as well as the carefully manicured flowers. A clear view of
everything beautiful that was just beyond her reach. With a sigh
she crossed her arms on the window sill and lightly rested her chin
on top.

It had been two weeks since they had brought
her here and nearly as long since she had been allowed outside. She
couldn’t blame them, though. Someone obviously spent a great deal
of effort maintaining the grounds surrounding the house, and it was
doubtful that they wanted to risk her killing off the flowers with
her presence.

“Why don’t you just run away?” a deep voice
whispered beside her ear.

The sound nearly made her jump, but she
forced herself to remain still so she didn’t spook him. When she
jumped at his voice he would stay silent for days, and he was the
only one she had to talk to. Despite the fact that she was the one
that usually did the most talking. Still it helped to know someone
was actually listening. He was typically silent for most of the day
unless she asked him a direct question. He would answer her then,
unless she had jumped at the sound of his voice recently.

“Where would I go if I did?” Zoelyn asked
softly, though even as she said the words her eyes were traveling
to the southeast. Her home with Dominic was in that direction in a
small village filled with people that despised her. A rueful smile
crossed her lips and she returned her attention to the night sky.
The stars were bright tonight and there wasn’t a cloud in sight. It
was the perfect night for a walk, only she wasn’t allowed to take
walks anymore.

“Away from their walls,” the voice
suggested.

Zoelyn frowned and relaxed more in her chair
to slump fully against the window. “I hate thinking of you as just
him or the Blight. Why won’t you tell me your name?
You know mine.”

“I am Undrae, just like you. Call me that.”
The Blight’s voice never grew louder than a whisper and there were
times she nearly lost his words in the wind.

“I hate that word. I won’t call you that,”
Zoelyn replied, her frown deepening. She started to say more but
the sound of footsteps in the hall silenced her voice in her
throat. Slowly she stood up and turned to face the door, her head
cocking to one side as she listened closely for the direction of
the sound. “They never come this late,” she whispered more to
herself than to the Blight as she realized the footsteps were
indeed approaching her door. Her gaze flicked to the half-eaten
tray of food on her table and then back to the door once more.

The servants had set schedules that they
never strayed from. In the morning a maid would appear with
breakfast then tidy her room and take away the dinner from the
night before. There would be another servant in the afternoon with
lunch, usually a page boy that stared at her with wide eyes and ran
the moment he sat the tray down. Then the evening would bring the
last of her company in the form of an elderly woman who had yet to
even say hello.

“Out the window,” the Blight hissed but the
door was opening even as he spoke the words.

Zoelyn froze in place, her heart in her
throat, as she watched a guard step into the room. The woman was
dressed in the High Lord’s livery and fully armed. The guard
glanced around the room with a bit of a puzzled expression and then
her eyes settled on Zoelyn. “Were you talking just now?” she asked
with a frown.

“To myself,” Zoelyn replied with a shy smile.
“It gets lonely in here sometimes. I repeat poetry or stories to
keep myself entertained.” The lie seemed to appease the woman and
she simply nodded in response, her frown fading to a look of
indifference.

“I was sent to fetch you. Lord Arovan says
you are to bring your things and come with me at once,” the guard
informed her with another quick glance around the room. “Though
from the looks of things you don’t have much in the way of things
to bring, now do you?”

“Only my coat,” Zoelyn replied as she moved
to gather the heavy leather coat from the foot of her bed. “Can I
ask where you are taking me?” Her voice was hesitant and the
Blight’s suggestion of jumping out the window was sounding better
and better.

“Lord Arovan said to bring you, girl. I
didn’t question why. Now, follow me,” the guard replied in a
sharper tone and Zoelyn found herself moving to follow before she
fully registered what she was doing.

“Should have jumped,” the Blight whispered in
her ear and Zoelyn smiled in response as she followed the guard
down the long stone hallway. While she didn’t know her way around
the house well, she was positive they were heading for the entry
hall. It was hard to tell, though, the Arovan house was enormous
compared to Dominic’s small three room cottage. Still, from the
direction they were going it was unlikely that she was being taken
to the dungeons, or worse, and honestly she couldn’t think of a
single reason Lord Arovan would do either. She had been careful to
be on perfect behavior her entire time in his house and had not
complained once over anything.

Her curiosity grew stronger as the guard led
her through door after door and finally down the long hallway that
led to the front doors. There was no longer any doubt in Zoelyn’s
mind that they were headed toward the doors. She recognized the
suits of armor and paintings of the Arovan ancestors that lined the
walls from her arrival at the House.

“Here she is.” Lord Arovan’s voice echoed
down the hall and Zoelyn peered around the guard to see who he was
speaking with. A woman stood to his side and just the sight of her
gave Zoelyn pause. She was radiant in a gown of deep purple and
more jewels than Zoelyn had ever glimpsed on anyone. Her deep
violet eyes settled on Zoelyn and a faint smile curved her full
lips, transforming her from beautiful to breathtaking in less than
a moment. A handsome silver haired man stood beside her, dressed in
purple and silver armor and it was a long moment before Zoelyn
recognized the man. He had been there the night Lord Arovan had
taken her from Dominic. In fact, he was the reason that she had
been taken at all. Valor Hai’dia. The name formed in her mind as
the memories resurfaced. He had been so distraught that night that
it was hard to believe the pleasantly smiling man before her was
the same person, but she knew without a doubt it was.

“Zoelyn, this is Lady Merrodin. You will be
leaving with her,” Lord Arovan informed her calmly and bowed his
head to the woman. “If you will excuse me now, Jala, I have a room
full of very disgruntled High Lords to attempt to soothe.”

“I’m sorry for the trouble Elijah. I hope in
time you will understand why I did what I felt had to be done,” The
woman’s voice was gentle and just the sound of it eased Zoelyn’s
mind a bit.

Still the idea that Lord Arovan had offered
her the protection of his house and then not even a month later was
handing her over to a complete stranger had her nerves so far on
edge that she was ready to bolt. “Why am I going with you?” Zoelyn
asked cautiously, her gaze flicking to the guard that was already
disappearing back down the hallway.

“Because I don’t believe in Undrae by birth
as everyone else seems to. Valor explained your plight to me and I
think that perhaps I can help you. At the very least I can offer
you a home where you won’t get stoned for slipping in a streambed,”
Jala explained, as she looked Zoelyn over with a critical eye. Her
gaze lingered on the hood of the coat that Zoelyn had pulled up as
she always did around strangers. “I can give you a home where you
don’t have to hide yourself, either,” Jala added in a softer voice.
Jala’s attention was drawn away by a tug at her dress and Zoelyn
stared in amazement at the tiny boy that had been standing just
behind the High Lady. She hadn’t even noticed the child was present
until that moment, but then the two in front of her were an
impressive sight and it was hard to look away from either of them.
“I know, love, I’m ready to go home, too,” Jala said gently as she
picked the child up carefully and wrapped an arm lovingly around
him.

“I’m more than ready to be home and out of
this armor. It never used to bother me before, but now I can’t wait
to get out of it. Too much time on a battlefield I suppose,” Valor
sighed as he pushed the door open behind him. His dark blue eyes
closed as the night air washed through the hall and he smiled back
at Jala. “We need lilacs in Merro. There is nothing that says
spring like the smell of lilacs.”

Jala smiled in response and kissed him
lightly on the lips as she walked through the doors. Glancing back,
Valor raised an eyebrow at Zoelyn who had been watching them in
utter silence. “Coming?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Do I have a choice?” Zoelyn asked carefully.
They seemed nice, but they were strangers and she didn’t trust so
much kindness from anyone, especially strangers.

“At the moment, no. You will soon, though,”
Valor replied with a smirk. “What does that mean?” Zoelyn asked in
confusion.

“That means if you don’t come along willingly
now I will be forced to carry you to the ship which I’d rather not
do. It isn’t dignified for either of us. However, once we know each
other better, you will be given a choice on staying with us. If you
hate our company, once you get to know us, I promise you, Jala will
not force you to stay. You aren’t our prisoner right now. Just a
slightly unwilling guest,” Valor explained with a grin.

“What exactly is the difference between an
unwilling guest and a prisoner?” Zoelyn asked, though she had to
admit she was amused by his words.

“Ahh. That all lies in the accommodations and
provisions. You see, a prisoner resides in the dungeons and you
will receive a room in our house. A prisoner gets bread and water.
You will get bread, water, and cheese,” Valor winked at her and she
could hear faint laughter from beyond the door.

“Valor, stop teasing her and come on, Shade
is waiting on us. Zoelyn, I promise you will get more than bread,
water, and cheese,” Jala called back with amusement clear in her
voice.

“Well, then, I suppose I’m your unwilling
guest. After all, how could I refuse such a generous offer?” Zoelyn
sighed and stepped lightly past him and down the stairs. Her eyes
wandered to the stables and her chest tightened as she thought of
the tall bay mare that she rode to House Arovan. Her horse and she
didn’t even know if it was still stabled. They hadn’t let her out
of the house to visit the mare once since she had arrived. For all
she knew they had sent the animal back to Dominic.

“I recognize that expression and the
direction you are looking. Which one is it?” Valor paused beside
her as he spoke, his gaze moving to the stables as well.

“I don’t even know if she is there anymore,”
Zoelyn replied hesitantly.

“Well, it’s a mare. We have established that
much. Want to tell me the rest of the description or would you
rather just walk with me to the stable?” Valor pressed.

“I don’t know if she is still mine now,”
Zoelyn frowned and glanced back at the house. Valor nodded silently
and tapped his fingers on his armored leg as he waited patiently
for her to elaborate further. “She was a bay mare fifteen hands at
the shoulder at least. Light cavalry in build with white scars on
her haunches from claws,” Zoelyn added quietly as she realized he
had no intention of leaving without checking the stables.

“Good description. She should be easy to
locate. I doubt there are many light built horses with scars in
Elijah’s stable. Head on over to the Spell Hawk and I will have a
look for her and a chat with the stable master,” He motioned toward
the ship with one hand and was already striding away before she had
a chance to open her mouth again.

“But I can’t get on a Spell Hawk,” Zoelyn
mumbled with a sigh as she turned back to stare at the ship.

“Zoelyn, come on please,” Jala called as she
leaned out from the door of the ship and motioned with a delicate
hand.

“It’s magic, Lady Merrodin. I can’t touch
it,” Zoelyn called back as loudly as she dared. Her eyes scanned
the area around them nervously. There had been whispers about her
when she had arrived of course, but she didn’t think Lord Arovan
had told anyone the complete truth about her condition, and it
wasn’t a topic she wanted to yell about.

“Nonsense, come on please,” Jala repeated and
motioned for her to approach once more.

“Well you asked for your ship to be
destroyed,” Zoelyn muttered under her breath as she nodded and
began walking slowly toward the Spell Hawk. She hadn’t seen many of
the ships in her lifetime, but this was definitely the plainest of
the few she had glimpsed. It didn’t even have paint on it, simply
the dull grey of the metal it was forged from.

“Why is she balking at getting on my ship?” a
man’s voice echoed from inside the ship as Zoelyn paused near the
stairs.

“Consider her living Barllen, Shade. She is
afraid of damaging your ship with her presence,” Jala explained
with a faint smile down at Zoelyn. “She is wearing lead on her
shoes, though. I can see the plates. If she doesn’t touch the metal
directly there won’t be a problem will there?” “Hell, I’ve flown
with Barllen on the outside of my ship. I don’t see what the
problem with it being inside will be. Where did Valor go?” the man
grumbled.

“To the stables to see about my horse,”
Zoelyn explained softly as she stepped cautiously into the ship.
The metal plates on the bottom of her boots clacked loudly against
the ship floor and she froze in mid-step. Her eyes searched the
floor looking for the quietest path to one of the chairs, but it
was hopeless. The entire ship was metal without a single rug or
carpet in sight.

“Those boots will have to go,” Jala announced
with a faint nod. “They must be horrible to wear with that much
lead on the bottom of them. Ten pounds each from the look of
them.”

“They aren’t so bad,” Zoelyn replied quietly.
wondering how she was going to explain to this woman that without
the boots she would leech life from the earth itself. That would
have to be a later conversation she decided as she crossed as
quickly as she could to one of the corner seats and sat down
carefully to avoid the walls.

The child was perched in a seat a few feet
away, watching her with enormous violet eyes. He looked quite
young, perhaps two years of age, but there was remarkable
intelligence showing in his expression. His dark red hair was
tousled and her eyes lingered on the streak of white that crossed
one temple. He followed the direction of her gaze and his hand rose
to the white hair and shrugged one tiny shoulder. Smiling at him,
Zoelyn tugged a lock of her own hair from under her hood to show
him that it was white too. A wide smile split his face and his hand
dropped back to his lap. Leaning out of his seat he peered toward
the doorway and then up at his mother who stood balanced against
the wall leading into the cockpit of the Spell Hawk.

“We are good to go once your husband
returns,” Shade announced.

“Before he gets back, Shade, I have another
favor to ask of you,” Jala began hesitantly, her eyes flicking to
the doorway. “He won’t like it,” she added softly.

“Obviously from the way you are acting,”
Shade replied with sarcasm thick in his voice.

“Have you ever heard of Tevonale?” Jala
asked, her gaze going to the doorway once more.

Movement in the back of the ship drew
Zoelyn’s eyes from the conversation and she watched in silent
horror as a Bendazzi the size of a small pony rose from the shadows
and paced toward the High Lady. She had no idea how she had missed
the creature when she got on the ship, but then the predators were
said to be excellent at hiding. Zoelyn’s lips parted and a slight
gasp broke from her lips rather than the warning she had meant to
call. The child hopped from his seat and moved to stand in front of
her shaking his head quickly. The Bendazzi turned to watch them as
he passed, his yellow eyes fixated first on her and then the child
before pausing beside Jala and shoving her roughly with his massive
white head. Zoelyn stared dumbfounded at the massive predator that
was the scourge of the Arovan wilds, acting like a tame hound and
slowly turned to look back to the little boy.

“Marrow,” the child announced in a high voice
as he pointed at the Bendazzi.

“Marrow?” Zoelyn repeated in confusion.

“Stop it, Marrow!” Jala snapped as the
Bendazzi pushed against her once more with more force.

“I don’t know, Jala, if your Familiar thinks
it’s a bad idea, which he apparently does perhaps we should listen
to him,” Shade said, his hesitation clear in his words.

“I can’t, Shade. I swear, I can do it. You
saw the way Blackwolf acted in there. We have to have a place for
them to go and Tevonale is perfect,” Jala pressed her hand,
clenching at her side as she spoke.

“Perfect, aside from the fact that it is
shattered and cursed at the moment,” Shade argued. “Daddy coming,”
the child announced as he waved out the door.

“Shade?” Jala pressed, her voice sounding
urgent.

“Fine, I will stop there, but that’s it. I’m
not condoning this plan and if Valor stops you, I will applaud
him,” Shade grumbled.

Zoelyn watched them both in confusion and
wondered what she had missed in the few moments that her attention
had been set on the Bendazzi. She searched Jala’s pale face for
answers but found only a faint smile as Valor stepped onto the
ship. All traces of the urgency that had been in her voice were
gone from her demeanor.

Valor returned Jala’s smile and carefully sat
a wooden crate down beside the door. Zoelyn watched him and felt
her hopes sink as he began to pull the door shut behind him. It was
probably for the best, anyway. She could see no way they would have
gotten the mare onto the ship even if she had still been in the
stable.

“We are ready, Shade. Thank you for your
patience,” Jala announced the moment the door was sealed. “Thank me
after I get you to Merro,” Shade replied, still sounding rather
grumpy.

“Is he upset that I took so long?” Valor
asked with puzzlement clear in his voice.

“No, I don’t think that is it at all,” Jala
assured him as she took a seat and motioned for her son to join
her.

Valor watched her silently and one eyebrow
slowly rose. His head cocked to one side and he smiled down at the
little boy. “Mommy is plotting isn’t she?” he asked in a pleasant
voice.

“Mommy is not plotting. That sounds so
devious, Valor,” Jala replied with a heavy sigh. “Mommy is most
definitely plotting,” Shade called from the cockpit and Valor’s
smile widened.

“What are you planning that I won’t like?”
Valor asked, his voice still cheerful and to Zoelyn’s surprise he
seemed amused rather than angry.

Jala sighed heavily once more and leaned back
in her seat to stare up at the ceiling.

“It isn’t plotting, Valor. It is something
that must be done,” she replied after a long moment of silence.

“Oh, one of those,” Valor said with a knowing
nod and then shook his head slightly rolling his eyes. “How bad is
it, Shade, on a level of one to ten?” Valor called as he picked the
wooden box up and carried it closer to the seats. Carefully he sat
it down beside Zoelyn’s seat and dropped heavily into the chair
across from her.

“Forty-seven and a half,” Shade replied
loudly.

Valor paused in the process of opening the
crate, his eyebrow rising once more as he glanced over his shoulder
toward the pilot’s seat and then looked to Jala.

“He is insane, remember. At worst it is a
six,” Jala muttered as she glared in Shade’s direction. “Fifty,”
the child announced cheerfully and Valor snorted back laughter.

“Treason, Legacy, that is treason,” Jala
sighed, shaking her head at Valor. “Seven perhaps,” she
amended.

“Before I get started on dealing with Jala,
could you tell me if I grabbed the correct horse Zoelyn?” Valor
said quietly as he finally pulled the lid of the crate up to reveal
the tiny bay mare that was prancing inside, looking less than
pleased with her situation.

Zoelyn stared down at the animal, her eyes
widening as she spotted the white scars. “What did you do to her?”
she gasped before she could stop herself. There was no doubt it was
her horse, but she was so small and looked so terrified.

“I had her shrunk for transport. Don’t worry,
it is a common spell and Jala can reverse it when we arrive in
Merro,” Valor explained as he carefully replaced the lid of the
box. “The stable master was impressed with her. Said she was a fine
mare of good stock and even tempered. It’s hard to get praise from
that man on any horse. You should be proud,” Valor added as he
stood up from his seat once more and paced slowly to stand by the
doorway to the cockpit.

“Valor, before you begin your conversation
with Shade, can we handle something else? It shouldn’t take long. I
simply had to wait until we were off the ground to address it,”
Jala cut in before Valor could even open his mouth to speak.

“Address what?” Valor asked in confusion.

“Address who, rather,” Jala corrected and
rose from her seat. “Zoelyn has a Blight with her. I wanted to wait
until we were off the ground so he had no place to go if he was
spooked,” she explained with a smile.

“Uhh. What if he doesn’t get spooked and gets
angry instead?” Shade asked quickly.

“He doesn’t get angry!” Zoelyn spoke up
quickly, her eyes flashing between the three of them as she half
rose from her chair.

“Well, that saves me from asking if she knew
about him,” Jala said in amusement. Her eyes moved past where
Zoelyn stood and fixated on the air behind her. “Will you speak for
yourself or shall I speak to Zoelyn on your behalf?” Jala asked
quietly with no trace of the hostility Zoelyn had expected to find
at the mention of a Blight.

“Old one or young one?” Valor asked. He
seemed relaxed as well, but his hand was on his sword hilt.

“Young, but cleaner than Emily was,” Jala
answered, her expression unreadable as she studied the Blight. “And
a bit more familiar than I would have expected in appearance, Val,”
she added softly.

“Familiar how?” Valor asked his hand easing
back from his sword hilt.

“He is most definitely of Arovan blood,” Jala
explained, her eyes meeting Valor’s for a long moment and then
returning to the Blight.

“He doesn’t bother anything. Please, he just
helps me with small things and keeps me company. He isn’t dangerous
and he has never killed anything or hurt anyone,” Zoelyn said
quickly as she took a step in what she hoped was the correct
direction to put herself between the High Lady and her only
friend.

“Zoelyn, I have no intention of killing him
for being a Blight. You don’t need to be so worried I promise you.
As long as he is peaceful, so are we. As I said, I don’t believe in
Undrae by birth,” Jala’s voice was soothing as she spoke and Zoelyn
felt herself relaxing once more, simply from the sound of the High
Lady’s voice.

“Seems to have better manners than Emily,
too. She would have already told us to fuck off,” Valor observed
with a smirk.

Jala nodded and smiled, her gaze flicking to
the back of the ship. Eyes twinkling, she looked back to Valor and
smiled wider. “Emily says exactly that in response,” she informed
him and turned her gaze back toward Zoelyn. “So he doesn’t talk?”
she asked.

“Not often,” Zoelyn answered with a shrug.
“How did you even know he was here? I wasn’t even sure that he had
followed me.”

“I can see Blights,” Jala explained with a
wink and looked to Valor once more. “He doesn’t seem to be hostile.
What do you want to do?” Valor shrugged and leaned back more fully
against the wall. “Offer him a room at the house would be the
polite thing to do. Between you and Emily if he chooses to step out
of line he won’t make it far,” he suggested with a smirk.

“You are going to let him stay with me?”
Zoelyn gasped, her eyes moving between the two of them quickly. No
one in Arovan would have accepted a Blight so easily.

“We judge by actions, not blood. You will see
when you get to Merro,” Valor explained with a grin and turned to
look back at Shade. “So what did Jala ask you to do?” He asked
casually as if the matter of a Blight on the ship were no longer of
importance.

Zoelyn watched them both carefully, but their
attention truly did seem to have moved on. She had expected an
interrogation at the very least.

“Stop at one of the islands in the Black Sea
on the way back to Merro,” Shade replied without hesitation.

“Why would she want to do that?” Valor asked,
his grin widened and he turned his head to watch Jala as she
crossed her arms and stared at the two men.

“Because she is a flaming nutter with a death
wish,” Shade offered with a shrug.

“I am not the flaming nutter on this ship. I
have never once destroyed a city with exploding goblins,” Jala
clarified. “Ya? Well I’ve never won a battle because my enemies had
to pee either,” Shade shot back sounding a bit indignant. “It
worked, didn’t it?” Jala snapped, though there didn’t appear to be
any true anger in her voice.

“So did the goblins,” Shade pointed out with
a smirk.

“Thank the Divine you fell in love with me
rather than him. Had the two of you had time to formulate plans
together, I shudder to think what the world might have faced,”
Valor sighed.

“Our plans do work, Valor. They are simply a
bit unconventional,” Jala said with a sigh.

“So what is the plan this time?” Valor
pressed, his dark blue eyes settling on Jala.

“I’m going to raise the Tevonale islands,”
Jala informed him, her chin tilting upward as she spoke as if
daring him to object. “So, essentially rebuilding a continent,
then?” Valor asked, his voice still calm, but Zoelyn could see his
eyes growing stormy. “The Blights will need a land to claim as
their own if Shade succeeds in swaying them from Glis. Which he
will succeed in,” Jala explained as if it was perfectly rational to
discuss repairing a destroyed country.

“I don’t like it,” Valor grumbled. “Why can’t
we simply set aside a territory in the Greenwild for them? That
wouldn’t require risking your life using this much magic
again.”

“I won’t be risking my life, Valor. I know
exactly how to do this using the least amount of magic. It can’t be
the Greenwild, or Gaelyn or any other place that borders another
land. It has to be separate or they will be blamed for everything
that goes wrong in the neighboring country and you know it,” Jala
said quickly as she moved closer to him and took his hands in her
own. “Think about it, Valor. Who else would give them the benefit
of the doubt?”

“I don’t like it, but I see your point,”
Valor sighed and pulled her closer to him. He nodded slowly and
kissed her forehead. “I will concede to this on one condition.”

“What’s that?” Jala asked as she stared up at
him with a look of adoration.

“The moment I sense you are draining yourself
too far, you stop the magic,” Valor answered and watched her
carefully as she shifted in his arms.

“But what if I’ve almost completed it and I
have just another second or so to go?” Jala asked with a faint
frown.

“Then I will knock you out to end the magic
right then and there if you don’t look like you are going to stop
the spell yourself,” Valor replied with a grin.

“Way to go, Valor. If the woman won’t listen,
beat her. That’s a fine lesson to teach your son,” Shade cut in
with sarcasm dripping from his words.

“I have to agree with Shade here,” Jala
objected, pulling back a bit from Valor.

“Then I’ll politely ask Zoelyn to knock you
out,” Valor amended with a slight chuckle.

“Uhh.” Zoelyn mumbled, shifting in her seat.
Until the mention of her name she had been content to simply watch
them. She could learn a lot about people by watching them and so
far what she saw from the two of them gave her hope about her new
home. Right up to the point that Valor brought her into the
conversation.

“He is joking, Zoelyn. He wouldn’t ask you to
do anything of the sort,” Jala assured her with a grin.

“If Jala was pushing herself too hard and
risking her life, I would not only ask it. I would provide the club
to hit her with,” Valor insisted and by the expression on his face
and the look in his eyes Zoelyn knew without a doubt he wasn’t
joking.

“Everything will be fine. I’ve thought this
through,” Jala said with a sigh and pulled free of his arms as she
wandered back to her seat.

“Oh, I have heard that before,” Valor groaned
softly.

 


* * *

 


The waves crashed against the rocks with such
force that the entire island seemed to tremble beneath them. Zoelyn
shrank back from the cold water and walked slowly to the back of
the ship. The entire island was barren without so much as a blade
of grass in sight. Her eyes scanned the black water surrounding
them and she shivered. This was a place of nightmares to her after
her time in the lush valleys of Arovan.

“Deadlands,” the Blight whispered beside her
and she barely caught the single word through the cutting wind. She
wasn’t sure if he had tried to tell her more or not, but knew it
was futile to ask him to repeat himself. Even if he did, it would
be a whisper, and the wind and waves were so loud she would miss
his words a second time.

“Val, can you do something about this wind,
please?” Jala called loudly from near the ship’s door. Zoelyn
turned to watch the High Lady as she stepped away from the ship, a
long white coat wrapped tightly around her. Valor had moved several
feet away and was staring up at the sky with a look of
concentration showing on his handsome face.

“I should be able to,” Valor called back
after a long moment and slowly raised his hand to the sky. Zoelyn
stepped farther back as the tingle of magic filled the air around
the knight. She could feel her curse reaching out for the power and
had no desire to disrupt his spell.

The wind on the island rose once more as if
in defiance of his magic and then stilled abruptly. “Strange, I
don’t think that was natural weather, but it didn’t feel like a
weather casting either,” Valor said as he lowered his hand and
turned in a slow circle surveying the dismal surroundings.

“Oh ya, the Blights are going to look at this
prime piece of property and fall all over themselves to sign a
treaty,” Shade said dryly as he stepped from the Spell Hawk.
“Thanks for killing the wind, Valor,” he added as he dropped down
from the ship and shook his head. “Are you sure you can fix this
place, Jala?”

Jala remained still and silent, her violet
eyes staring off into the ink-black night. Silently, Zoelyn moved
to stand where she could get a better look at the High Lady and
still manage to keep an eye on her comrades and the two Bendazzi
that trailed Jala everywhere. It had taken time for the realization
of who this woman was to sink in, but she remembered now. There was
a statue of Jala at the battlefield, and she was supposed to be
dead. Now she stood poised in the middle of a cursed island with
every intention of rebuilding a land that had been gone for
hundreds of years. Shaking her head, Zoelyn glanced down at the
black rocks below her and followed the High Lady’s gaze to the sea
beyond them. The whole idea seemed insane to her, but Jala seemed
very confident.

“Jala?” Shade called again after a lengthy
silence. He ran a hand through his auburn hair and leaned over for
a better look at her face as he waited for any sign that she had
heard him. Frowning, Shade turned back to look at Valor with a
raised eyebrow.

“She is reading the weaves of this place,”
Valor said quietly. From the expression on his face, the knight
apparently thought the idea was insane as well. He looked far from
pleased and his frown was deepening with every breath. “It looks to
me like it is going to be far more than one night’s work. Tevonale
was nearly as big as Merro and this rock we are standing on is
barely bigger than your ship,” Valor muttered with a slight shake
of his head.

“It was the biggest island I could find to
land on,” Shade replied with a shrug.

“Stay by the ship,” Jala ordered in a voice
that seemed distant. Slowly the High Lady moved farther from the
spell hawk and placed her staff in front of her. She closed her
eyes and one hand reached out before her as if pulling aside a
curtain that only she could see. Her fingers twisted and curved
down, forming patterns that seemed too complex to Zoelyn’s eyes. A
faint tremor rippled through the ground below them and the air
itself seemed to shiver.

The warmth of magic washed over Zoelyn, but
it was nothing like Valor’s power had been. The minor weather
casting Valor used had been a gentle caress. The raw power Jala was
calling forth was like an avalanche crashing into her. Staggering
back, Zoelyn fought against the curse, but it was futile. She could
feel magic leeching into her despite her attempts to refuse it.
Warmth poured through her body and the fatigue of the day
vanished.

“Are you OK, Zoelyn?” Valor asked. His dark
blue eyes were settled firmly on her, and she wondered how long he
had been watching her.

Zoelyn nodded, then shook her head unsure how
to respond. “I can’t help it. I don’t want the magic, but I am
draining it,” Zoelyn explained, her words quavering as she spoke.
Never before had she felt such power. The desire to simply let go
of all restraint and drain until the ever present hunger vanished,
was so strong she wanted to cry.

The ground trembled again and the strength of
Jala’s magic intensified once more. Roaring filled the air and the
waters around the island began to churn as the earth rocked again.
Zoelyn’s eyes flew back to Jala as a soft violet glow began to
surround the High Lady. Jala’s hand was still raised and light
trailed from her fingertips as she continued to draw the complex
patterns in the air before her. The island shook again and rocks
skittered down the gentle slope to splash into the churning sea.
The roaring of the water intensified and a groaning sound filled
the air to the west of them. All eyes followed the sound and Zoelyn
stared in dumbfounded wonder as the crest of another island became
visible through the crashing water. The groaning grew louder as
more rocks rose to the surface. Zoelyn glanced at the two men and
found identical expressions of wonder on their faces. Slowly, she
turned in a full circle and watched in silence as Jala slowly
repaired what others had broken so long ago. Just as she said she
would, the High Lady was rebuilding Tevonale.

“Unfuckingbelievable” Shade muttered as the
newly risen islands shifted and seemed to pull closer to the small
mass of land they stood on.

“Nothing is unbelievable with Jala,” Valor
replied quietly. At first, he had been watching the progress of
rebuilding as much as they were.

Now his eyes were only for Jala and Zoelyn
knew he was monitoring her magic reserves.

“Do you love her or worship her?” Shade asked
dryly and shook his head as the islands around them began to
radiate with a pale violet light. At first, it was a dim glow that
trailed along the cracks where the newly risen land was connected,
within a breath, however, it had grown so bright that Zoelyn turned
away and shielded her eyes. The groaning that had filled the air
for the last few minutes died off abruptly and it seemed as though
Sanctuary itself was holding its breath in the silence.

Zoelyn raised her eyes just long enough to
glance at Jala. The air around the High Lady was filled with
hundreds of tiny runes and the magic surrounding her was so thick
that tendrils of her wine colored hair were rising around her as if
she was immersed in water. Jala’s pale face was calm and her eyes
were closed and yet she was easily the most terrifying thing Zoelyn
had ever seen in her life. The woman was wielding more magic than
Zoelyn had ever dreamed possible, with as much effort as a normal
person drew breath. With just a fraction of the magic Jala was
using, she could level a city.

The air tightened around her and Zoelyn
lowered her gaze once more as the bright glow increased yet again.
She could hear Shade muttering muffled curses and what sounded like
praying from Valor. Squeezing her eyes shut, Zoelyn held her breath
as the air around her exploded with a brilliant flash of light and
then all was dark once more.

Slowly Zoelyn relaxed and marveled at how
tense her body had been without realizing it. Even her jaw had been
clenched. Her eyes opened and she stared in complete disbelief at
the grass covered ground around her. Trees dotted the landscape for
as far as she could see to the north, while the ground just behind
her was covered with lush grasslands such as the fields in Arovan.
Minutes before, she had been mere feet from the Black Sea and now
there was no sign of the ocean or even a beach.

Valor smiled faintly and turned slowly to
look at Shade. “I love and worship her; only a fool would do
otherwise,” he said softly as he moved to stand just behind
Jala.

The ground surrounding the High Lady was
still barren rocks, but everywhere else brimmed with life. There
was no longer any sign of the curse that had been upon Tevonale and
Zoelyn swallowed hard at the thought. If the High Lady could remove
a curse from an entire continent, there might be hope that she
could remove the curse from Zoelyn.

“I think that came pretty close to my
limits,” Jala said weakly and it was only then that Zoelyn realized
the High Lady was no longer simply holding her staff, she was
supporting herself with it. Jala’s hand rose to her face and she
brushed at the pale skin under her nose and frowned as it came away
with gold blood on it. “Very close,” she amended.

“Too close,” Valor agreed as he carefully
wrapped an arm around her back. “You did a beautiful job, though,
Jala, and now we are one step closer to repairing the world. You
never cease to amaze me, love,” he added as he gently turned her
back toward the spell hawk.

“The cities are back as well. The Blights
will have homes here, Shade. Tell them that when you speak with
them,” Jala murmured, her voice sounding feeble compared to the
vibrancy the woman had possessed earlier. Her feet seemed to tangle
beneath her for a moment and it was only Valor’s arm around her
that kept her on her feet.

“Is she all right?” Shade asked Valor softly
as the two of them moved passed him.

“She is fine, Shade. Have faith in her. She
is just tired right now. I think she has earned that right,” Valor
replied with a smile. He glanced around at the newly rebuilt land
one last time as he helped Jala up the stairs. His smile widened as
he turned to look at Zoelyn. “Welcome to House Merrodin, Zoelyn.
That look of amazement you wear on your face right now will become
far more common than you might expect. With Jala, miracles are
simply part of the average day.”

Zoelyn nodded slowly, unsure what to say. Her
attention returned to the land and the full meaning of Valor’s
words. Dominic had never been able to ease her curse. He had even
gone so far as to bring his mentor, Rose, from Sanctuary to see
her. Rose had said it would take a miracle to release Zoelyn from
whatever dark magics were upon her, and now for the first time in
her life those words didn’t mean impossible.

“You coming, Zoey?” Shade asked and she
glanced up quickly to see him standing in the doorway of the ship.
She had been so absorbed in her own thoughts she hadn’t noticed him
move.

Nodding quickly, Zoelyn moved to the ship and
took the stairs two at time. Her body brimmed with energy and her
heart was filled with hope. For the first time in as long as she
could remember, she actually had something to look forward to. If
Jala Merrodin could change the world in one night, helping a single
person would surely be a simple matter. All she had to do was prove
to Jala that she was worthy of the help.


Chapter 5

 


Merro

 


 


“Badger is ruling the city to the south that
you built. This is to be the new capital of Merro. Jala has named
it Vezradesh,” Vaze explained as the shadows fell away from
them. Morning light was just beginning to fill the sky, but the
city before them was already bustling with life.

Neph nodded in response and gazed silently at
the half-built walls that surrounded the skeletal beginnings of the
very large city. Several streets near the center of the city were
already complete with houses and stores lining each side in neat
rows. His eyes lingered on the massive house at the heart of it and
he smiled faintly. “Valor’s influence,” he muttered.

Vaze smirked and nodded once. “Jala grumbled
about it, but in all honesty it makes the most sense. The people
need to see her as a High Lady and they won’t if she is the girl
next door. She needs to be pretentious at times, even if she
despises it.”

“What is the wall surrounding it? Protection
from her own citizens?” Neph asked in amusement as they began
walking slowly toward the house.

“The barracks, actually. Valor had them
designed in the shape of a shield wall. It curves around the house
in a half-moon shape. The northern side belongs to the archers, the
southern to the Soulreavers, and the center houses the knights.
There is a rather large courtyard in between it and the actual
house, but not enough of one to delay her warriors if she has need
of them,” Vaze explained.

“And the massive building to the east of the
house?” Neph asked, his eyes lingering on the four-story black
stone building crowned with spires on each corner. “It looks rather
imposing for Jala’s taste. I’d expect to find something like that
in Oblivion or Rivana perhaps but not here.

Vaze smirked and shrugged one shoulder at
Neph. “Jala didn’t design it. I did,” he replied. “It serves
several purposes, actually. It functions as a jail, barracks for
the city guard, a council hall for the merchants and guildmasters,
but most importantly my home.”

“Your home?” Neph said, staring hard at Vaze
in confusion. “I thought you were a council member of the
Fionaveir? Shouldn’t you be living in Sanctuary?”

“Retired council member. I promised Symphony
I would see her as Empress, and I did.” Vaze shrugged again and
waved a hand toward the city. “This is where my focus lies now.
This is where my focus always should have been. Jala is my
blood-kin. I turned my back on her when she needed me and I regret
it more than words can express. Now when she needs me, I will most
likely be standing somewhere nearby.”

“And the Fionaveir simply accepted your
resignation with complete understanding?” Neph asked dryly. He eyed
the man for a moment, his gaze moving from the sleek black armor
that Vaze always wore to the four swords crossed on the man’s back,
as well as the two that hung from his waist. Vaze was an asset to
the Fionaveir. His talents were well known in all of the High
Houses and he was easily one of the most feared men alive. Neph
found it difficult to believe that the Fionaveir would simply let
him walk away so easily.

“Symphony cried. Lutheron blustered. Faramir
grew suspicious. And Caspian understood. I didn’t get a chance to
see Remedy before I left the city, but I know he would understand
as well. The simple fact is, the ones whose opinions I truly value
understand my choice, and the ones who didn’t understand are scared
of me.”

“I like that philosophy,” Neph murmured with
a smile, his eyes moving from street to street as he tried to
memorize the lay-out of the city. “She didn’t use the wagon wheel
pattern for the streets,” he noted absently. From what he could
tell, the basic plan for the city was on grids rather than the
concentric circles that most nations favored.

“Ten major roads running east to west and six
running north to south. Each road has a name and is clearly marked
on each corner,” Vaze explained, his hand rising to point at the
neatly painted sign post on the corner of the street they were
walking on.

“This comes from her getting lost in
Sanctuary so often,” Neph said with a chuckle and nodded. “It’s a
good sign that she is taking what is wrong in other cities and
correcting it in her own.

Vaze slowed in his steps for a moment and
then laughed, shaking his head at Neph. “It’s amusing how you
think. It’s just her city she is planning to correct. Wait until
after you speak with her this morning, Neph, and then we can have
this talk again.” His voice was thick with amusement as he spoke
and he simply shook his head at Neph’s questioning look. “Just
wait,” he urged with a wide smile and continued toward the
house.

 


* * *

 


Neph paused in the doorway and leaned against
the door frame. Vaze had directed him toward the kitchen before
parting company to attend to his own concerns and Neph expected to
find the High Lady directing servants. Instead he found Jala with
her hair braided up like a farmer’s wife, elbow-deep in flour. She
had replaced her dress from the night before with a black tunic
that looked to be about four sizes too large for her. If not for
the belt that was holding her faded trousers up Neph had no doubt
the tunic would have fallen well below her knees. His eyes trailed
down the patched legs of her trousers to her bare feet and he
fought back the urge to laugh.

So far she hadn’t noticed him and she was
rather amusing to watch. Between her outfit and the flour coating
her arms as well as a few splotches on her face she reminded him
more of a child at play than the leader of one of the most powerful
nations on Sanctuary.

She paused in her labors and snatched a chunk
of fruit from one of the bowls. Humming happily to herself, she
popped it in her mouth and returned to whatever task she had been
attending to. Neph couldn’t truly say what it was that she was
doing, beyond making a mess. He had never spared much time for the
art of cooking. It had always been easier to buy the food prepared
than to worry about its preparation.

Turning, she brushed a bit of flour from her
hands, which resulted in more coating her clothes, and then froze
as she spotted him. Her face split into a wide smile and she waved
him into the room. “When did you arrive and how long have you been
standing there?” Jala demanded as she waved him toward the
table.

Neph smirked and dropped down into a seat
with a shrug. “Long enough to realize you should hire servants,” he
said.

Jala rolled her eyes at him and frowned as
she poured a cup of tea and sat it down in front of him. “That’s
the same rubbish Sovann is always going on about. I don’t see
servants in his house, though,” she muttered sourly.

“He isn’t a High Lady,” Neph pointed out. He
eyed the tea for a moment and then reached to the center of the
table for the sugar dish. Still watching Jala, he dropped several
spoon-fulls in and began to stir slowly. “So Vaze tells me you have
a lot to talk with me about,” he began slowly and watched several
emotions flash quickly across her face at his words. Excitement had
definitely been the strongest, but there had been a touch of fear
there as well. That sight alone gave him pause.

“We should see to getting your people settled
before we worry about anything like that, Neph. I told Ash to make
sure we had room in the Barracks for your men, but none of us were
really sure exactly how many people you were bringing,” Jala said
as she pushed a pan into one of the massive ovens and joined him at
the table.

“You just need to worry about me, actually,”
Neph said with a smile. She stared at him in confusion first and
then dismay as he carefully took a sip of his tea. He leaned back
in his seat and ignored her continuing stare as he tried to guess
what herbs she had added to the tea leaves. There was a very strong
trace of mint and another somewhat bitter flavor that he couldn’t
quite place.

“They wouldn’t follow you?” Jala demanded,
once she realized he wasn’t planning to explain more.

“They are with me,” Neph said vaguely and had
to resist the urge to laugh as her frustration with him grew more
obvious. Lifting the cup, he inhaled deeply, still trying to puzzle
out what the odd flavor was and frowned. “I recognize the mint and
the tea leaves obviously, but what else is in this?”

“What do you mean your people are with you
but I don’t need to worry about housing them?” Jala stormed and let
out a loud breath.

“Really, do you think I honestly want to
discuss the tea mixture right now?”

“Do you see how irritating that is now, Jala?
When you desperately want to know something and your friend is
being annoying and cryptic. Doesn’t it just make you want to choke
them? Like, say someone returns from the dead and drags you out of
your home in the middle of the night for a secret meeting that they
won’t explain?” He let his words trail off and smiled at her in
smug satisfaction as he took a long drink from the tea.

“Willow bark. Vaze said you were bruised and
looked a bit worse for wear. I thought you would refuse healing so
I added painkiller to your tea,” Jala explained quietly, then
stared in shock as Neph spat the tea he had been drinking into the
floor between them.

Quickly, he pushed the cup back away from him
and rose from the table, crossing to the sink in hurried steps.
Without a backward glance at her, he leaned his head down to the
faucet and rinsed his mouth out several times until he could no
longer taste the slightest hint of the tea. Slowly he stood back
upright and turned to look at Jala who was staring at him slack
jawed.

“Are you allergic to willow?” Jala asked
quietly, her gaze moving from the tea splattered floor to him in
utter confusion.

“I’m a channeler, Jala,” Neph said slowly,
his pale blue eyes locking on her violet ones. Honestly, he had
thought she knew what his focus was, but it was apparent now that
she didn’t. Painkillers were devastating to him and had he finished
the cup he would have been crippled on magic until the herb’s
effects wore off. “I’m bruised and scraped and my body aches and
I’m more powerful because of it,” he continued and saw the light of
recognition flicker to life in her eyes.

“Pain, Neph? You chose pain as a bloody
focus?” Jala demanded. She shook her head at him and then glanced
at the cup and back to him. “Bloody hell. It wasn’t much willow. I
barely added any at all. I knew you never use painkillers so...”
Her voice trailed off and she shook her head at him again. “Of all
things, Neph, why did you choose pain?”

“Because it is the most constant thing I
know, Jala,” Neph answered quietly and watched as her mouth snapped
shut once more. Jala leaned back heavily in her seat and rubbed her
face with one delicate hand smearing more flour across her cheek in
the process. Now didn’t seem to be the time to point that out,
however. His words had darkened her mood and he doubted teasing her
would help much. “It’s fine, Jala. I can’t feel any effects and I
barely took two drinks before you told me,” Neph assured her as he
pulled a rag from the shelf and moved to clean up the mess he had
made on her floor.

“Pain should be a rarity, Neph. Life should
not revolve around suffering and loss with happiness as the
fleeting part of our existence,” Jala said softly as she folded her
hands on the table and stared down at her arm where Firym tattoos
had once been.

Rising slowly, Neph dropped into his chair
once more and tossed the rag on the side of the table. He leaned
forward on his elbows and let out a long breath as he watched her.
It was obvious that there was more to this display than anything he
had said, but how much more he had no idea.

“I want to change that, Neph. I don’t want
Legacy to grow up in this world. I don’t know anyone who speaks of
what a happy life they have lived. Everything is pain and suffering
or loss and loneliness. I want Legacy to look back on his life and
smile rather than cry,” Jala continued, her eyes moving from her
arm to his face. “Vaze is right. I do have so much to talk with you
about, but please tell me what you mean about your people. I need
to understand where all of the nations stand before I can continue
my plans.”

“Isn’t that supposed to be Symphony’s job,
Jala? Your focus is supposed to be Merro,” Neph said calmly. He
knew all too well what Jala was like when she got obsessed with an
idea. “You paved the road, remember? You don’t have to continue
down it. You have shown others the direction they need to
move.”

“You saw the council last night. They won’t
simply walk the path I point in. I will have to goad them the
entire way like a herd of pigs,” Jala grumbled. She rubbed her face
and waved a hand in irritation. “Symphony is supposed to do it,
yes, but that missive that was sent out is proof that she isn’t
doing it. Delvay, Glis, and Merro were left off that list. Does she
really think if she simply ignores us we will sit peacefully at
home and hope she does what is right? Those are three names from
our side of the alliance. Without us at the High Lord’s council to
vote, our enemies have the majority.”

“Are we even sure our vote will count for
anything? Symphony may plan on simply using the High Lords as
advisors,” Neph pointed out. “Well then, whichever one she is
taking advice from right now needs to be smacked upside the head,”
Jala grumbled. “I have three months to get everything straightened
out before the first council in Sanctuary. After that I will know
how much work I have to do on the rest of the world.

If Symphony impresses me, I will focus on
Merro alone. I won’t hold my breath for that, though.”

“I will hope she impresses you, then. Your
focus needs to be here, Jala.” Neph sighed but couldn’t help
smiling at her. “Bloody Dasharrans. It’s never enough with your
kind,” he grumbled as he shook his head at her slowly.

“I don’t know about Dasharrans, but I know
it’s not enough for me. Have you gotten any reports from the other
nations at all? It’s all so depressing and I’m just not sure where
exactly to begin,” she sighed and frowned at him. “You still
haven’t told me where you stand with your people. I thought
reclaiming Delvay would be our first move, but now I’m not sure,”
Jala said with a frown.

“They follow me and acknowledge me as leader.
I began the debate with them about coming to Merro and they pissed
me off so I stoned them. The people of Delvay are in the bottom of
my travel bag at the moment,” Neph explained with a shrug.

“Neph!” Jala gasped her eyes widening. “Neph,
you can’t do that!” she added with a bit of alarm. “That is not
leadership, Neph. When your people upset you, things must be solved
logically. You can’t just say bugger off and put them in a rock
until it’s convenient to deal with them.”

“Why? They are out of the way for now and I
can focus on what I need to do without their hassle. Besides, I’m
Delvay. By our laws, I do exactly what I want because I’m the
strongest. I want them all in storage stones and out of my sight
for a while,” Neph replied with a smirk.

Jala’s eyes widened again and she shook her
head at him. “No, Neph, that’s just bad,” Jala murmured still
shaking her head at him with a dumbfounded expression. “You have to
let them out now, Neph,” she added firmly.

“Mmm. No,” Neph replied with a smile. “They
really, really pissed me off, Jala. Let’s just think of this as
time out for the kids and leave it alone for now. What else do you
have planned other than reclaiming Delvay? I have to admit my
homeland is my highest priority. There are things about Delvay that
no one realizes and I have to reclaim it before the Rivasans
discover them. It’s possible that there is something you have in
mind that is more urgent, though.”

“You are just trying to change the topic,”
Jala frowned at him, her expression still filled with
disapproval.

“True, but you wanted to tell me about it
anyway so I’m not asking for much,” Neph agreed with a shrug. His
smile faded as the kitchen door opened. He stared at the girl for a
long moment before he recognized her from the camps in Arovan. Her
long leather coat was wrapped tightly around her and the heavy hood
was pulled up concealing most of her pale face.

Jala smiled and waved for her to enter the
kitchen but the girl balked and started to back out of the door.
“Zoelyn, it’s OK. This is Neph. He is a very good friend of mine,”
Jala said calmly and waved once more for her to enter.

“She knows me, or at least she has seen me
before. I believe I was ripping a man’s tongue out before breaking
his neck when we met,”

Neph explained with a smirk.

“Well, that explains why she looks ready to
bolt,” Jala replied dryly.

“Valor said to tell you that Lord Dark is
here with Havoc,” Zoelyn said quickly and Jala lurched from her
chair at her words.

“Here? Now?” Jala gasped, her hand flying
first to her hair and then to her tunic with a look of panic.

“I wouldn’t forget the flour on your face,
either,” Neph added calmly and it was nearly impossible to keep the
amusement from his voice.

“Hence, why I say you need servants.”

“Bugger it all,” Jala growled and looked from
the oven to Neph then back again before turning to Zoelyn. “Please,
Zoey. I know you are unsure of Neph, but please just stay in here a
few minutes to get the tarts from the oven. I can’t greet them like
this.”

Zoelyn nodded and stepped hesitantly into the
room, barely clearing the doorway before Jala was through it. She
moved slowly toward the sink and leaned against the cabinets
watching him.

“So, I scare you then?” Neph said with a
smirk and leaned back in his chair propping his feet out before
him.

“No, dislike does not mean fear,” Zoelyn
answered simply.

“Dislike, then? You don’t know me at all,
girl. Wait a few days before you pass judgment on me and you can
skip the dislike part and go right to hatred,” Neph replied in a
voice that typically silenced further conversation from anyone.

“If you are a close friend of Jala’s, I fail
to see how it would benefit me to try to hate you,” she replied
without the slightest quaver in her voice to suggest his tone had
disturbed her.

“Bloody hell. You are using logic. You won’t
fit in here at all, kid.” Neph chuckled and rose from his chair.
She was smaller than Jala and more petite. At his full height he
towered over her like a child, but still she simply stood and
watched him. “You didn’t seem this confident in Arovan. You
reminded me of a cornered mouse when Valor called you out,” he
observed.

“In Arovan, I was a cornered mouse. Here, I’m
simply a bored girl listening to an ass bray,” Zoelyn replied with
a shrug. She crossed her arms over her chest and tapped her fingers
idly against one sleeve of the heavy leather coat.

Neph blinked once in surprise and for a long
moment he was at a complete loss for words until it slowly dawned
on him what was going on. A smile broke across his face and he
chuckled. “Emily you bitch! Where are you?” he demanded.

The kitchen door parted once more and the
black Bendazzi strolled in with a feline grin showing clearly on
her face. She paced across the room and sat down heavily between
Neph and Zoelyn and he could see the girl visibly relax, though she
hadn’t seemed tense moments before.

“So you told her to talk tough to me and I’d
leave her alone. Is that it?” Neph asked.

I told her you were a complete asshole and
if you got too far out of line I would have Delvay for dinner.
Emily’s voice echoed through his mind and despite the words he
could hear the joy in her voice.

“Glad to see you too, pussy,” Neph replied
with a smirk that earned a savage growl in response.

I never thought I would admit it, but I’m
glad you’re back, Neph. Valor won’t rein her in. Sovann can’t talk
her down. And Jail is in the city governing our quarter in
Sanctuary. Jala needs a voice of reason. She is getting pretty
obsessive about certain things, Emily said with a shake of her
head.

“Marrow isn’t doing his job of keeping her in
line then?” Neph asked with a sigh as he sat back down at the table
once more. Things were not sounding good. Emily was probably the
most brutally honest person in Merro other than him, and she was a
staunch supporter of Jala. If she was talking this way, he needed
to figure out quickly what Jala was planning.

Marrow is as fanatic as she is now. He
tries to keep her from pushing herself too hard, but he is as
obsessed as she is about bringing peace to the world whether they
like it or not. When she first came back, she was content with just
Merro. Then after reports from the other nations started coming in
and she realized there was still fighting going on, she started her
plotting, Emily explained.

“And the girl? Where does she fit into all of
this?” Neph asked, his eyes moving to Zoelyn once more. She had
fallen utterly silent and was simply watching him.

Jala’s crusade to save everyone, I
suppose. Her opinion of the Blights has completely reversed, Neph.
She keeps saying that we need them as allies not enemies.
Emily’s frustration poured into her voice and Neph nodded.

“Has anyone bothered to remind her that they
are allies with our enemy? Did she totally forget that they only
attacked the nations we consider friends?” Neph asked. Glancing
back to Zoelyn once more he waved a hand in the direction of the
massive oven. “Tarts, girl, remember?”

“I can’t,” Zoelyn replied with a slight shake
of her head. “What?” Neph snapped in response.

“The oven is magical. I can’t touch it
without my gloves on, and I’m not stupid enough to reach into a hot
oven with metal covering my fingers,” Zoelyn explained.

“Then why in the bloody hell did you nod to
Jala?” Neph demanded as he rose from his chair and grabbed a towel
from the rack by the sink.

“Because she was in too much of a hurry to
listen to why I couldn’t,” Zoelyn replied calmly.

Rolling his eyes, Neph pulled the oven door
open and carefully grabbed the pan with the towel. Moving quickly
he closed the door and dropped the pan onto the countertop, glaring
at Zoelyn. “Next time, attempt to explain to her. Never agree to do
something you aren’t capable of doing. It’s a bad habit to get
into.”

“I was capable of doing it. I simply had to
use your hands rather than my own. Had you not mentioned the tarts
I would have reminded you and the task would have been accomplished
either way,” Zoelyn said as she relaxed against the counter once
more.

“Is she always like this?” Neph growled, his
gaze dropping to Emily.

I told her to stand her ground with you
and she would be fine. I warned her to not let you be a bully or
you would be completely unbearable. Normally, she doesn’t speak and
simply watches others. Of course, she has only been here for one
night, so her “normal” is judged on a very short time-frame,
Emily explained with another feline grin.

“Ignore what Emily told you. Do not stand
your ground with me. It would be best if you simply duck your head
and scamper away when I approach. I don’t like children and it
would be less painful for both of us if we don’t have to deal with
each other,” Neph growled as he reclaimed his chair once more.

“I’m older than Jala,” Zoelyn pointed out
calmly.

“What?” Neph choked, his eyes scanning her
once more. It was hard to determine much about her appearance
through the coat and gloves, but he wouldn’t have guessed her much
more than twelve by her size.

“I’m twenty-three. Jala is eighteen,” Zoelyn
said softly. She shrugged her slender shoulders and the back of the
coat bumped heavily against the wooden cabinets. Sighing she pushed
off from the counter and looked down at her coat.

Neph couldn’t see her face, but he could
imagine the look of irritation that must be there. He had been
about to make a smartass comment but bit it back and simply looked
her over again with new insight. The noise the coat had made
suggested there was lead sewn inside the leather. Her gloves were
bulky with metal plates covering each finger in such a fashion he
wondered how she was able to do anything with her hands. Her boots
were the sort that dock workers usually wore, bulky things to begin
with, and then the added weight of the iron plates on top of that.
In sword training his master had started him off with a sword
filled with lead to build his strength. The girl’s entire life was
a lead blade. Despite her size, she had to be strong, and without
the garments she would doubtless be quick. With the garments, she
was miserable and despite her silence on the matter, it showed.

“Tell Jala how much you hate those clothes
and she will see that you have others,” Neph said quietly as he
stood from his chair. He headed for the door and didn’t bother to
look back at Emily or Zoelyn. He had enough things on his mind
without the extra weight of the girl. She was Jala’s project, not
his.

“Neph!” Jala exclaimed in surprise as he
nearly knocked her over with the door. The black tunic and patched
leggings had been replaced by a violet and silver dress and her
hair was once again immaculate. In the manner of a few minutes she
had transformed herself from a farmer’s wife to a High Lady once
more. She stepped back and smiled widely at him. “I was just coming
to get you,” she admitted and waved toward the back door of the
house. “I think it would be easier if I explain my plans to
everyone at once. They are waiting in the temple,” she explained
quickly as she headed for the door.

“The temple?” Neph asked as he fell in step
beside her. Jala had revered Fortune when he first met her, but she
had never been truly devout.

“It’s an odd meeting place I know, but I
trust it more than anywhere else to discuss things of this
importance. My secrets will not be spied upon in the temple,” Jala
said with a shrug.

“That depends on who is favored by the
Aspects involved,” Neph pointed out mildly as he followed her
across the courtyard toward a small building set to the side of the
house. “You have a private temple? I was thinking a city temple,”
he muttered as he realized where they were headed.

“There is a city temple, as well, but this is
the House Temple, and the Divine involved favors me,” Jala
explained as she pulled the massive doors open and stepped inside
the dimly lit room.

Neph followed her inside, closing the door
quietly behind him and then froze as he recognized the red-haired
man from the battlefield standing just to the right of the
door.

“I favor her,” the man agreed with a smile
and winked at Jala.

“Grandpa, what are you doing here in the
flesh?” Jala gasped as her face broke into a smile once more.
“Important meeting. I will be in the background and I promise I
won’t interrupt,” the man assured her.

Neph stared at him then to Jala as he quickly
took in his surroundings. There were only two symbols in the entire
temple and he knew without a doubt that this wasn’t Death standing
before them. “You call the Divine of War Grandpa?” Neph
stammered, his eyes flashing back to Jala once more.

“Well, he is,” Jala said with a shrug and
hugged the Divine lightly as if he were simply one of the Elder
Blood. “Don’t stay in the background; sit at the table. It’s Havoc
and Zach. You know Zach will understand your presence and, well, I
will just smack Havoc if he objects.” “You support Jala in her
plans?” Neph asked before the Divine could begin walking.

War regarded him for a long moment with dark
eyes and slowly nodded. “How much faster do you think Jala would
work to regain Delvay if she knew what resided within the House
Vaults?” War asked softly.

“Much,” Neph replied grudgingly. While he
understood why the Divine of War knew his House secrets, he didn’t
like it even being mentioned when there was a possibility of others
over-hearing. Delvay had guarded their vaults jealously since the
Barrier was raised around Sanctuary and Kadan had nearly destroyed
his people trying to protect them. It was not a topic to be spoken
aloud and the look he gave the Divine said as much.

“Then consider this: Perhaps Jala has secrets
of her own that are fueling her, but perhaps, like yourself, she is
unwilling to speak of them. Listen to what she says with both ears,
Lord Delvayon, and consider how well you know Jala. Watch her face
when she speaks and ask yourself what is motivating her right now,”
War said with a wink and turned to follow after Jala who was
already sitting down at the small table near the back of the
temple.

The memory of the fear in her eyes earlier
that morning returned to him and Neph sighed heavily. He didn’t
need to watch her now to determine what was motivating her. He’d
already seen a brief glimpse. Now all he had to do was figure out
what was scaring the most powerful mage he had ever seen. Though,
in all honesty, he wasn’t quite sure he wanted to know what scared
the Lady Bendazzi.

“Zach, Havoc I hope you don’t mind if Neph
joins us. He is a bit clueless as to what is going on right now and
I’d like to go over everything with him here,” Jala began, her
violet eyes moving from Zach to Havoc.

“It would be more efficient,” Zachary Dark
said agreeably and nodded to Neph. “Join us, please,” The
candlelight flickered across the black enamel of his gauntlet as he
motioned toward an empty chair. Neph nodded with a faint smirk as
he realized Jala was the only one in the temple that wasn’t armed
or armored. Lord Dark wore his plate mail as always and Havoc was
geared in the leather and chain armor that was favored by the Flame
riders.

“Have you figured out how they were being
controlled, Vaze?” Jala asked, glancing toward the shadows behind
her as Neph took his seat.

“Yes, but you won’t like it,” Vaze replied
calmly. The darkness that had been cloaking the temple lightened,
revealing Vaze sitting perched beside the altar to Death. Sovaesh
sat on the opposite side of the altar, leaning back against the
wall. Both men wore solemn expressions and Neph felt a chill down
his spine at the sight of it. These two men were not known for fear
or insecurity.

“Tell me anyway,” Jala pressed. All smiles
and laughter were gone from her demeanor now. She was the High Lady
of Merrodin and nothing else.

“It’s not through devices as we thought. It’s
through Blood magic. The Blights are subject to obey those of a
certain bloodline,” Vaze explained, his frown deepening.

“What Bloodline?” Jala asked quietly.

“Morcaillo,” Sovaesh answered with disgust
evident in his quiet voice.

“So anyone with Morcaillo blood can control
them?” Jala asked, her expression growing thoughtful.

“Shade could through his link to Myth.
Sovaesh can’t. His line is through Kiernan and he is too far
removed from Myth. It seems to only work for Myth’s direct line. We
tested it earlier and Sovaesh nearly got his face ripped off for it
by a Blight in Glis,” Vaze explained.

“Pity the Blight failed in that,” Havoc
growled. The Firym shifted in his seat and folded his hands on the
table, looking directly at Jala. “I want to work with you, Jala,
but I won’t tolerate that man being in my presence much longer. He
killed my Aunt, if you care to remember, and it is taking every
ounce of will I have to keep from drawing steel.”

“Avanti killed your Aunt. Sovaesh was the
knife they wielded. I understand how difficult it is to accept that
logic, however, and I appreciate the restraint you are showing,”
Jala said calmly, her eyes moving from Havoc to Sovaesh. “Kill
them,” she said in a voice that was nearly as cold as the words she
spoke.

Neph watched her for a long moment frozen in
shock. The idea that Jala Merrodin had just ordered death by
Assassin was difficult to grasp. Jala hated hired knives and yet
she was sending one out herself.

“I cannot condone this path.” Zach leaned
back from the table and started to rise from his chair but paused
when Jala raised a hand.

“Please, allow me to explain why I gave that
order.” Jala glanced back at Sovaesh and nodded and the Assassin
rose quickly to leave the room. Turning back once more she looked
at Zach and then to Havoc, her eyes finally coming to rest on Neph.
He stared back at her and he knew his expression must have been
painful to her by the look in her eyes. He couldn’t help it,
though. Assassins were the coward’s way, and he had never
considered Jala a coward before now.

“I’d love an explanation,” Neph said quietly,
his eyes searching her face for any remorse for what she had just
done.

“The Morcaillo are Changelings,” Jala began,
her eyes following Sovaesh as he disappeared through the temple
door. “I don’t harbor ill will toward them for that sole reason,
however. As I say, often I judge by merit, not by blood. These
Changelings, however, have proved themselves enemies with their
manipulations. I would face them in honorable combat or challenge
them directly if I could. They won’t face me, though, and everyone
in this room knows it. They have existed the entire war in hiding
and they will remain in hiding. The Blights failed to kill us off
so they will find another way to attain their goal.” She paused and
dropped her hand firmly to the table. “I cannot allow them to stab
us in the back again. The only way to stop them is to kill them and
the only way I have to do that is Sovaesh,” Jala finished, her eyes
moving from man to man once more and then settling on Neph again.
“It is cowardly in your eyes to use an Assassin and I regret that I
may have lost your respect by doing so, but as far as I see it, I
have no choice. You are the one that taught me magic, Neph. You
drilled it into my skull for countless hours that you use the most
efficient magic to preserve your strength. I could waste my own
time attempting to find these creatures and then pray that I would
be able to pin them down in a fight, but I can’t waste the
strength. Sovaesh is the most efficient way.” “Vaze found them,”
Havoc pointed out with anger still lacing his words.

“I did not find the creatures. I found the
method that was used. It would take me months to track down a
Changeling in hiding if I wanted to put forth the effort. I spent
nearly a year trying to find the true Myth Morcaillo and while I
have my suspicions, I still can’t say for a fact that I know where
she is,” Vaze corrected.

“How is Sovaesh going to locate them, then?”
Havoc demanded.

“He is one of them. He thinks like them and
he has more experience in locating his prey than they have in
hiding,” Vaze answered.

“Once Sovaesh has eliminated the controllers,
Shade will move into Glis to make contact with the Blights. I have
arranged a territory for them to call their own that will not put
any other lands at risk with their presence,” Jala said, her words
pushing the conversation past the objections.

“What territory?” Zach asked as he settled
into his chair once more. The expression on his face wasn’t one of
acceptance, but for the time being he seemed willing to tolerate
the situation.

“Tevonale,” Jala answered simply.

“The cursed isles? While I agree that is a
fitting place for Blights, I doubt you are going to convince them
to stay there,” Havoc observed dryly.

“I raised Tevonale. The territory is no
longer cursed,” Jala informed them quietly and the room fell
silent.

Neph shook his head slowly and rubbed his
face. “When?” he asked a bit sharper than he intended. So much was
going on that he had absolutely no idea about that his frustration
was hard to contain. The Jala he knew before never kept so many
secrets from him, and yet here he was finding out everything at the
last moment.

“After the council meeting last night,” Jala
answered gently.

Jala watched him for a long moment and Neph
could see the pleading in her eyes. She needed him to support her,
but she was making it damned difficult for him. Neph nodded
silently and motioned with his hand for her to continue. He
couldn’t summon appropriate words at the moment. In all honesty, he
wanted to shake her until her teeth rattled for all of the vague
and cryptic behavior she had shown him recently.

“I understand the harsh feelings the other
High Lords have and I, too, felt the same way about the Blights at
one time. I was wrong and so are they. I knew the moment I left
that council that the Blights must have a land without borders to
another country. Tevonale is just that. They will be isolated until
they find acceptance.” Jala’s voice rose with her conviction and
she let out a long sigh. “We have to have peace and we need the
Blights as allies for the exact reason that Arjuna argued we should
kill them. They are strong and their numbers will grow swiftly and
by all of the Divine we need them. We are so weak right now that
another push from our enemies and we will be gone.”

“And if the Blights grow too powerful and
turn on us?” Neph asked. He couldn’t understand Jala’s complete
reversal on the creatures. She had explained about the Barrier
threads, but that didn’t change the basic nature of the creatures.
They might be innocent in the same way an animal was, but that
didn’t make them good allies.

“I have already proven I know how to bypass
their natural immunity to magic. If they do turn on us. I will
eliminate them all,” Jala said firmly.

“It required you to destroy your own body to
achieve that ability,” Neph snapped.

Jala nodded slowly and met his eyes with a
look of pure resolve. “Hemlock visited me four days after I
returned from the Barrier. I was ready to kill him on sight. You
know how much I hate him, Neph. The first words out of his mouth
gave me pause, though. He sm iled at me and motioned toward the sky
and said. You saw it didn’t you. The reason you have suffered so
much. I didn’t have to ask him what he was talking about. I
knew. He said that everything I have been through has been nothing
more than honing the blade. He said that the trials that are coming
will make this war seem like sitting down to tea. He said Myth is
going to win unless I act.” Jala paused and tapped the table before
her. “I’m acting and Myth isn’t going to win. The Barrier isn’t
coming down and Sanctuary will not fall. I am honed and I am ready,
and if you aren’t willing to help me save this wretched world, then
bugger off.”

“And saving the Blights will save the world?”
Zach asked quietly, his expression thoughtful.

“It’s a common tactic to turn your enemies’
strength against them. If you are fighting a dragon, you use its
size against it. The Blights are one of Myth’s strengths,” War said
with a smirk as he finally joined them at the table. “I would guess
that you are asking yourselves why Jala believes anything that
Hemlock would say. The answer is simple. She believes him because I
agree. Sanctuary has many secrets. There is more locked away in
this prison than any of you know. The Guardians built this world to
lock away all that would destroy the worlds beyond and not all of
it is awake. History tends to repeat itself, gentlemen. We have
fought these evils before. The difference was, we weren’t locked
down when we faced them. We could retreat and we could hide. On
Sanctuary, neither is an option. When we fight here it is to the
death. You might make peace with your current enemies, but you
won’t find peace with what Myth awakens.”

“What exactly is coming?” Havoc asked softly,
his gaze moving from Jala to War. There seemed to be a bit of
concern in his expression, though the Firym were typically
fearless.

“I wish I had a single answer for that,” War
said wistfully and smiled at them all. “Until Myth is stopped, the
question isn’t what is coming, it’s what is coming first. As I
said, there are many secrets on Sanctuary and not even I can say
what we will face first. All I can say for fact is Myth wants you
all dead and Kali has failed with her creations. Myth’s next step
will be a more drastic one. Myth is arrogant enough to believe she
will survive the ancients if she wakes them. I’m not.”

“The only option we have is to pool our
strength. My army proves that we can work together if we try. Now
all I have to do is get everyone to put their differences aside
before it’s too late. I am preparing, gentlemen, and I have no idea
how much time I have. So, to put it bluntly, my boot will be up
your asses until I have you exactly where I think you need to be.”
Jala smiled at War as she settled back into her chair. “I’m so glad
you chose to join us at the table, Grandpa,” she added with a
wink.

“So, tell me where Delvay needs to be. I’ve
seen how pointy your boots are,” Neph said with a sigh as he
settled more comfortably into his chair. From what he had heard so
far, it was going to be a long night. “I don’t understand half of
what you are saying, Jala, but, as always, I’ve got your back.”


Chapter 6

 


Merro

 


 


Zoelyn leaned back from the table and
regarded the heaping plate of food before her with frustration.
There was no possible way she could eat this much food, but Jala
had become convinced she was underfed. Even Valor’s arguments that
you didn’t overfeed the starving didn’t save her from the mountains
of food at every meal.

Her gaze slowly moved to Neph and she fought
back the desire to kick the man. Had he not mentioned her clothing
to Jala, the High Lady would have never made her remove her coat
and no one would have ever known how thin she was. The sight of her
jutting ribs and too thin arms had sent Jala into such a fit of
anger it had taken both Neph and Valor to keep her from returning
to Arovan to vent her anger on Dominic.

“Quit glaring at me and eat your damned food
like a good little girl,” Neph growled, his eyes never leaving the
courtyard where Jala was sparing with Vaze.

“It does no good to glare at Neph. He is
immune to the emotions of others,” Shade observed casually as he
leaned closer to Neph. “Does Valor look a bit twitchy over there or
is it just me?” he asked in a quieter voice.

“Valor never lasts through Jala’s sword
practice. He always loses his temper with Vaze,” Sovann informed
them with a sigh. Zoelyn hadn’t been given many chances to be
around the mage, but from what she had seen of Sovann so far, she
liked. Unlike most of Jala’s companions, he was soft spoken and
always polite. Every time she saw him, however, he was busy with
something and always distracted. Even now, his eyes were locked on
several sheets of paper spread out before him and he hadn’t even
bothered to look up when speaking. Frowning, he tapped his quill
against the table and shook his head. “The portal stones Jala wants
created need to have security measures, but I’m not sure how to set
them,” he mumbled and glanced up at Neph.

“Keystones?” Neph suggested with a shrug.

“Not practical. Jala wants them for everyone
and making that many keystones simply isn’t practical. She intends
for caravans to use these as well as commons. I was thinking
perhaps a portal master who judges who passes through the stones,
but maybe a parameter that controls how many pass through in a day
would be better.” Sovann sighed and rubbed his face a look of
frustration clouding his features.

“The control of numbers wouldn’t work,” Neph
said with a shake of his head. “What if we needed help and our
allies could only send a set number of soldiers through per
day?”

“I will have a very difficult time finding
people that are trustworthy to function as Portal masters,” Sovann
complained and tossed the quill down onto the stack of papers.

“Why not have it a set number unless you have
a keystone and provide the High Lord of that nation with the
keystone requirements for his soldiers?” Zoelyn suggested
quietly.

“That might work,” Sovann mused and picked up
his quill again, his frown fading as he began scratching notes on
the paper once more. “She helped you with your problem, Sovann.
It’s only fair that you eat some of that food and help her with
hers,” Shade said with a grin. Sovann glanced up at Shade and then
looked to her. With a faint smile he snagged a piece of toast from
the plate and nodded to her. “I really don’t understand it. Jala
has been feeding her like this for a week now and she is still as
frail as ever,” he sighed and took a bite.

“Jala puts the food in front of her, but
Zoelyn doesn’t eat it,” Neph said in a voice that showed how
tedious he found the conversation.

“Valor is about to break,” Wisp announced
softly from the far end of the table. Grinning, she bounced Legacy
on her knee and shook her head as she watched Valor. “Daddy is
silly isn’t he,” she mused happily.

“Why is he even allowed near her sword
practice?” Shade mumbled as they all watched Valor draw his own
steel and lay into Vaze with a vengeance that spoke of fury rather
than practice. Jala fell back quickly from the match and tilted her
head upward as if beseeching the gods before turning to walk slowly
to their table.

“I don’t know why I even allow him in the
courtyard when I practice,” Jala said as she dropped into a chair
beside Zoelyn and examined her plate critically. Her eyes narrowed
as she spotted Sovann munching on the piece of toast and she sighed
heavily. “You know she might actually gain some weight if you
wouldn’t take her food,” she grumbled and looked back at Zoelyn.
“Eat, Zoey, you are skin and bones,” she pointed at the plate.

Zoelyn nodded silently and tried to ignore
the expressions of amusement that lit both Shade and Neph’s faces
as she picked up her fork and began to eat once more.

“So what is it that makes him snap daily?”
Shade asked, his gaze moving back to the sparring match once more
that was growing more intense with each breath.

“Vaze doesn’t pull punches with me. When I
miss a parry, I get hit. They are wooden swords, though. It’s not
as if I’m truly going to get hurt more than simple bruising,” Jala
explained and smiled as she leaned back in her chair and stared up
toward the clouds once more. “Valor can’t stand to see me get hurt,
no matter how small the pain, though. Every bruise and scrape is
like a hot iron to him. I’ve tried to get him to find other
entertainments while I practice, but he can’t focus on anything
else. Yet, he is the one that insists I learn to use a sword.” Her
smile widened and she closed her eyes. “He is unreasonable and
stubborn and I love him so much for it,” she added in a wistful
voice. “Bloody hell. I thought you were past the girlish romance
phase of your life,” Neph grumbled, rolling his eyes. “Why doesn’t
Valor just teach you if he objects to Vaze’s training so much?”
Shade asked in confusion.

“Because Valor can’t stand to hit her at all.
He freezes in mid-swing,” Wisp explained, her voice filled with
laughter.

“I can learn as things are now. Each morning
I get twenty or so minutes of sword training in and Valor gets an
hour of sword sparring with someone talented enough to challenge
him,” Jala said as she opened her eyes once more. Her smile
faltered on her lips as her eyes locked on the corner of the roof
and Zoelyn barely glimpsed the flash of sadness that crossed her
features before Jala forced the smile back onto her face.

Glancing up, Zoelyn caught the brief flash of
black feathers as a crow took flight from the roof. Silently, she
watched the others at the table and realized that no one but she
had noticed Jala’s slip. It wasn’t the first time she had seen Jala
falter at the sight of a crow. She had been in Merro for nearly two
weeks now and there had been at least three occasions when the High
Lady paused to watch one of the birds. It was odd behavior and
Zoelyn wished one of the others had caught it. She knew without a
doubt that Neph would have questioned Jala about it, but they were
distracted with the fight in the courtyard. With a sigh, she took
another bite of her food and watched as Jala rose from her
chair.

“You want to go play with mommy while they
fight?” Jala asked as she held her arms out for Legacy. The child
wriggled free of Wisp’s grasp and quickly moved to his mother’s
side. Smiling, Jala nodded to everyone at the table and picked up
her son. “We will be in the garden if we are needed,” she
announced.

Shade watched her for a moment and sighed
heavily as he rose from the table as well. “I need to get my ship
packed. I get to go play with Blights tomorrow,” he sighed.

“May they strip your flesh for dinner and
hide the bones well enough that not even Jala can bring you back,”
Neph said with a smile.

“If they do, I will bargain with Death for
the chance to haunt you,” Shade replied with a matching smile.

“I’m on good terms with Ash. I’m sure I could
convince him to bind your soul to the privy,” Neph called before
Shade had a chance to reach the door.

“Pissed on in death, eh? They say the
afterlife is supposed to be worse than life if you have lived in
sin. I rather enjoy sin, and it sounds like nothing will change
because of it. Good news for me, then,” Shade returned with a wink
as he disappeared into the house.

Neph watched the doorway for a long moment
and then leaned forward on the table, his eyes moving from Wisp to
Sovann and back again. “So, why do crows depress Jala?” he asked,
calmly watching both of them for the slightest reaction. “What?”
Wisp asked in obvious confusion.

Sovann looked up from his papers with a
thoughtful expression. “They are carrion birds and prone to
following battles. Perhaps the sight of them reminds her of the war
with Avanti,” he offered with a shrug.

Neph shook his head at both of them and stood
from the table. “You are both clueless on the matter. Has to be
something to do with Seth,” he mumbled as he headed off for the
garden at a brisk walk.

“He is so strange at times,” Wisp mused as
she watched him disappear. Shaking her head, she turned back to
look at Zoelyn and smiled.

“Welcome to our weird little world,” she
sighed.

“She has been part of our weird little world
for nearly two weeks, love. It’s a bit late to be welcoming her,”
Sovann pointed out in a distracted voice as his quill once again
scratched noisily across the papers.

“Better late than never,” Wisp said with a
shrug and smiled warmly at Zoelyn. “So, how are your magic lessons
going with Jala?” she asked.

“They aren’t exactly magic lessons, love.
Jala is trying to figure out how to stop her from siphoning magic.
Zoelyn can’t work spells herself,” Sovann corrected, his brow
furrowing as he scribbled more on the paper.

Zoelyn watched them both in silence as they
debated what exactly Jala was teaching her. Slowly she slid her
plate to the side when it became obvious that they were both fully
distracted. She watched as the food quickly disappeared and mouthed
the words thank you to the Blight. She waited until the food
was mostly gone and silently pushed her chair back. “I was supposed
to go find Jala when I finished eating,” Zoelyn announced as both
Wisp and Sovann looked up at her. Carefully she picked up her plate
and nodded to them both as she carried it back into the house.

“Too many people here,” the Blight whispered
beside her and she nodded in response.

“I’m starting to get used to it, though,”
Zoelyn sighed as she entered the kitchen and carefully placed the
plate in the sink.

She turned back for the door and paused as
she noticed two men sitting at a table watching her. Vaze, she
recognized from passing conversations with Jala. The other one,
however, she had never seen before. He was deeply tanned with
short, tawny hair and brands on both cheeks. He returned her
curious gaze with a look of mild interest as he took another bite
from the bread in his hand. His green eyes flashed toward Vaze and
then back to her.

“Zoelyn, she is Jala’s ward,” Vaze said in
explanation. He lifted his mug to his lips and took a quick swallow
as he motioned toward the stranger. “This is Sovaesh. He serves
Jala, though you won’t see much of him around here. He is either
working or at home. He doesn’t haunt Jala’s house like the rest of
them do.”

“I’m sorry I intruded. I didn’t realize
anyone was in here,” Zoelyn said as she backed toward the door.
Sovaesh was still watching her with the same look of mild interest.
He raised an eyebrow at her retreat and shrugged as he turned back
to his meal.

“We are scarcely in a private place, Zoelyn.
It isn’t intruding to put your plate where it belongs. It is good
manners,” Vaze said with a faint chuckle as he nodded farewell to
her.

“Have you ever noticed how many intimidating
men Jala surrounds herself with?” Zoelyn whispered to the Blight as
she hurried down the long hall toward the garden door. The door
slammed open as she approached and she quickly flattened herself
against the wall as Neph stormed past.

“Good luck on your lessons with her. If she
is as vague with you as she is with me you won’t learn a fucking
thing,” Neph called over his shoulder as he stormed toward the
stairs.

“Too many,” the Blight answered at last with
a hint of amusement in his soft voice.

Nodding slowly in agreement Zoelyn stepped
out into the warm sunlight and pulled the heavy door closed behind
her. Jala was standing near the garden pool with her back to the
house. Zoelyn paused just behind her and glanced back toward the
house. She didn’t know if Jala even realized she was there, and she
wasn’t entirely sure she should announce herself after seeing
Neph’s mood.

“When I was a child, all I wanted was to be
special enough to mean something to someone.” Jala’s voice was so
soft that Zoelyn still wasn’t sure she was talking to her. For all
she knew the High lady was talking to herself. “Now that I am, I
look back and wonder how I was ever so foolish,” Jala finished in a
louder voice and slowly turned to face Zoelyn. “If anyone ever
offers you a small house and a quiet life, take it, Zoey.”

“Considering my curse, I sincerely doubt I
will ever get that offer, Jala,” Zoelyn responded with a faint
smile. It seemed strange to be on a first name basis with someone
of Jala’s station, but she had learned quickly how well Jala liked
the title Milady.

“We are going to fix that, remember?” Jala
sighed and motioned toward the garden. “We are going to run a test
today. I want to see if there is a limit to your draining. I
suggest we start with the roses. I have the most of those.”

“Jala, I will destroy your entire garden,”
Zoelyn said with a quick shake of her head as she folded her arms
across her stomach tightly.

“Then, I suppose I will restore it. I need to
understand your condition to help repair it, Zoelyn, and I can’t
use magic to learn about it so that leaves trial and error. It will
be a lengthy process, but I don’t see that we have many options and
frankly I need the distraction,” Jala said and motioned once again
toward the roses. “Start with the red ones. I can’t stand the color
red.”

 


* * *

 


In Arovan she had lived so near the forests
of Glis that only portions of the sky had ever been visible through
the trees. In Merro, however, the sky was endless. A cool breeze
washed over her and Zoelyn closed her eyes for a moment, enjoying
the peace and solitude of the night. The rest of the household had
retired hours ago and she wasn’t even sure the Blight had remained
with her. Her eyes opened again and she leaned back on her arms to
stare up at the stars.

It was a brief distraction from the
devastation around her. Jala’s gardens had been beautiful and now
they were in ruins. Not a single flower or tree remained and still
her curse had been voracious. When the last tree had withered, Jala
finally admitted defeat. Zoelyn was more than willing to admit
defeat with the first plant, but Jala insisted. She doubted the
High Lady had even noticed how each tiny death had been a wound to
her. She hated killing, even when it was just a plant. To know that
just the touch of her flesh destroyed beauty and killed, was
punishment enough. To actually use that power and willingly destroy
something, was appalling to her.

With a weary sigh, Zoelyn rose to her feet,
her gaze traveling through the garden. Every wilted leaf whispered
Undrae as she followed the cobbled path back to the house.
If Blackwolf could see this place he would go for her throat, and
she wasn’t sure she would even bother stopping him.

She pulled her boots off once she was through
the door. Jala had assured her the house had not been built with
magic, but this was the first time she had actually tested that
statement. Nervously, she watched the boards for any sign that she
was damaging anything and slowly made her way for the stairs as
silently as she could. It would have been impossible, in the boots,
to move through the house without waking everyone.

The hall above was as silent and dark as the
downstairs had been. Zoelyn glanced toward Jala and Valor’s door as
she passed and quickly made her way farther down the hall. A faint
scuffle from the next door gave her pause and she lingered outside
the door listening closely. It was silent for a long moment and
then the noise was repeated, a faint scuffle of little feet.
Slowly, Zoelyn lowered her heavy boots to the floor and pushed
Legacy’s door open just far enough to look inside. The boy was
usually sound asleep by this time. Legacy looked up at her with
wide violet eyes from a perch near his bed. A tiny wooden knight
was clutched in one hand, and by the scattering of other toys on
the floor he had been playing for a while. He waved at her with his
free hand and offered a smile before returning to his play.

Smiling faintly, Zoelyn slid inside the room
and closed the door as quietly as she could behind her. “You are
supposed to be asleep now.

Do you know how late it is?” she whispered to
him. Honestly, she was amazed the child wasn’t red-eyed and
wobbling. It was close to midnight by her best guess.

Legacy smiled at her again and set the knight
aside as he shifted to sit cross-legged on the floor. “Being
quiet,” he offered with a shrug of one tiny shoulder.

Zoelyn grinned at him and nodded her
agreement. “You were being very quiet. I almost didn’t notice you
were awake. If you don’t sleep now, though, you will fall asleep at
breakfast tomorrow and land face down in your oatmeal,” she
informed him gently.

“Eew,” Legacy responded, wrinkling his nose
in disgust. “Momma never gives me oatmeal,” he added with a quick
shake of his head.

Chuckling quietly, Zoelyn shook her head at
him. “You are so smart for your age, Legacy. I shudder to think of
trying to outwit you later,” Her gaze traveled around the room and
settled on a small bookshelf. Moving forward slowly she tilted her
head quickly scanning over the titles. “How about a story?” she
asked, glancing back at him. His expression lightened at once and
he nodded quickly. She knew how well he loved stories from
listening to Jala nightly. She also knew they always put him to
sleep before the end. She doubted the poor kid knew how a single
one of his books ended. “Crawl into bed then and tell me which one
you want to hear.”

“A knight story,” Legacy responded quickly as
he picked his wooden knight up once more and crawled into his bed.
Within a breath he was tucked under his blankets with only his
small face showing as he watched her select a book from the
shelf.

Carefully, she scooted the majority of the
toys from beside the bed and sat down close enough that he could
hear her clearly if she spoke quietly, but not close enough that he
could reach her. The idea of Legacy accidently touching her was
almost enough to keep her from going near the child. In all
honesty, though, he was the single person in the house that she
felt comfortable around. Legacy wasn’t a typical child. He was
quiet and thoughtful, with more intelligence than most adults she
had met. He was always smiling and she never felt out of place
around him. There was no judgment in his eyes, simply acceptance
and kindness. It wasn’t that the others in the house were
judgmental or cruel, well, aside from Neph. It was that they were
all intimidating in their various ways. Legacy wasn’t.

Legacy shifted in the bed and propped his
head up on the pillow, more to peer over her shoulder to look at
the cover of the book. Smiling, she held it up so he could see the
picture. With a grin, he snuggled farther down into his blankets
with his toy clutched close to his chest.

“You are going to regret choosing to sleep
with that if you roll on it tonight,” Zoelyn informed him with a
grin as she opened the book and began to read in a soft voice. She
heard him toss and turn a few times behind her, but by the time she
had read five pages into the story, it was silent behind her.
Closing the book partway, she glanced behind her to find him sound
asleep.

Smiling, she leaned back against the end of
the bed and opened the book once more. The artwork inside was
beautiful and she skipped through the pages admiring each of the
carefully inked illustrations. She couldn’t remember if she had
ever owned books such as this as a child. All memories before
Dominic were lost in a fog.

A scratch at the window drew her attention
from the pages and she froze, listening carefully. There were no
trees near Legacy’s room, so it hadn’t been a branch against the
glass. The noise came again and the window creaked open slowly.
Breath held, Zoelyn stared hard into the inky darkness, desperately
trying to locate the intruder. A ruffle of feathers sounded and she
stared in confusion as a crow hopped off the window ledge and into
the room. It settled on the floor quietly and stretched its wings
as its form slowly shifted to a man. Hearth-stories flooded her
mind as she realized who she was seeing. The black feathered cloak
was unmistakable. It was what he wrapped around the children before
he carried them off to the Darklands. Zoelyn swallowed heavily as
she tried to rationalize what she was seeing. He wasn’t supposed to
be real. He was a figure from the stories to frighten the children
of Glis into behaving. Slowly she stood on legs that didn’t want to
support her and straightened her back as she turned to face the
Crow King.

He had been distracted with closing the
window, but at the sound of her movement he turned and stared at
her with curiosity. His gold eyes trailed across her and then to
the door. With a sigh, he smiled and raised a slender dark eyebrow
at her in question.

“You can’t have him,” Zoelyn whispered, the
words tight in her throat.

“Really?” he asked in amusement. “I think
that I can,” he added as he took a step closer to the bed. He moved
with a predator’s grace and in utter silence.

“You claim children that sin and Legacy is
innocent. You can’t have him,” Zoelyn said in a louder voice as she
quickly unbuckled her glove. The realization of why Jala was wary
of crows hit her full force and the memory of the High lady’s
sadness banished her fear. She could do this. With one touch she
could destroy the creature haunting Jala. She could drain him and
save Legacy. All she had to do was touch him and the curse would do
the rest.

The Crow King watched her pull the glove free
and his head cocked to one side. With slow measured steps he moved
from the child’s bed toward her. “Are you going to stop me then?”
he asked in a low voice that would have been seductive coming from
any lips but his.

Swallowing heavily, Zoelyn nodded and held
her ground. He stopped just inches from her, so close she could
feel his breath. “Just go away and leave him alone. I don’t want to
hurt you,” Zoelyn gasped, as her fear came creeping back in. She
could smell the blood on his armor and the intensity of his gold
eyes made her want to bolt for the door. She wouldn’t abandon
Legacy, though. She couldn’t.

“How sweet of you. I’m afraid I can’t do
that, though,” he purred as he smiled down at her. His breath
smelled of mint and spices, far more pleasant than she had expected
from a creature of nightmares.

“I tried to warn you,” Zoelyn whispered as
she flattened her bare hand against his chest and closed her eyes.
For the first time in her life she willed her curse to work
swiftly, and for the first time in her life it didn’t work at all.
She could feel the warmth of his flesh through his armor, and yet
she wasn’t draining him. She felt nothing through the contact aside
from the solid muscle of his body. Slowly she opened her eyes and
stared up at him in complete confusion.

“What now, little Undrae?” he asked softly,
his head tilting to the side once more. His smile returned and it
seemed far colder than it had before.

Quickly, Zoelyn pulled her hand back and
stepped away from him until her back pressed against the wall. He
advanced with each of her steps and flattened a hand against the
wall on either side of her face. Leaning closer, he raised an
eyebrow once more. “Weren’t you going to stop me?” he asked in
amusement.

“Honestly, Seth, do you have nothing better
to do than terrify young girls?” Jala’s voice cut through the room
like a knife and the Crow King pushed off the wall with a smile on
his face.

“If you would stop using them as guard dogs
for your son, I would stop tormenting them,” Seth replied in a
voice that was far more friendly than any he had used with her.
Silently, he moved away from her, once more pausing beside Legacy’s
bed.

Zoelyn slowly turned to look at Jala in utter
confusion and willed her heart back to its normal pace. “You know
him?” she gasped, once she was sure she could speak again.

Jala nodded and stepped into the room,
closing the door quietly behind her. Pulling her night robe tighter
around her, she nodded once more and looked at Seth. “He is a
friend, and I knew he was coming for Legacy,” she explained softly.
“He was supposed to be awake and alone,” Seth pointed out in a
conversational tone.

“He was the last time I checked on him,” Jala
countered.

“I didn’t understand. I’m sorry,” Zoelyn
began, still wretchedly confused.

“As it turns out, this works out well,” Seth
cut in with a smile before Jala could respond. “What?” Jala
frowned, her expression growing confused as well.

Seth gently picked the sleeping child up and
advanced on Zoelyn once more. “I didn’t know about the girl. Now I
do, and I’m taking her with me as well,” he answered as his hand
wrapped around her wrist tightly and yanked her closer to him.
“Goodnight, Jala.”

Zoelyn tried to pull back from his grasp but
it was like a vice on her arm. “Settle down, little Undrae,” he
whispered in the same low voice that made her heart race. Vertigo
washed over her as the shadows darkened around them. In a panic she
realized her curse was not absorbing his magic either. Transport
spells had never worked on her before, and now when she desperately
wanted them to fail they were working.

“Seth, no!” Jala’s voice echoed through the
shadows. She had been just a few feet away moments before, but now
her voice sounded a thousand miles away. Fear welled in Zoelyn’s
chest and she tugged against his grasp again.

The air around them darkened further and Seth
pulled her closer. “Stay close, little Undrae. There are things in
the Darklands much more frightening than me.”


Chapter 7

 


Merro

 


 


Neph settled against the wall, his gaze on
Legacy’s bedroom door. The draw of magic had caught his attention,
and then Jala’s entrance had prodded his curiosity past ignoring.
He waited in silence until the bedroom door opened once more and
Jala stepped into the hall looking almost frantic. Her pale hand
was over her mouth and it took several moments for her to even
notice him. Eyes widening, she looked from him to the room behind
her, reminding him of a startled hare in every movement.

“This requires an explanation,” Neph said
simply, his gaze moving to the empty room behind her.

“Neph,” Jala murmured and her shoulders
slumped. Swallowing heavily, she pulled her son’s door closed and
leaned back against it. “You want my secrets, then?” she asked
after a long silence.

“As close as we are, I wouldn’t have thought
there would be many. It appears I’m wrong, though. I won’t pry them
all out of you, but I want to know why the herald of Death just
took your son without a fight from you,” Neph replied stubbornly
and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Are you going to trade me secrets? I’d love
to know what War was talking about something in your vaults.” Jala
crossed her arms in a mirror of his own and he could see the
stubborn glint in her eyes.

“Fine, but not in the hallway. Let’s go to my
room,” Neph shot back and waved a hand back down the hall. “The
temple,” Jala suggested.

“My room,” Neph insisted and narrowed his
eyes. “I may revere the gods, but that doesn’t mean I trust that
they are on my side. The Divine watch over all, and I’ve never been
anyone’s favorite.”

“Fine. Your room,” Jala relented and followed
him quietly down the hall.

Neph waited for her to step inside and closed
the door. With a flick of his hand, he activated the protection
wards on the room and crossed to his chair. With a sigh, he dropped
into the cushions and propped his feet up on the small table while
watching her. She still had a frantic look to her eyes, but seemed
to be calming a bit. “Why did Seth take your son?”

Jala swallowed heavily and gazed around the
room. Her eyes settled on a half-full bottle of wine and she
crossed to it in silence. Raising it to her lips she took a long
pull and gasped as she lowered it. “It’s a long story in truth, but
I will try to condense it,” she began slowly as she walked back to
his bed and sat down on the foot with the bottle dangling from her
hand. Eyes downcast, she turned the bottle and stared at the label
for a long moment before speaking again. “When Jexon killed me, I
didn’t expect to come back. Death despised me and I knew once I was
in the Darklands I was finished. Within moments of arriving there,
however, Seth appeared and took me directly to his master.” She
paused and took another drink, swishing the bottle as she lowered
it. “It was Finn sitting on the throne.”

“What?” Neph blurted before he could stop
himself.

Jala shrugged and nodded her head. “Pretty
close to my reaction. I was stunned and speechless and devastated
all at the same time. Did you know, when you kill a Divine you take
their power and their place?” she asked with a bittersweet smile
and chuckled darkly when he shook his head. “Neither did Finn, so
now he is the Lord of Death,” she said as she pulled the holy
symbol from her night robe to dangle it before him. “Hence, my
reverence for Death now.”

“That bastard is responsible for my afterlife
if I die?” Neph grumbled and shook his head in disbelief. “Shit. I
have seen Finn forget to dress fully before leaving the hall. I
shudder to think of my soul in his care,” Leaning back farther in
his chair he rubbed his jaw as Jala took another long pull from the
wine bottle. She didn’t drink often, but when she did, it usually
ended poorly. “So, Seth takes Legacy to see his true father in
hell. That’s got to be mentally scarring to a kid,” Neph concluded
dryly. “Was this your idea, or Finn’s?”

“Seth’s idea,” Jala said miserably. “And now
he has taken Zoelyn and I don’t know why and he kept calling her
Undrae. The Shifters in Glis despise her for her powers,
Neph, and Seth is a Shifter. What if he kills her? There is nothing
I can do to protect her there and she was in my care. She doesn’t
deserve to die. She was trying to protect my son from him.” The
words poured out of her and she fell back onto his bed, the wine
carefully balanced in one hand while her other rubbed her face.

“From what I heard through the door, he
didn’t sound homicidal,” Neph offered with a shrug.

“When he was alive and still working as an
Assassin, his call name was The Gentleman. He never sounds
homicidal, Neph. Seth can smile and wink at you as he slits your
throat.” Jala’s voice rose with the words and he could see her
panic returning. “I have to get to the Darklands,” she added in a
low whisper.

“Oh, no you don’t,” Neph said quickly. “Finn
is the Lord of Death right?” he asked as he dropped his feet down
from the table and rose from his chair. The last time Jala had
journeyed to the Darklands it had nearly killed her and he wasn’t
about to let her go again even if it meant knocking her out.

“I just said he was, didn’t I?” Jala snapped
as she sat up on the bed with an expression on her face that was
equal parts irritation and concern.

“Then pray. Finn will hear you,” Neph
ordered.

“Well in that case it would have made more
sense to go to the temple now wouldn’t it,” Jala grumbled her eyes
narrowing at him.

“Jala, temples exist for our comfort so we
have a place to recognize our faith. The gods do not require us to
be in a certain spot to hear us.

They are gods, after all. Hold your symbol
and pray,” Neph said gently and settled back into his chair once
more. He half expected her to bolt for the door at the mention of
going to the Darklands, but to his relief she seemed to be
listening.

“Fine, then explain what is in the vaults
while I plead with my dead husband,” Jala sighed as she wrapped her
hand tightly around her holy symbol and closed her eyes.

“It is times like this that I realize my life
will never be normal,” Neph sighed and waved a hand toward the
bottle. “Share the booze and I’ll pour my heart out.” Wordlessly,
Jala handed over the bottle and he took a small drink. She hadn’t
left much and he considered grabbing another bottle, but decided a
dry throat was better than a drunk Jala.

“Well?” Jala snapped.

“More praying. Less talking. I’m trying to
decide how to start this,” Neph grumbled. He had never actually
spoken of the Delvay secrets before. No one did. His father had
only told him the story once and RenDelvayon had made it quite
clear that he didn’t repeat it to anyone outside the family. As far
as Neph was concerned, though, RenDelvayon’s judgment had always
been off, and he trusted Jala far more than he had ever trusted his
family, aside from Zyi. “You know what the Guardians are right?” he
asked finally. There was no way around it that he could see. In
order to explain it clearly, he had to start at the beginning.

“The ones that created the prison and the
Barrier,” Jala answered, sounding a bit distracted.

“The original Guardians were Delvay. Our
people started it all. Over the course of time there was a split,
however, and two factions emerged. One side was focused on the
preservation of the world. The other side was focused on
elimination of threats at all cost. Needless to say, the
differences in views was drastic and the fighting within our cities
grew to the point that the preservationists withdrew. They stopped
referring to themselves as Delvay and began recruiting those with
the same beliefs from other nations. In a matter of years they were
known simply as the Guardians and had a shroud of mystery
surrounding them that only the Delvay truly understood,” Neph
paused and took another drink of wine. Jala was watching him now
with a calmer look on her face, though the holy symbol was still
clutched tightly in her hands.

“So the side that is locked here is the
extremist faction,” she concluded with a faint nod.

“Somewhat,” Neph agreed. “Before the Barrier,
there were battles that lasted for decades, if not longer, and
there were enemies that made Myth seem laughable. I understood
fully when your Grandfather spoke of the ancient evils. My people
still tell stories about them. War was right. They are here, and I
know exactly where some of them rest.” He paused and smiled
bitterly. “My people not only built Sanctuary, they were the reason
it was built. The final straw for the Guardians was a battle that
the Extremists wouldn’t back down from. They were literally ripping
the world apart in order to kill their enemies. In an effort to
save the innocents, the Guardians froze the entire battle in time.
Delvay, as well as their enemies, were trapped in stasis, and
eternally locked in combat. The ones trapped were the heroes of my
people, our strength, and our legends. Without them we were lost
and when the Guardians offered us refuge we took the bait. We took
our heroes, too. I can only imagine how hard the Guardians must
have laughed when they realized not only had we fallen for their
trap, we did the heavy lifting for them and brought our fallen with
us to be locked up for safe keeping.”

“Can they be awakened?” Jala asked and it was
obvious by the look on her face she now saw the reason Kadan had
thrown his armies away trying to hold the city.

“There is the tickler. When Veyetta fell, it
was a fraud. The High Lady of Veyetta knew she couldn’t hold the
city against Troyelle’s army.

The Veyetta had a trick similar to the
Soulreavers, but rather than spirit they turned to shadows. The
twist for the Veyetta was that they literally had to step from
their mortal bodies to access that ability. I’m sure Lady Veyetta
locked the bodies away with the intent to reclaim them once the
storm had passed. Excuse the pun there, I couldn’t resist,” Neph
grinned as Jala rolled her eyes and waved for him to continue. With
a nod he sighed and pressed on. “My Grandmother was waiting for
that exact moment, though. When Lady Veyetta called her people into
the shadows, my Grandmother wove an extension of the stasis spell
over Veyetta. If you break the bindings on the statues of our
fallen you free the Shades of Veyetta as well,” Neph explained with
a sigh and took another drink from the bottle, draining the rest of
the wine. He leaned forward and sat it down with a solid thump on
the table and smiled bitterly.

“So, if Rivasa finds them, we are all
screwed,” Jala said with a sigh.

“Essentially. The only solace I have right
now is that I don’t think the Rivasans have a mage strong enough to
break the magic. However, they do have Magebreakers and draining
the power might do the trick,” Neph replied. “The saddest part is,
if I could wake just my people, Delvay would be whole again. My
people have been failing for years and it was no surprise when my
country fell. If I could somehow manage to wake them up, just the
heroes, mind you, not only would my country thrive, I wouldn’t have
to lead it. I devoted my entire time at the Academy to learning as
much magic as I could in hopes of waking them, and now Rivasa may
beat me to the punch and kill everyone in the process.”

“We have to get your city back,” Jala
whispered. Her face had gone pale and she eyed the empty bottle
with longing. “That’s what the black threads were. Everything
Hemlock said makes sense now,” she mumbled and then looked up at
him with a determined gleam in her eyes. “I’m sending Vaze to
Delvay to gather intelligence. When he returns, we will move,” she
announced.

“Jala, they hold a fortified city. You don’t
have an army big enough to break through the walls, and after the
last council meeting, I doubt anyone will volunteer to help us,”
Neph said with a sigh.

“I didn’t say anything about taking an army,”
Jala pointed out, her violet eyes locking on his. “Marrow says I am
an army. When Vaze returns, I will prove it.”

“Valor is going to kill me,” Neph groaned as
he leaned back in his chair to stare at the ceiling. He had been
trying to figure out how to take the city back for weeks now, but
he knew Jala didn’t have the military strength and he certainly
didn’t have it with the few remaining Delvay he had. The idea of
just Jala going was insane, though. He had to find a way to talk
her out of it, and quickly.

“I can’t allow that. I don’t know my way
around Delvay so you have to be there to guide me,” Jala returned
with a smirk.


Chapter 8

 


The Darklands

 


 


Zoelyn staggered as her barefoot caught on
another cobble stone. Pain lanced through her foot and it was only
Seth’s hand on her arm that kept her upright. The image of her
heavy boots propped in the hall beside Legacy’s door surfaced in
her mind and she mentally cursed herself for removing them. Another
rock bit at the bottom of her foot and she stumbled once more.

“Continue like this and I will carry you the
rest of the way under my arm,” Seth sighed.

“I can’t keep pace with you, barefoot,
without tripping,” Zoelyn replied in a voice that quavered like a
child’s. She hated herself for the sound of it, but it couldn’t be
helped. She was terrified to the core. The dead surrounded them on
all sides, hovering just out of reach and watching them with an
intensity that made her stomach roil.

“Fine then,” Seth said as he stopped in his
tracks and carefully shifted Legacy to rest in the crook of his
arm. He pulled her closer and wrapped an arm around her waist to
lift her. Turning quickly, Zoelyn twisted free of his grasp and
staggered back several feet from him. He watched with a smile and
looked past her to the spirits that filled the city. “Not a wise
choice, little Undrae. They are hungry,” he warned.

“She hates to be called that and I can’t say
that I’m fond of the word either,” Vaze said quietly as he stepped
from the shadows behind Seth. His armor covered him from head to
toe, masking his face, but Zoelyn recognized his voice clearly, and
relief washed over her in a flood.

Seth sighed dramatically and turned slowly to
face Vaze with a look of annoyance. “Shadow hopper, you are very
much out of your league. I suggest you scurry back to Jala now
before you irritate me further.” “Zoelyn, are you all right?” Vaze
asked, ignoring Seth’s words completely.

She nodded quickly and looked frantically for
a way to get to him. “Terrified, but not hurt,” she gasped.

“Just a moment and I will take you back
home,” Vaze assured her gently as he squared his shoulders to face
Seth. “You have an arrangement with Jala concerning Legacy. That is
difficult enough for Jala to accept. You crossed the line when you
took her ward. The girl is under Jala’s protection and I will be
leaving with her.” His tone had grown cold as he spoke, and his
hand dropped to rest lightly on his sword hilt.

“Am I supposed to kill you while holding
Legacy?” Seth asked in amusement. He grinned and shrugged one
shoulder. “I could, you know, perhaps without even waking him, but
I think it might trouble the child when he woke covered in his
Uncle’s blood don’t you?”

“There doesn’t have to be a fight here, Seth.
All you have to do is continue to Finn with his son and leave the
girl with me, ” Vaze replied sharply.

“The Undrae,” Seth began, emphasizing
the word, “is coming with me. You don’t understand what she is,
Shadow hopper, and I do. If you are worried for her well-being,
then follow, but if you try to stop me, I will kill you. I am not
like the other guardians of the Darklands that you have faced. Only
the Lord of Death stands above me on power here. Remember that
before you threaten me.”

Shadows rose around Vaze and he moved almost
faster than Zoelyn could follow. In one breath he was facing Seth
in the next he was beside her with one arm pulling her back into
the darkness. Zoelyn clung to his arm desperately as the shadows
swirled around them then faded to mist. A strangled gasp broke from
Vaze, and he staggered into her. His hold on her arm loosened as he
dropped to his knees on the rough cobbles.

Zoelyn watched him in panic and slowly looked
past him to where Seth stood just behind them. She hadn’t even
noticed him move, and yet there he was with a bloody dagger in one
hand and Legacy sleeping soundly in the other. Seth casually wiped
the dagger off on his pants and slid the blade back into its
scabbard at his side. With an amused smile he watched as Vaze
crumpled fully onto the cobbles.

“Now you walk, regardless, little Undrae, and
I suggest you do your best to keep up. The dead are hungry and you
have just enough life to tempt them,” Seth informed her as he
reached down and lifted Vaze effortlessly by his sword belt. Seth
wasn’t tall enough to lift the man’s body fully from the ground and
Vaze’s arms and legs hung limply against the loose cobbles.

“You killed him,” Zoelyn gasped, her eyes
locked on Vaze’s still form as Seth half carried him down the
street. The shock of what she had just witnessed left her frozen in
place with her mind reeling. It had all happened within seconds. In
one breath she had been on her way home to Merro and in the next
her savior was dead at her feet.

“A rather obvious statement, but if you
recall I did warn him first. It was more like suicide than
homicide, in all honesty. Which is what I will label your death as
if you don’t start walking,” Seth replied casually.

The air chilled around her and Zoelyn glanced
back to see several of the spirits closing on her. Fear overwhelmed
her judgment and she bolted after Seth, the cobbles biting
painfully into her feet as she ran. She slid to a halt just behind
him and tried desperately to avoid looking down at Vaze’s body.

“Wise choice, little Undrae,” Seth chuckled
as he turned a corner and headed for the black stone palace that
sat brooding in the heart of the city of the dead.

Zoelyn swallowed heavily, her eyes tracing up
the spires of the palace to the massive dark forms that circled
like vultures above it. She had never seen a dragon before, and
just a glimpse of the creatures ahead of her made her realize she
didn’t want to see one any closer. “I don’t want to go there,” she
whispered.

“I say the same thing every time I come
home,” Seth said wistfully as he continued down the street at the
same ground-eating pace.

 


* * *

 


“Seriously, Seth? Really? You didn’t have
enough to do tonight so you decided to throw in kidnapping and
murder for extra entertainment?” The man’s voice cracked through
the throne room with enough anger that Zoelyn cringed back against
the wall. He was dressed in black armor and a long hooded cloak,
but she could still make out enough of his features to realize he
looked like a twin of Sovaesh. The only true difference she could
see was that this man’s face was free of the brand marks that
Jala’s friend bore on each cheek.

Seth shrugged as he dropped Vaze’s body onto
the floor before the throne and he smirked. “Does the Lord of Death
require me to point out that Vaze is not actually dead?” he asked
with sarcasm lacing his words.

“Wait, what?” The man froze in place and
examined the body on the ground before him critically before
looking back up at the Assassin. "OK, so he isn’t dead, the
kidnapping accusation is still valid, though,” he amended as he
approached Vaze’s still form and prodded him gently with the toe of
his boot. “What did you do to him?” he asked with more curiosity
than anger in his voice.

“I drugged him, Finn. Well, I also stabbed
him of course, but it was a non-lethal wound and I have no regrets
about it. He earned it when he annoyed me,” Seth explained calmly.
“I brought the girl for you Finn,” he added as he glanced back at
Zoelyn.

“You know I was joking when I said the
temples needed to start the virgin sacrifices again, right?” Finn
asked cautiously, his gaze flicking between her and Seth. “She is
kind of young, too, Seth. I mean it’s been a while and all, but I’m
not into child molesting. Sorry.”

Seth sighed heavily and rubbed his face.
Moving past Finn he carefully placed Legacy on the throne and shook
his head. “Your son could sleep through anything. There has been
yelling and screaming and jostling and he is still snoring.” Seth
shook his head and straightened once more as he walked over to
stand at Finn’s side and draped an arm loosely across his
shoulders. His attention returned to Zoelyn and he pointed a finger
at her. “I didn’t bring her here for you to fuck, Finn. Look at her
closely with the eyes of a god rather than the eyes of a lecherous
mortal.”

“I preferred life as a lecherous mortal,”
Finn grumbled.

“So did I, but we must let go of our past and
serve the present,” Seth replied in a consoling voice.

“Why can’t I see her soul? I don’t sense any
of my power attached to her at all, and from the looks of her, I
really should. She looks ready to die at any moment in her current
condition.” Finn sounded puzzled and Zoeln tried to shrink back
farther against the wall to escape his stare.

“She is Undrae Finn,” Seth explained as he
dropped his arm from Finn’s shoulder and stood straight once more.
“She looks starved and terrified, but she doesn’t look like a
monster to me,” Finn observed with a glance to Seth.

Seth sighed dramatically and rolled his eyes.
“Monster is not the true definition of the word Undrae.
Originally the word meant her kind,” Seth informed him as he
pointed casually toward Zoelyn once more. “In the beginning, the
proper word was Uindraely named in honor of the mage that
created her kind. They are also called Broken ones or
leeches.” Seth paused and watched Finn closely for any sign
of comprehension.

“Still lost, keep going,” Finn prompted and
waved his hand for Seth to continue.

Seth nodded with a smirk. “There is a spell
among the forbidden magic that can raise the dead. With a sacrifice
of equal value you can return life to the fallen. Uindraely
Merrodin discovered long before the Barrier that if you
intentionally use a sacrifice that is not equal, you can create a
Broken one,” Seth paused and motioned toward Zoelyn. “The
creature that returns from the grave is not whole or truly alive.
She exists on the borders of both, Finn. An Undrae does not
remember its former life as she would if the spell worked properly.
They are not the person they were before the grave. They siphon
life as well as magic in a desperate attempt to make themselves
whole. Uindraely Merrodin grew infamous in her practice of raising
them in armies. Uindraely has been dead for hundreds of years,
however, and yet here is one of her creations.” Seth paused again
looking at Finn meaningfully.

“I’m trying to picture her as a threat, Seth,
I really am, but the way she is cuddling the wall is killing my
imagination for that,” Finn said dryly as he continued to watch
Zoelyn.

“They are as they are taught Finn. This
Undrae was formed of a young girl on both sides of that
spell. The sacrifice as well as the fallen would have been innocent
of nature. Imagine another raised in this method, though. Imagine
one that was created with a darker purpose. This one is harmless, I
will agree with you on that, but someone is creating them and it is
stealing from you when they do. It’s possible that this girl was a
test, a practice if you will. The next one raised could be much
more dangerous,” Seth explained calmly.

“So how do we find her creator?” Finn asked
after a long moment. “I can’t sense anything about her so I can’t
trace it through magic,” he added thoughtfully and glanced at
Seth.

“I will help this one if you will allow it.
Perhaps when I have her in fit condition again her creator will
come forward. If not I may be able to gather clues from her that
will answer our questions. All I need is time and I will find the
one that needs to be punished,” Seth answered with a smile.

“Do it then, but do it on the same rotation
as Legacy. Jala is extremely pissed right now and I really don’t
want to push her further. You can gather the girl or help her or
whatever you need to do when you bring me Legacy,” Finn ordered and
turned back for his throne. He paused beside Vaze’s motionless body
and his shoulders slumped. “And, Seth, take Vaze back home and
maybe, just maybe, Jala won’t realize you stabbed her Uncle. If she
does, I am going to relay every prayer I get from her directly to
you, and I’m using the term prayer lightly. They really aren’t
prayers, Seth, not even close,” he added with a shake of his
head.

Seth nodded quickly and moved forward to pick
Vaze up by the belt once more. “I will return for the girl in a
bit,” he announced with a nod.

Finn glanced back at him and smirked. “You
are so lucky I dismiss Fiona on the nights that Legacy is here. She
would be bitching for days over this and I would have you running
the most tedious disgusting assignments I could think of as
punishment for having to listen to her.” “If only you would dismiss
her permanently,” Seth sighed as he disappeared from the room with
Vaze.

Finn chuckled and his gaze returned to
Zoelyn. She had been watching them both in utter silence afraid to
make even the slightest sound.

Slowly she straightened against the wall and
returned his gaze. “You tried to defend my son,” Finn said quietly.
“I didn’t understand,” Zoelyn whispered hoarsely.

“Seth terrifies you and yet you still tried
to defend Legacy,” Finn mused as he carefully picked his son up and
sat down in the throne. He balanced the child in the crook of his
arm and watched him sleep for a long moment before his eyes found
hers once more. “Legacy is the only thing I have left of my former
life. I have severed all other ties. He means more to me than
anything and any who defend him I consider friend. You have no
reason to be scared of me…” His words trailed off and he raised an
eyebrow at her. “Zoey or Zoelyn? Jala used both when she was
ranting and I’m not sure which you prefer. I think I favor Zoey
myself. It’s less formal.”

“Zoey is fine,” she agreed as she moved
cautiously away from the wall. “Why is he still asleep through all
of this? Is he OK?” she asked hesitantly.

Finn grinned widely and nodded. “That was one
of the reasons that we specified that Legacy be awake when Seth
arrives. This child could sleep through the end of the world. It’s
amazing really,” he chuckled.

“I don’t want Seth’s help. I want to go home.
Please? I just wanted to help Legacy and I see now that he doesn’t
need my help.” Zoelyn wasn’t sure if he would listen, but he seemed
kind enough. He was certainly not what she had expected from the
Lord of Death. It was obvious now that Legacy was in good care. She
wasn’t sure about herself, though, and she knew she only had
moments before Seth returned.

“If I thought Seth intended to harm you, I
wouldn’t have agreed to his request, and while he may have made you
sound like bait for your creator you won’t be. I won’t allow that.
I will make a deal with you, however. Considering that we are
friends, now.” Finn paused as he waited for a response.

“What kind of deal?” Zoelyn asked
cautiously.

“Humor Seth for the duration of Legacy’s
visit. If you still despise him by the end, I won’t let him bring
you back again, and you can continue with Jala’s attempts to help
you. Seth knows what you are, though, and Jala doesn’t. It’s very
possible that Seth knows how to help you and it may take Jala
months to figure it out,” Finn answered calmly.

“Will you ask him to stop calling me Undrae?”
Zoelyn asked.

“Call him demon in return if he does.
He hates to be reminded of what he is as much as you do,
apparently. I suppose none of us achieved what we wanted from life.
I never once wanted to be called Death and yet everyone but Seth
uses that title for me now,” Finn sighed.

“He is a demon?” Zoelyn choked her eyes
widening. None of the stories had ever described the Crow King as a
demon. He had seemed like nothing more than Elder Blood to her. The
demons in the stories were hideous and covered in scales with fangs
and claws, yet Seth was beautiful. Even his golden bird like eyes
had seemed normal to her after living for years on the Glis border.
Most Shifters had animal traits in their human forms.

“The prettiest one I have,” Finn agreed with
a grin.

“Ahh. You flatter me so, Finn.” Seth’s voice
broke through the shadows with sarcasm lacing each word. “Did Jala
notice?” Finn asked, his head snapping upward in the direction of
Seth’s voice.

“No, and I doubt Vaze will tell her. That was
likely an experience he will go a very long way never to mention
again. I humiliated him,”

Seth answered as he dropped down from the
rafters landing gracefully on the stone floor a few feet from
her.

“You heard our deal?” Finn asked.

“I did. Apparently, if I want to abuse her
and devour what’s left of her soul, I need to do it quickly,” Seth
replied with a grin.

“Way to reassure a frightened girl, Seth. You
are truly a lady’s man,” Finn said dryly.

“I try,” Seth murmured, his gaze moving to
Zoelyn once more. “Follow me or be dragged, you choose,” he said as
he turned to walk from the room.

“I’d follow,” Finn urged with a quick nod.
“He meant that part about dragging.”

“I never accepted your deal,” Zoelyn pointed
out, her eyes flashing between Finn and Seth as the Assassin paused
in the doorway, looking back at her with mild annoyance.

Finn chuckled and shook his head at her. “You
didn’t have to. It’s all you are getting from me. Sorry, hun.
Friend or not, I told Seth he could help you. I can’t send you back
without breaking my word to him, and he is the only friend I have
in this wretched place. I’m not about to break my word to him.”

Zoelyn stared at him for a long moment and
nodded. She could understand Finn’s logic and couldn’t fault him
for it despite how much she wanted to wail like a child. Turning,
she headed for the door with resignation written clearly on her
face. Finn had been her last savior from Seth’s attention and he
had offered her limited hope. She had no choice but to face
whatever Seth had in store for her and could only hope she survived
it.

 


* * *

 


Firelight danced on the dark stone walls as
she followed Seth toward another flight of stairs. The lamps were
set at each landing, leaving the areas between thick with shadows.
Zoelyn paused, reluctant to continue. The path behind her was just
as foreboding, however. Seth continued ahead for a few moments in
silence, then slowly stopped and turned to look back at her. His
expression was equal parts question and annoyance.

“This is the third flight of stairs we have
climbed. How much farther are we going?” Zoelyn’s voice was barely
above a whisper, yet it still seemed to echo like a scream down the
hall.

“Two more flights,” Seth answered calmly as
he watched her. The questioning part of his expression had faded,
leaving only the annoyance.

Her gaze returned to the shadows and she
nodded reluctantly and forced herself up the few stairs that
separated them. She had expected him to continue, but he held his
ground and watched her approach.

“There is nothing in the entire Darklands
that would attack me directly, little Undrae. As long as you walk
behind or beside me you have no reason to watch the shadows so
closely. While you may not know what is there, I do, and it is all
terrified of me,” Seth said with a faint hint of amusement. He
didn’t bother to wait for her to respond; he simply turned and
began walking once more up the seemingly endless stairs.

“Why won’t you call me by my name? You know I
hate that word,” Zoelyn muttered as she stumbled after him. Fatigue
was quickly overcoming her fear of Seth. She had been awake nearly
twenty hours and even when fully rested she was weak compared to
others. Her stamina had never been an issue before, though. Dominic
knew she was sickly and never asked much from her, and with Jala
her life had been even simpler. Jala asked nothing of her at all,
beyond the attempts to learn about her powers. Seth, on the other
hand, seemed inclined to push her until she dropped. Her feet were
already raw and bleeding from the barefoot journey through the city
and palace.

“When I know your name, I will use it. Zoelyn
is not your name. Until I learn who you truly are, you are Undrae,”
Seth respon ded calmly.

“I don’t know Seth is truly your given name
should I call you demon instead?” Zoelyn grumbled.

“Call me Crow king. Call me Demon. Call me
bastard,” Seth shrugged and smiled at her. “They all fit and none
of them offend me. I’ve earned those names. Finn believes my
current existence bothers me for the wrong reasons. It’s not what I
am that pisses me off, it’s the fact that I died to become it. I
was called a demon long before I actually became one. The word
itself has lost all insult. What I hate is the reminder that I
lost.”

“In the stories, you are an evil spirit,”
Zoelyn said with a glance in his direction. She wasn’t sure how
well he would welcome the topic of his reputation, but the
conversation was keeping her mind from her aching body and her
exhaustion.

“I think I’ve been dead for so long that most
have forgotten who I was in life. Only the High Lords truly
remember me now. In their stories, I am so much worse than an evil
spirit.” His voice had a wistful quality and he shrugged again.
“Water under the bridge. I don’t care what they say about me now.
They can believe I’m simply a spirit and it works in my favor. They
will think I’m weak and can be bound. By the time they recognize
their error they will be dead.”

“Who?” Zoelyn asked with concern. From his
words it sounded as though Seth wanted to kill everyone that spoke
of him.

He paused on the landing of the next stairs
and motioned to a step. Zoelyn watched him in confusion until he
lowered himself gracefully to sit and motioned once again for her
to join him. His gaze dropped to her feet and the blood smeared
tracks she had left on the stairs. “You complain about what I call
you, but you don’t complain about wounds. It makes no sense,” Seth
sighed.

“Undrae is more painful than scrapes,”
Zoelyn replied softly as she eyed the stair with longing. “I’m not
sure I will have the energy to get back up if I allow myself to
rest. Can we please just continue?”

“Yasny is waiting near my door. I can sense
her there. I’m inclined to let her stew in her curiosity. She has
to be frothing at the mouth to know who I’ve brought to my tower. I
never bring others here.” Seth grinned, his gaze moving to the top
of the stairs and back to Zoelyn. “Sit and rest. If you don’t have
the strength to continue, I will help you.”

“Who is Yasny?” Zoelyn asked cautiously as
she lowered herself to the cold stone beside him.

“You saw her flying above the palace in her
scaly form. In life she was known as High Lady Yasnara. Her husband
Kaverax is the one circling with her. They were the former leaders
of the Dragons. Yasny is still social. Kaverax no longer cares
about anything,” Seth explained. He leaned back against the wall
and his eyes trailed across her once more.

“How can I touch you without hurting you?”
Zoelyn asked hesitantly. It was obvious he wasn’t going to answer
her question about who he wanted to kill, and she wasn’t sure he
would want to answer this one either. She needed more information,
though, to understand what was going on, and if he wouldn’t answer
this one she had a thousand more to follow it up with.

“Your body craves life and I don’t qualify. I
exist somewhat like you on both sides of living and dead. You have
one foot among the living and one among the dead. For me, it’s
closer to one toe among the living, the rest with the dead. I
breathe. I bleed when wounded. I sleep, and that is about all I
have in common with the living. I don’t eat food or drink or worry
about other bodily concerns. I feel pain, but not pleasure; I know
anger, but not joy. I have just enough life left to remember what I
lack.” He spoke the words nearly in a monotone voice with no
expression at all on his face.

“How do you know so much about what I am?”
Zoelyn asked, her voice faltering again. She couldn’t bring herself
to say the word Undrae, even if Seth said it had other
meanings. To her it would always be an insult.

Seth smirked at her and seemed amused. Slowly
he shook his head and turned his gaze to the top of the stairs.
“Lady Yasny led the dragons for two thousand years before Lady
Nerathane betrayed her. I was old before Yasny was hatched. I have
forgotten more knowledge than most people in Sanctuary will learn
in their entire lives. That’s one answer and I could leave it at
that.” He paused and adjusted his dagger before shifting to more of
a slouch against the wall. “I will give you a better one, though. I
knew Uindraely Merrodin far better than most, and you are not the
first Undrae I’ve known. The ones she raised were brutal creatures
with less personality than you have. They were like the Blights;
their thoughts revolved around survival alone.”

“And you are going to help me just to find
out who created me? I don’t understand why it’s so important. I
don’t see how a single soul could mean so much to Lord Death. He
has thousands of souls outside his city.” Zoelyn’s words were
barely a mumble. Her mind was still fully awake and filled with
questions, but her body was failing her. She knew she was
exhausted, but didn’t expect her body to surrender this quickly to
rest. It was taking everything she had just to keep her eyes
open.

“It may not be important to Finn, but it is
very important to me. Uindraely’s magic was supposed to have died
with her. The fact that it didn’t, is a matter I’m afraid I will
obsess over.” Seth spoke quietly, his amber eyes still watching her
every move. “You really do have incredible stamina despite your
current weakness. You should have passed out by now. I have been
dusting the stairs with Dreamsweet for the past two flights
and I know you must have absorbed enough of it to knock out a
horse. Yet you are still talking.”

“Why?” Zoelyn managed to gasp as she
struggled to keep her eyes open once more. His words made her want
to panic, but her sluggish body refused to respond to her demand to
stand.

Seth grinned at her coldly. “Because I want
you to be dependent on me, little Undrae. I intend to replenish
you, but I won’t let you know how I did it. If I give you the
secret, you have the power to help yourself. We haven’t reached
that point yet. Until I decide otherwise, you need me if you want
anything resembling a normal life.” He pushed off the wall and
leaned toward her.

Zoelyn shook her head and tried to force her
eyes to focus. Her tongue was thick in her mouth and she wasn’t
sure she could even talk. “You said you would help,” she mumbled as
her vision blurred further. Her thoughts were racing with a
thousand words, but just the few she had spoken had been nearly
impossible to voice.

“I will, but in my own way. I’m not doing
this for you, little Undrae. I’m doing this for me. In time, you
might even understand what I mean by that,” Seth whispered. “That’s
a good girl. Take a nice long nap,” he murmured as her body
surrendered at last and she slumped forward against him.

Zoelyn struggled to open her eyes once more,
but it was taking everything she had just to remain conscious.
Seth’s arms wrapped around her and she felt him lift her carefully.
Her head lolled against his chest as he began climbing the stairs
slowly.

“I was beginning to think she had a poison
resistance,” a woman’s voice echoed from above them on the
stairs.

“This one is strong despite her current
condition. When I am done with her she will be nearly unstoppable,”
Seth replied. “And yet, still under your control,” the woman
purred, sounding entirely too pleased with the idea.

“This is my project, Yasny. Don’t waste your
time attempting to decipher what I have in mind. This girl isn’t a
tool for the sunlit world. She is mine and that is all you need to
know.” Seth’s voice had grown cold with the words.

“I can help you, Seth. Don’t be so hasty,”
Yasny pressed.

“I have never needed anyone’s help. Not now.
Not ever,” Seth replied stubbornly.

“Fine. Be that way,” Yasny sniffed
indignantly. Her voice was much closer now. A hand brushed across
Zoelyn’s face, moving her hair back and the faint smell of roses
mingled with Seth’s spicy scent. “She will be a pretty little thing
when you get her fixed. I thought you said she was from Glis,
though. She doesn’t look Shifter at all.”

“She has about as much Glis blood as I do,”
Seth replied and Zoelyn could hear the smirk in his voice. “I don’t
know where she is from, but I will find out,” he added as he
shifted her once more in his arms.

Zoelyn didn’t struggle at all in his arms.
She didn’t think they realized she was still awake. If she remained
limp and silent they might continue to talk. The more she learned
of Seth’s plans, the better chance she had of pleading with Finn
later.

Seth balanced her for a moment with one arm
and the faint click of a key turning in a lock sounded clearly in
the hall. “Goodnight, Yasny,” Seth murmured and Zoelyn wondered if
he had read her thoughts. It seemed too much of a coincidence that
he had ended the conversation at the exact moment she had been
hoping he would continue it.

“We will talk tomorrow,” Yasny said in a tone
that suggested the words were closer to an order than a
request.

“Most likely,” Seth replied nonchalantly. The
air grew warmer around them as he stepped into the room and closed
the door. He shifted her once more in his arms and chuckled
faintly. “Give up little Undrae. Give in to the Dreamsweet
and admit I’ve won. I know you can still hear me, no matter how
hard you try to pretend. If I wanted to hurt you, I wouldn’t have
used Dreamsweet. That particular poison is a royal pain in
the ass to gather. All I want from you is sleep and you have my
word you won’t be harmed.”

“Bastard…liar,” Zoelyn mumbled as he lowered
her to a chair. The soft velvet seemed to cradle her and her body
screamed for her to listen to Seth and give in to rest. Sleep crept
closer as she slumped farther into the cushions.

A faint rustle of feathers sounded to her
right and she could feel Seth crouched beside. He lifted her hand
from her lap and slowly pulled her glove off. The sensation of warm
skin against her own flesh was almost enough to pull her back from
sleep. His fingers traced a gentle path across her palm and her
breath caught in her throat for a moment. It was the first time she
had ever felt flesh against her own without her wretched curse
killing someone.

“I am a bastard in every sense of the word.
At the moment, however, I am your best hope for survival. Jala is
talented with magic, but she has limits on what she can or will do.
I don’t, little Undrae. Remember that.” His voice was as gentle as
his touch as he lowered her hand back to her lap and slowly removed
her other glove. “We are each other’s salvation,” he added softly
as he stood and moved away from her chair.


Chapter 9

 


Sanctuary

 


 


Everywhere Hemlock looked, his city was
changing. For centuries, he had been a power player in Sanctuary,
and now the Fionaveir and their wretched Empress were destroying it
all. More screams erupted from the street below and he leaned
forward on his roof top perch for a better look. The Copper
Penny was as good as gone. For years, the Tavern had functioned
as a safe haven for thieves and cut-throats and now the Fionaveir
were cleansing it. Three members of the Ravens guild already stood
in manacles while the Fionaveir still fought inside to bring more
of the rogues out. It was the third district of the city that had
been purged in less than a week. It wouldn’t be long before Empress
Symphony was looking in the direction of his own guild.

With the Justicars, Hemlock had known
everything. That organization had been so corrupt that infiltrating
their ranks was child’s play. The Fionaveir, on the other hand,
were impossible for him to infiltrate. Everyone knew everyone among
their ranks and the damned tattoos they wore couldn’t be
duplicated. He was just as clueless about what was going on in his
city as the average citizen, and he hated it. The only advantage he
had over the commoners was his talent with Time magic. That was
chancy at best, though. The future was constantly changing and
while he could look forward to see the possibilities, he had to
guess which future was most likely. It had been days since he had
even bothered to use his magic, though. The last three visions he
had called had been unsettling, to say the least. In two of the
three he had died; in the third he had been stripped of his powers.
So he was stuck gathering information the old fashioned way, by
sitting on roof tops and watching.

With half a night wasted watching petty
thieves suffer, the only truly useful information he could say he
had gathered was the fact that certain key people were missing.
Hemlock made it a point to know the power players of every
organization. It was simply good business when you never knew who
you might have to kill. The Fionaveir had several people that were
on his list to be wary of, and several of them had been missing
from the city for weeks. Vaze being the foremost of his concerns,
and Charm a sharp second. Both men were dangerous, and both seemed
to have vanished from the city entirely. There were others as well:
Isador, Remedy, and Lex. The last two could have been incredibly
useful if the gossip that was circulating was correct. By the
rumors, Lex was, in fact, the younger brother of the Empress and
Symphony was apparently in love with Remedy. Either would have made
an excellent bargaining chip, if he could manage to find them.

Even his gift with Time magic hadn’t helped
him locate those that were missing, however. Vaze was always
elusive and Charm was completely out of the picture. His luck with
the others had been equally disappointing. All in all, life was not
going in a direction he liked.

We need to talk. The voice was a
whisper in his mind, but Hemlock was moving before the words were
fully spoken. It wasn’t often that Kali contacted him through
links, and he never ignored her when she did. Kali was dangerous,
and somewhat unstable. Most importantly, though, Kali was the only
ally he had. With Symphony purging the city and his visions showing
his death, he needed Kali now more than ever.

 


* * *

 


It took only minutes for him to reach the
portal stone to her home, and she still looked annoyed when he
arrived. It was obvious she had been pacing, which meant she would
be extremely irritable tonight. Silently, he stepped fully into the
room and gave her a questioning look. find my home.” Her tone was
filled with irritation and Hemlock knew exactly how she felt. The
Fionaveir were destroying his city one district at a time and it
seemed that not even Kali would escape their notice.

“They raided The Pits last night.
Close to thirty of Grave’s people were arrested. It’s possible the
mercenaries will take a stand in retaliation,” Hemlock offered with
a heavy sigh.

“After the losses Graves suffered in Avanti,
he is likely kissing the Empress’s ass right now,” Kali snapped.
“What do you see for us in the future, Hemlock?”

The question caught him off guard and he knew
he flinched at the mention of his visions. Kali rarely showed
interest in his talent with Time magic, and now when she did have
an interest, he didn’t have anything pleasant to share.

“Death, mostly,” Hemlock admitted quietly as
he moved to sit in a chair. With a sigh he pushed his hood back and
leaned back in the cushions as she returned to pacing. “The Veyetta
are coming back and I don’t know how. It’s not Jala, I’m sure of
it. In fact I believe Jala may be our only hope at standing against
them.”

“Jala, the one we prodded through the war and
tormented. Ahh, yes. I’m sure she is very inclined to help us,”
Kali purred as she shook her head and rolled her eyes.

“It was better to prod her than allow Myth to
win,” Hemlock retorted.

“Myth is still active. Don’t forget that. I’m
sure by now he has realized how little control I truly gave him
over the Blights. He thought I was going to let him kill everyone
off with my beauties,” Kali grumbled.

“They served their purpose well in shifting
the balance of power. This will have everyone off balance for years
and keep their minds off of the Barrier for a while at least,”
Hemlock offered. He rubbed his chin for a moment and watched her
pace across the room twice in silence. “We need to confront
Symphony,” he said at last, and Kali stopped dead in her
tracks.

“Are you out of your mind?” Her voice was a
hoarse whisper as she slowly turned to look at him with disbelief
written clearly on her pale face. “I am an exile and wanted dead by
every nation and you are the bloody leader of the largest Assassin
guild in Sanctuary. We can’t simply demand a meeting with fanatics
such as the Fionaveir. They are so goody-goody it makes my skin
crawl. We would barely get to the Pardon me before they were
whacking our heads off our shoulders,” Kali added, her voice
growing louder with each word.

“We can if we have something to offer her in
return for amnesty,” Hemlock pressed. He had been giving the matter
thought for the past week and it was the only solution he had
managed to come up with. The only other options were declaring war
openly on the Fionaveir or leaving the city, and in his visions,
both of those paths had led to his death. Confronting Symphony had
led to his loss of power, but it was possible that he could change
that future. Still, loss of power was far better than loss of life.
He knew what was waiting for him in hell and Seth would be far from
merciful.

“And what should we offer her, then?” Kali
demanded. She was staring at him fully now with both hands on her
hips. Her lips were drawn in a tight line and her eyes narrowed. In
his experience in dealing with her, the combination of that
expression and posture had never been a good thing.

“What if we tell her the truth about what we
have been doing?” Hemlock offered quietly. Her expression grew more
stormy and he tensed in his chair, every muscle ready to spring if
he needed to move quickly. Kali was an incredibly powerful mage
with a very volatile temper.

“I will not have the Fionaveir mucking up
what I have been working on for centuries. There are certain lines
that must be crossed to accomplish what we have to do and they will
not cross them. I will not allow them to fuck it up!” Kali hissed
and the air around her surged with magic.

“If they knew what you truly are, though,”
Hemlock pressed. The air around him filled with magic and he barely
moved before the chair he had been seated in burst into flames.
Thick smoke choked the small room as he pressed himself flat
against a wall and moved quickly to the other side of the room.
“Kali, please be reasonable,” he growled as he ducked another burst
of flames that had been aimed at his head.

“No! No! Bloody no! I will not work with
those lily white pansy bastards!” Kali screeched, flames dancing
from her fingers with each word she spoke.

“Fine!” Hemlock bellowed back in response as
he ducked and weaved his way through her magical temper tantrum.
When the Barrier had gone up, Kali had been slightly off in the
head. Over the year, she had gradually gotten worse. Now, the only
term he could use to describe her was a flaming nutter. She was a
powerful nutter, though, and the only one he could count on for
help when he needed it. If he phrased his request well, which
apparently he hadn’t this time. “Calm down, and let’s sort this
out, Kali. We have enough enemies without fighting each other.
Remember?”

The flames died abruptly and Hemlock stood
upright, slowly gazing around at what remained of the small sitting
room. Most of the furniture was destroyed and parts of the walls
were still in flame. Kali, however, seemed calm once more. He
raised an eyebrow at her and carefully watched the expression on
her face for any sign of anger. Her moods shifted so quickly that
she was nearly impossible to predict.

“We could kill Symphony and replace her with
a clone that I have manipulated the mind of,” Kali mused, her tone
peaceful once more.

There was no sign whatsoever of the fury that
had held her moments before and Hemlock had to force back the
desire to choke the woman. Kali was likely the strongest reason
that he never allowed himself to form attachment to women. He was
certain at some point the crazy bitch had been sweet and alluring
like Jala. Kali was simply the advanced version. She was living
proof of what other Immortal women would become, given enough time
and power, and that single thought had kept Hemlock free of
attachment for years.

“I don’t think that is an option this time,
Kali,” Hemlock replied cautiously. The last thing he wanted to do
was set off another tantrum, but from what he had seen of the
Fionaveir her idea simply wasn’t plausible.

“Probably not,” Kali sighed with
disappointment. “It is so much easier when I can just clone someone
and tell them what to do rather than having to deal with actual
people,” she added wistfully.

“We need something Symphony truly wants or
cares about. Remedy or Lex would work, but I can’t locate them.
This is the first thing we must deal with, and quickly before the
Fionaveir come down on us. Soon after, though, we must determine
how to keep the Veyetta at rest. If the Shadow Walkers reawaken
they will continue their plans to bring down the Barrier and then
we are all dead, regardless.” Hemlock sighed and rubbed his face
again. It was a habit of his when stressed, and with the way things
were going his face was going to be raw before the week was
over.

His eyes landed on the chair he had been
sitting in minutes before, and he pulled gently on his magic as he
waved a hand in its direction. The air shimmered around it as he
reversed time just enough to return it to its former condition.
Crossing the room once more, he dropped into the chair and eyed the
rest of the damage in the room. It would be a simple matter for him
to repair everything as he had the chair, but as far as he saw it,
Kali had created the mess, and she could clean it up.

“Perhaps you should tell me what you have
seen in regards to the Veyetta while I think about the matter with
Symphony,” Kali said. Her hand flicked out behind her and she
dropped back to sit balanced neatly on the empty air behind her. He
had known countless mages in his life and all but Kali hoarded
their magic. Kali threw magic around as if it were nothing, and it
often left him wondering exactly how large her reserves were. He
had never seen her run low on power, no matter what the
situation.

“NephonDelvayon is involved, but it is vague
as to how. I always see him in the visions before the rise of the
Shadows. I see Jala, as well, but I think she is standing against
the Veyetta. There is another there, but I can’t see him. It’s
nothing but darkness when I try to look closely and I think it may
be Vaze. He is the only one I know that can obscure himself so well
from my power. The vision begins in the mountains and I’m confused
on that. Veyetta covers valleys south of Arovan and I can’t
determine why the mountains are involved,” Hemlock began in a
hesitant conjured raised a dozen questions rather than answering
one.

“Delvay is in the mountains, but it is
controlled by the Rivasans right now,” Kali said thoughtfully. She
leaned back in her conjured chair and tapped one slender finger
against her full lips as she gave the matter further thought. “Vaze
is formidable but the other two are pups,” she mumbled.

“Jala is a very powerful pup,” Hemlock
warned. It was possible that Kali hadn’t kept track of the war
raging outside the city, but he had. From what he had seen Jala
Merrodin was not one to write off as a child. He had known she
would be powerful, he hadn’t expected her to prove it so quickly,
though.

“Powerful, yes. Wise, no. Jala can be
manipulated. Just look how easily we separated her from her gods.
With one swipe of a knife we moved her from being Fortune’s toy to
ours. All it took was a few pretty words and some finger pointing
in Fortune’s direction,” Kali murmured. “War was on the
battlefield, so was Fortune. I watched that entire battle and I saw
three gods present. We didn’t separate her from them; we simply
gave her less respect for them. I wouldn’t call her our toy,
either. Jala has gained a great deal of wisdom in a very short
time. She isn’t nearly as trusting, either. Jexon saw to that with
his idiotic betrayal in Avanti,” Hemlock countered.

“Pish posh,” Kali muttered with a dismissive
wave of her hand. “What did you tell Jala about the Veyetta?” she
asked, her pale eyes once again locking with his in a manner that
was entirely unsettling. Kali had an intensity to her gaze that
very few could master.

“The truth of my visions. If the Veyetta
reawaken, someone she loves will die. She has seen the strands of
darkness, Kali. She knows I’m not lying and she knows if she
doesn’t act when the time arrives, that it will cost her dearly,”
Hemlock answered quietly.

“Jala is such a sweet little sentimentalist.
That works so well in our advantage. The same could be said for
Symphony, I think. Also, you need to take a trip to Merro and find
some more puzzle pieces. While you are doing that, I will focus on
fumbling the magical threads to hide my home a while longer so I
can find out which heart strings Symphony obeys. Love is always the
best puppet string to pull. I just have to figure out who our
Empress loves the most and make a puppet accordingly,” Kali
mused.

“If I leave the city now, my guild is in more
danger than it will likely survive. If the Fionaveir discover where
the NightBlades reside they won’t rest until they have destroyed
everything I have,” Hemlock objected calmly.

“Well, I’d say place someone you trust in
charge, but we all know you don’t trust anyone,” Kali said dryly
and sighed heavily. “Send someone else to Merro, then. If Jala is
involved with your visions there will be answers there. Someone
needs to gather them unless you can manage to summon a vision that
isn’t filled with riddles.”

“I’ll see what arrangements I can make,”
Hemlock offered with obvious reluctance. He hated leaving the city.
Sanctuary was his home and his security. It wasn’t that he feared
the lands outside; it was the simple fact that he didn’t hold power
there. Still Kali had a valid point. He had visited Jala not too
long ago, but it had been a short visit in the early hours of the
morning and he hadn’t bothered to gather information while he was
there. That was before his Time magic started failing him, though
Things had changed now. For the first time since he could remember,
he had to do things the hard way. With a weary sigh, he stood and
nodded to Kali. “I’m not sure how long I will be out of the city,
but I will contact you when I return. I think I will have to leave
the Guild to fend for itself for a time. This is too important to
leave in someone else’s hands. I’d rather see the NightBlades fall
than the Barrier.”

“Glad we see eye to eye on the matter.” Kali
grinned at him, looking far too pleased with herself. There were
times when he w anted to slap her, given her temper, though he
generally just walked away. Which was exactly what he intended to
do now. “Nighty night, Hemmy. Let me know the moment you return,”
Kali added cheerfully as he crossed to the portal stone.

“Of course, Kali,” Hemlock replied with his
own forced smile. Someone in the city would have a very bad night,
now. He needed to vent his irritation on someone other than Kali.
Kali was too useful to kill, and that was the only thing that had
kept his blade from her throat for a very long time. He was a
survivor to the core, and he knew he needed Kali to survive. He
would do whatever he had to, even if it was allying with a nutty
bitch, to save a world he despised. The irony of the situation
brought a smile to his face and his irritation with the night eased
a little. Hemlock, the savior. He nearly laughed at the thought.
Charm would choke on his own vomit if he ever learned the truth of
it all.


Chapter 10

 


The Darklands

 


 


Seth sat down wearily at the table and stared
at the unconscious girl on his bed. She was little more than skin
stretched over bones. It was a state of starvation that was far
past anything he’d seen other Undrae able to control. Typically the
creatures siphoned from anything that got near them when they were
hungry, yet somehow Zoelyn had managed to limit her power to touch
alone. It was remarkable, really. In her current state, she
shouldn’t have had the willpower to resist draining.

He knew he could get her in good condition
before she woke, but it would require regaining some of his own
power, first. That was the part he was dreading. It would be simple
if Finn would simply grant him a soul as Death had done so often.
One single spirit and he would be spared the torment of regaining
his power the other way, but Finn didn’t seem to understand, and he
wasn’t allowed to ask.

Frustration welled in his chest and Seth rose
abruptly from the chair. His eyes lingered on the room for a long
moment before he forced himself to accept the truth. If he wanted
power, he had to serve penance. He had motivation for it now,
though. There was an Undrae in existence. That meant someone knew
the only spell to bring a soul back that Death had no way of
stopping. With the proper sacrifice, he could live again, and there
was nothing Finn could do to stop it. All he had to do was figure
out who created the girl. With a deep sigh, Seth gave Zoelyn a
final glance and headed out of the room toward his own personal
hell.

Everyone who sinned had penance to serve in
the Darklands. That was simply how it was. His, however, was
different from most. Death had fine-tuned his penance to
excruciating levels and then forced it to be his choice. He didn’t
have to face the pain he was walking to, unless he wanted power. He
could ignore it for years, but then, he wouldn’t have the strength
to travel to the sunlit world, or to hold his status among the
creatures of the Darklands, for that matter. Death had created the
room as one option, the other had been to do as she wished and she
would reward him with souls. Now she was dead, though, and Finn was
clueless, so his only choice was the room.

Seth rubbed his face and stared hard at the
door before him. Ravens had been carved into the black wood with
such detail that they seemed ready to take flight. A knot coiled in
his stomach as he pressed his palm against the door. A pale glow
illuminated the seams for a breath and the door slowly swung open.
The interior was black as pitch, and not even his eyes could pierce
the shadows inside. He entered without hesitation, though. He knew
nothing was waiting inside for him. The only other creature in the
Darklands that could open this room was Death itself, and Finn had
not yet learned that this room existed.

He could feel the magic of the room coil
around him as soon as the door closed behind him. It pulled at him
like a neglected child demanding his attention. With a low growl,
Seth pushed it back, and tried to organize his thoughts. The magic
in this room held every moment of his life that had led him to
where he was now. As Death had explained it, the more he suffered,
the more strength he regained. He typically spent days in this room
when he served penance, slowly building his power back with the
short memories that were least painful to remember. He didn’t have
time for that now, though, so he really only had one option:
Dashara. The knot in his stomach grew tighter as he focused his
mind on her. The room began to fade around him as the room’s magic
seized his focus. Walls fell way, leaving trees and green fields
around him as the magic fully immersed him in a pain he never
thought he would face again.

His horse pranced nervously beneath him and
Seth stiffened in the saddle. His gaze swept over the surrounding
forest and then to the small house. As far as he could tell,
nothing was out of place. Everything looked just as it always did.
His eyes swept over the yard once more, counting the scattered hens
before moving to the stable yard. Dashara’s small sorrel mare stood
in the paddock, eating peacefully.

“I think you are getting as paranoid as I
am, Crow,” Seth murmured as he ran a hand down his black’s neck. It
would stand to reason that the horse would be paranoid, he
supposed. The gelding had been through every battle Seth had
fought, not to mention the quieter missions in the dead of night
that Dashara didn’t know about. Pushing the thoughts back, Seth
pressed his heels lightly into Crow’s sides, urging the gelding
forward once more. The horse snorted loudly and tossed his head
before breaking into a quick trot. “Not sure what has gotten into
you, but you can sort through it in the stall,” Seth grumbled as
they neared the stable door.

He glanced toward the house as he dropped
from the saddle. Dominic usually ran out to greet him when he
returned home. The door was still shut, though, with no sign of his
son anywhere. With a frown Seth grabbed the reins and led his horse
toward the stable. Crow gave another loud snort as Seth pulled the
door open. The gelding danced back, his eyes rolling, pulling the
reins free of Seth’s hand as he whirled and ran.

With a muffled curse, Seth dropped flat
against the barn wall, one hand on his dagger. He hadn’t seen
anything inside, and all of the animals in the barnyard were
behaving normally, but Crow had bolted. Crow never bolted.

“Smart horse you have there, Seth,” a
man’s voice called from inside. It was low and calm with no trace
of the Avanti accent.

“Who are you and what the bloody hell are
you doing in my barn,” Seth growled back as he raised his dagger
before him and tilted the blade toward the open door. The light
caught the polished metal and for a moment it served as a mirror
into the barn. He caught a glimpse of a figure moving to the left
of the doorway and readied himself to attack.

“You might want to reconsider throwing
that dagger. You might accidently hit Dominic here. You don’t want
to do that, do you, Seth?”

The voice paused and took on a sweeter note.
“Tell your daddy not to hurt you, Dominic. That would be wrong,
wouldn’t it?”

“Daddy, please don’t.” Dominic’s childish
voice was louder than the stranger’s, with a note of pleading in it
that sent shards of pain through Seth’s chest.

“Where is mommy, Dominic?” Seth called
carefully, trying to keep the desperation from his words.

“Dashara is inside waiting for you, Seth.
We just have to settle a few things first,” the man replied calmly.
“Toss that dagger on the ground and step around the wall. I have a
game for you Seth. I know you must love games. You would have to
after all of the time you have spent playing hide and go seek with
High Lord Avanti.”

“Who are you?” Seth demanded as he obeyed
the man’s order and tossed the dagger to the grass. It hardly
mattered; he had plenty more to use. He never carried just one
weapon.

“I’m wounded, Seth. Do you really not know
who I am?” Mockery laced the man’s every word and Seth prayed there
would be a way to land a dagger without risking Dominic.

Muscles tensed, he pushed off the wall and
stepped inside the barn quickly. The man stood just inside, leaning
against Crow’s stall with one leg balanced on the wall. Dominic sat
on his upraised leg while the stranger’s arm supported him and held
him firmly in place. He couldn’t tell much about the man beyond his
basic build. The long gray cloak he wore covered every detail that
Seth could have used to identify him.

“I have no idea who you are, but it was a
remarkably bad idea to use my son against me,” Seth replied in a
low voice that would have sent most running. Everyone on Sanctuary
knew him, and most had known of him before Sanctuary even existed.
This man had to either be a complete fool or a clueless pup to prod
him in his own home.

“Tsk, Tsk. You of all people should know
me. We are the topic of enough gossip you know. Everyone is always
speculating which of us is better…” The man’s voice trailed off and
Seth could feel pleasure radiating from him. “Time to give them all
the answer, Seth. Let’s decide here and now who is the better
Assassin, you or me.”

“Hemlock,” Seth breathed as panic welled
in his chest. It wasn’t that he was scared of the man in a fight,
it was the fear of what the man had already had time to do. Dashara
could be dead already.

“Good, now that you have that figured out,
we can move on to the important things,” Hemlock began. “How did
you find me?” Seth demanded before Hemlock had a chance to continue
his torment.

“You went on a rescue mission today and it
was a complete success. Did it seem just a bit too easy, Seth?”
Hemlock asked in a mocking voice. “It should have. I gave very
strict orders to allow you free reign while I located your horse.
Funny thing, the bastard must have recognized my scent when you got
here. Maybe he was feeling guilty and that’s why he ran,” Hemlock
mused.

“What?” Seth asked in utter confusion.
Hemlock was right the mission had been far too simple and it had
been eating at him for most of the ride home.

Hemlock sighed dramatically and tilted his
head upward as if beseeching the gods for patience. “I could have
had you today, Seth. I was right there the entire time. That wasn’t
the deal, though. The High Lord wanted Dashara and your bastards as
well. So I had to make this a family affair.” Hemlock paused and
shrugged one shoulder as if in a halfhearted apology. “See, you
have been a royal pain in the ass for House Avanti, but the real
trouble maker is Dashara. He wants her dead and he wants you to
suffer. Yet, he has tried for four years to make that happen and
keeps failing. So he hired me, and here we are.” Hemlock raised one
hand and waved it lightly between the two of them. “You fucked up,
Seth. You always ride the same horse, and it’s a rather nice one at
that, very easy to find. Every peasant for three hundred miles
knows the Crow King’s horse, and there aren’t many Veir bred mounts
in Avanti. I think Crow may be the only one, and he is a smart one,
just like everyone says the Veir horses are. He remembered the way
home perfectly. All it took was a quick mind scan to solve the
mystery of where you hide. So, thanks to your horse, and thank you
as well, Seth. Without your favoritism, I wouldn’t have found you
nearly this easily.”

Seth swallowed hard and bit back the sharp
words he wanted to use. “Is Dashara dead?” he asked in the calmest
voice he could manage. Hemlock laughed and pushed off the wall as
he lifted Dominic into his arms and cradled the child against him.
Seth’s eyes flicked to his son’s face and the look of terror that
he wore. The child was only four and Seth doubted he even knew what
was going on. He wanted to offer him reassurances, but he had never
lied to his son before, and he wouldn’t start now.

“You know, I never guessed you to be a
family man, Seth. This should be fun,” Hemlock said with a chuckle.
He bounced Dominic against his hip and smiled down at the boy.
“Your Daddy is in an awful lot of trouble, young man. Let this all
be a lesson to you for the future. Violence begets
violence.”

“Is Dashara dead?” Seth demanded, his
words cracking through the empty stable with enough force to make
Dominic jump.

“Tsk, Tsk, Seth. You scared him.” Hemlock
shook his head in disapproval and then laughed again. “Dashara is
still very much alive. She is waiting for you, in fact. Of course I
need to explain the rules to you. Dominic already knows them. See
how quiet he is being and so well behaved.”

Seth’s hand clenched at his side and it was
all he could do to keep from throwing a dagger. Had it been someone
else he would have, but Hemlock had a reputation as good as his
own. It was possible the man could dodge the knife and then Dominic
would suffer for it.

“Ahh. I can see the desire to kill me so
clearly, Seth. Pity you aren’t strong enough to act on it. I’d like
to know which of us would win in a fair fight. Avanti doesn’t want
fair, though, he wants suffering. So here we go. Dashara is as good
as dead, but you have a chance to save your children and maybe even
yourself. The High Lord values your talents, but your loyalty is
somewhat lacking.” Hemlock paused and traced a gloved finger down
Dominic’s face. “Such a good boy, and his life is entirely in your
hands, Seth. The key is your good behavior. We are going to go
inside shortly and you are going to stand right beside me with
every one of your weapons. I won’t even take your sword. You,
however, are not allowed to move a muscle once we are inside. No
talking, no twitching of fingers, and no tears. I have a bet that
you won’t be able to do it, but Uindraely says you can. She seems
to think you are made of iron, but personally, after watching your
anger and panic in the past few minutes, I think she is
wrong.”

“Less taunting, more explaining, please,”
Seth growled. This was not going in a good direction at all, but if
he had his weapons, he had hope. Even if it was slim hope, it was
better than nothing.

“Fine. You move. I cut the child. You
talk. I cut the child. You cry… Well, you get the picture. You
fight, though. You fight, and I don’t just hurt him, Seth. I gut
the little bastard and let him die a slow death at your feet.
Understood?” Hemlock’s voice had grown low and Dominic whimpered
faintly at his words. “Now, now, Dominic, we discussed this. You
cry or scream and your little sister gets hurt, remember?”
Hemlock’s voice grew gentle once more as he chided the boy and
Dominic abruptly grew silent. “Manage to behave as Lord Avanti
wants, and your children live, Seth.”

“He wants Dashara to believe I betrayed
her,” Seth whispered hoarsely.

“I think it’s more along the lines of
wanting her to believe you were betraying her all along. He wants
her to die knowing you never loved her at all,” Hemlock corrected
in an amused voice. “After all, how could anyone watch someone they
love die without even making a sound?” Hemlock mused as he moved
toward the door. “Follow along like a good little servant, Seth.
From what I understand, you used to be the perfect dog for Avanti
before Dashara spread her legs for you. Must have been damned good
sex for you to turn your back on Avanti for this little rebellion.
Too bad you fucked up, eh? I mean, just think of how many people
died because of you. Not only will your wife die, everyone that
followed her will die, too. By the time this night is over, your
entire rebellion will be an unpleasant memory.”

Seth followed behind in utter silence. He was
certain the game had begun the moment they started walking toward
the house, and he wasn’t about to let harm come to Dominic over
Hemlock’s taunting. He had served House Avanti his entire life.
There was nothing Hemlock could say that would make him break.
Every painful word that could be spoken was already ground into his
soul by the Avanti. The true test of his will would come when he
faced Dashara. It would take everything he had to remain silent
when she looked at him as a traitor.

The house was silent as they entered. Seth’s
eyes scanned the small kitchen and the dining room as Hemlock
continued on. Everything was neat and tidy as it always was.
Dashara hated clutter and kept the house nearly spotless. His
throat tightened as Hemlock paused in front of the bedroom door.
The Assassin turned back to look at him with a wide smile showing
through the shadows of his cloak.

“Better let me take a quick peek, first. I
have to make sure they are ready for you and Dashara is decent. I
think a few of the guards took a turn with her. No doubt they
wanted to see if it was really worth a rebellion,” Hemlock
whispered as he pushed the door open just far enough to glance
inside. “All clear. Let’s get this over with, shall we,” he
suggested as he pushed the door fully open.

Their bedroom had always seemed large to him
before. Seth had lived his entire life as a servant and his
quarters had never been as lavish as the home he shared with
Dashara. Tonight, however, the room seemed small and cramped.
Guards lined the walls while Donrey Avanti himself stood in the
center of the room, looming like Death over his eldest daughter.
Dashara’s eyes flashed to him and Seth watched with despair as hope
lit her battered features. She was tied to a chair in the center of
the room. Her beautiful red-gold hair was matted with blood and by
the bruises and cuts on her beautiful face, she had endured several
beatings before he arrived.

“Sorry for the delay, High Lord. Seth and
I had a few things to discuss. I think we have everything sorted
out between us now, though. He understands exactly what his payment
will be for this,” Hemlock said as he bowed his head to
Donrey.

“Payment?” Dashara asked, her sweet voice
trembling with the word. Her hope turned to question as she watched
him and Seth knew she was waiting for him to speak. If he did,
though, Dominic would suffer. It took everything he had to hold his
words back, but he had no choice. Both Dashara and he had willingly
accepted their fates when they turned on House Avanti. Their
children had not. His son and daughter were innocent and no matter
how much it hurt, he would not let them suffer for their parents’
sins, even if it meant letting Dashara die believing he had never
cared at all. His throat tightened at the thought but he kept his
face carefully neutral. For all he knew, Hemlock would take a frown
as a reason to harm his son. The Assassin had specified quite
clearly “no movement,” so he wouldn’t even move his lips.

“Don’t sound so confused, girl. Of course,
Seth was involved. How else would we have found you so easily?
Thanks to him, we now know every traitor in Avanti,” Uindraely’s
voice rose from the shadows near the back wall and Seth shifted his
gaze to watch her. He hadn’t expected to see her here, but then he
should have. Uindraely Merrodin had a habit of being involved in
everything unpleasant. She smiled sweetly as she noticed his
attention and raised the bundle in her arms. “Your daughter is
simply beautiful, Seth. May I congratulate you on such delightful
children?” Her dark eyes flashed and Seth had to fight to keep his
hands from clenching. Uindraely was a heartless bitch and the
thought of her even touching his daughter drove his fury higher.
Davahni was barely four months old, yet she showed such
intelligence in her dark eyes that Seth had no doubt she knew
something horrible was going on. Like his son, though, he was sure
the infant didn’t understand exactly how horrible it was. Uindraely
raised a hand to brush back her dark hair and sat down on the edge
of the table making a show of cooing over his child. “It’s too bad
your mommy is such a fool, little darling. This is just not a
memory any child should have,” Uindraely murmured in a childish v
oice as she bumped a finger lightly under the infant’s chin. “You
wanna say bye bye to mommy?” she asked in the same exaggerated
voice as she pulled the child’s hand free of the blanket and bobbed
it up and down in a mocking wave. “Bye bye, Dashara,” she grinned
and turned her attention back to Seth. Her grin widened into a full
smile as she winked at him. “Once she is dead, you are all mine,
Seth,” she purred.

“We haven’t discussed that fully, yet.
Don’t get ahead of yourself, Uindraely,” Donrey Avanti cut in
sharply as he eyed Seth with obvious anger. “Seth turned on me, but
he has served me for so long that he is almost like family. Some
betrayals can be forgiven.” He paused and glared down at his
daughter. “Others can’t,” he added softly as he drew a dagger from
his belt and examined the razor sharp blade. “Seth did not turn his
back on me alone. He was guided from my side by this little bitch.
I don’t believe for a moment that Seth wanted to save the world.
Seth is a creature of hatred, not a savior.”

“I doubt it was his love of people that
led him to betrayal. I doubt it was Dashara either. Most likely it
was simply his hatred for you,”

Uindraely mused softly.

Dashara’s eyes met his again and Seth shifted
his gaze toward Dominic and then Davahni hoping she would realize
he was indicating the children rather than their captors. He saw
the recognition in her eyes and she smiled at him sadly and nodded
almost imperceptibly.

“You can kill me, but you can’t kill what
I stand for. There will always be someone to take my place. As long
as you walk the path you are on, someone will always rise up
against you.” The room fell silent as Dashara spoke and even
Uindraely’s smile faded. “I love you, Seth, and I know you love me
too. They can take everything else, but they can’t take that. I
don’t need to hear the words. I can see it in your eyes,” Dashara
whispered.

“How sweet,” Donrey hissed as the back of
his hand slammed into Dashara’s face nearly knocking her from the
chair. “No one else will rise against me, you stupid little bitch.
When they see what happened to you, they will cower back into the
shadows. No one has the strength of Avanti and no one cares about
slaves. You threw everything away for worthless wastes of flesh.”
His hand slammed into her, punctuating every word until tears began
to stream from her eyes. A faint whimper bubbled through her broken
lips and Seth’s heart screamed for him to help her. Dashara had
never been strong physically. Pain was a weakness for her and he
had always tried hard to shield her from harm. He swallowed heavily
and struggled to maintain his iron control. His children depended
on it.

“Avanti will fall and you will pay for
your sins.” Dashara managed the words barely coherent through her
battered mouth and sobs. “No life is worthless,” she gasped as her
father grabbed her by the face roughly.

“Yours is, Dashara,” Donrey informed her
as he lifted the dagger up high enough for her to see. He held her
jaw firmly, preventing her from looking away as he lowered the tip
to rest just below her eye. “I am going to kill you so slowly that
simply the stories of your death will spread nightmares. Anyone who
ever shared sentiments with you will cringe at the sound of your
name. When I am done tonight, the name Dashara will be a curse,” he
promised as the blade slowly punctured her pale ivory skin. Bright
blood welled and coursed down her battered cheek as he slowly
pulled the knife down her face, skinning the top layer of flesh.
“Bring me the salt, Uindraely,” Donrey ordered in a low voice as
Dashara screamed in agony.

A faint whimper rose from Dominic and Hemlock
shook his head in disapproval. “We talked about this, boy. Do you
really want me to cut your sister for your noise?” The sound
abruptly faded, though Dominic’s bottom lip still trembled.

The boy turned and gazed hard at his father
and Seth wanted to vomit at the expression of betrayal on his son’s
face. The child’s words were written so clearly in that look that
he didn’t need to hear Dominic’s voice. “Why aren’t you saving
Mommy?” Seth had always been a hero in his son’s eyes. Dominic had
considered him invincible in every fight and knew he would always
protect them, until now. Hemlock’s game had destroyed more than
Dashara’s rebellion, and from the smile on the man’s lips, he knew
it.

“Violence begets violence, Dominic. Your
daddy has been a very violent man. He has killed ten people for
every drop of your mother’s blood that is spilling, and I promise
there will be a lot of blood spilled. Just think of how many
families your daddy destroyed just like this.” Hemlock spoke in a
gentle voice, but his attention was focused on Seth as he spoke
with just the barest gleam of his eyes visible through the hood of
his cloak. “What do you think of that Dominic? It’s OK to talk
since I asked you a question. I won’t hurt anyone if you
answer.”

“I hate you,” Dominic whimpered, his small
voice barely audible over his mother’s screams. Seth swallowed
heavily but showed no reaction to the words beyond that. He wasn’t
sure if the boy was speaking to him or Hemlock, but it still cut to
the bone. No matter how many years passed, he didn’t think Dominic
would ever understand why he hadn’t drawn his swords. He might have
won against Hemlock, but not Uindraely and Donrey as well. There
was simply too much power in the room to gamble. The odds were too
far against him, and failure meant losing everything. He would
never forgive himself for Dashara’s death, but at least his
children would survive. Another scream of agony tore through the
room and Uindraely giggled in amusement. Seth let his gaze rise to
her and then to Dashara. “I will kill everyone in this room before
I rest,” he promised himself silently. He couldn’t kill them now,
but he would see them die eventually.

Hours seemed to pass as Donrey slowly peeled
the flesh from his daughter and salted the wounds, adding agony to
her already unbearable pain. By the time she finally faded to
unconsciousness her voice was raw from screaming. Seth stared
silently at what remained of her, trying not to picture how her
eyes locked on him once the pain had broken her mind. Her screams
had turned to pleas for help and then finally curses before she had
fallen silent at last. His gaze slowly lowered, tracing a path down
the carved chair to the pool of blood beneath her.

“Kill the boy and take the girl back to my
house. I’m afraid the boy already has too much of his mother’s
taint, but we might be able to salvage the infant,” Donrey ordered
as he stood back and surveyed his work.

“According to the rules I set for Seth, if
he behaved well his children lived,” Hemlock said quietly as he
watched one of the guards take Davihni from Uindraely.

“I don’t give a fuck about your games.
Kill the boy,” Donrey snapped. He was paying more attention to the
jeweled dagger he held than he was either of his grandchildren.
Carefully, he wiped more of the blood from the blade and glanced up
at Hemlock.

Hemlock nodded once and shrugged. “Sorry,
kid,” he murmured as he drew his dagger from his belt.

Seth moved with every ounce of speed that had
earned him his deadly reputation. His sword was in his hand and
swinging at Hemlock’s neck before the Assassin had so much as moved
Dominic in his arms. With a curse, Hemlock dropped the boy and drew
both of his blades. Seth slid gracefully to his knees and caught
his son with one arm before the child could crash to the hardwood
floor.

“I’m sorry,” Seth whispered as he kissed
his son’s head softly and summoned magic. Within a breath the boy
was gone from the room and Seth was on his feet once more, blades
flashing as he parried Hemlock’s attacks with ease.

“Where did you send him?” Donrey demanded,
but Seth didn’t even spare him a glance. He would die here and he
knew it. He could already feel magic pulsing off Uindraely. It
wouldn’t be long before Merro’s most formidable mage unleashed her
spells on him. Dominic was safe, though, in the care of the only
person aside from Dashara that he had ever trusted. Rose would know
him on sight; she had helped during his birth. The healer would
keep him safe in Sanctuary and be his shield against Avanti. The
only thing that mattered now was taking some of these bastards with
him when he went. With a snarl, Seth picked up the pace and smiled
as Hemlock staggered back under the assault. It was clear by the
muffled curses that Hemlock no longer wanted a fair fight.

“I am going to make you my toy, Seth,”
Uindraely promised as her magic lashed out, wrapping him in
tendrils of darkness. He s truggled against the magic as the spell
attempted to immobilize him.

“Where did you send the boy?” Donrey
demanded again in a louder voice filled with fury.

Hemlock moved in quickly as one of the
tendrils pulled his arm back and Seth felt the bite of a dagger in
his side as the Ass assin took advantage of his current situation.
Flicking his wrist quickly, Seth managed to bury a dagger in the
man’s leg before he could dodge.

“Like a little puppet,” Uindraely chirped
behind him as the tendrils wrapped around his wrists and ankles
with bone breaking strength.

Seth knew magic, but the sort that Uindraely
worked was the most complicated to counter. It was dark magic that
had been forbidden by every culture aside from Merro. Hemlock
started to move in again, but Donrey raised a hand to stop him.

“I want the child dead. You don’t allow
weeds to grow. Keep him alive until we find the child,” Donrey
snapped.

“Going to be rough to do,” Seth informed
him with a savage grin as he glanced down at his side. “That dagger
was poisoned. I can already feel it coursing through me. The
tendrils holding me in place are draining me as well. I just sat in
silence while you killed the woman I loved and you think you can
break my will in the amount of time I have left to live?” Seth spat
at his feet and nodded firmly. “Come try, Donrey,” he urged as he
summoned his own magic. This was the exact delay he needed.
Uindraely’s magic was complicated to counter, but not
impossible.

“I’m going to make you a broken one, Seth.
You won’t even remember Dashara,” Uindraely purred in his ear. The
woman had actually moved directly behind him. Seth had to fight
back the smile as he continued his spell in silence letting them
all believe he was simply avoiding answering them. With as much
magic as Uindraely had summoned there was no way they could sense
his own spell, and not even Donrey knew how adept he was with
magic, despite the years he had served House Avanti.

“Can’t you make him answer with magic?”
Donrey demanded.

“I can, but it will cost you,” Uindraely
replied in an overly sweet voice.

“Name your price,” Donrey growled in
response, his hatred for Seth showing clearly on his face as he
glared at them both.

“The little girl. Such a sweet thing and I
don’t have any children of my own. I need someone to train in my
arts. I think Seth’s little girl will excel in it,” Uindraely
murmured as she walked slowly around him to stare into his face.
She smiled up at Seth and patted his cheek lightly. “Don’t worry,
Seth, I will take such good care of her,” she promised.

Seth stared down at her coldly as the last
words of his spell rang through his mind. The room shook as his
magic exploded against the tendrils and his hand was around
Uindraely’s neck before she could stumble away. He didn’t spare
time for words; he had never been the gloating sort. His other hand
flashed driving his dagger into her eye to the hilt. She convulsed
in his grasp, but he didn’t spare time to ensur e she was truly
dead. He was already moving for Donrey with another dagger ready in
his hand. The High Lord stumbled back with shock clearly written on
his handsome face as he quickly summoned his own magic. Seth’s
blade was a breath from Donrey’s throat as magic seized him, once
more freezing him in place. Panic flared as he recognized the
spell, it was time magic, and there was no counter for it.

Hemlock moved slowly forward and smirked at
Seth before turning to look at Donrey. “There will, of course, be
an additional charge for saving your life and remaining silent on
how you squeaked like a little girl when he turned on you,” he
informed the High Lord quietly. “As for the boy, I’ll find him for
an additional price, but this one needs to be killed. He isn’t
going to tell you what you want to know, regardless of what you do
to him.”

“Fine. I’ll pay whatever you want. Just
end this. I want that bastard dead,” Donrey snarled as he took a
quick step farther from Seth.

Hemlock nodded and turned back to Seth,
slowly pulling his hood down as he did. His expression was neutral
as he studied Seth’s frozen form with deep blue eyes. “It’s not
often I’m impressed,” he informed him quietly. “Pity you let
yourself become shackled with love. You quite possibly could have
been the most formidable person on Sanctuary. Instead you die a
stupid death to save a child.” Hemlock shook his head in
disgust.

“I won’t rest until you are dead.” Seth
forced the words through lips that refused to move. Every syllable
was mangled, but both men obviously understood. Donrey took another
step back.

Hemlock sighed and shook his head. “You
shouldn’t be able to speak at all, let alone threaten me,” he said
softly as he rammed his dagger roughly into Seth’s gut and began to
draw it painfully up toward his neck. “Evisceration is such a messy
death, but it’s always a guaranteed one. If you don’t die from the
poison and the shock you will most definitely die from everything
spilling onto the floor,” Hemlock murmured as he glanced back at
Donrey once more. “I’ll stay until he is dead and then find the
boy.”

Seth braced himself against the waves of
agony and summoned a thread of magic. The mental link he formed
with Rose was so fragile that any magic used to detect it would
shatter the spell. “Take care of him, Rose, and hide him well. They
will be looking for him.”

“Where are you Seth? I can help you.”
Rose’s voice was frantic in his mind and he had to fight back a
chuckle. The idea of the small healer saving him was ridiculous.
Rose didn’t know a single thing about battle. Her life revolved
around repairing the damage people like him created.

“There are some things you don’t want to
live through, Rose. Worry about Dominic, not me.” Seth felt his
strength fading and the spell flickered. It was the only answer he
could think to give to keep her at bay. The last thing he wanted
was his son’s guardian appearing in Avanti. Even though she
couldn’t fight, she would try, Rose was simply that kind of friend.
She would do anything to help those she cared for.

“What about Dashara and Davahni?” Rose
demanded, her voice rising in panic. She could feel the delicate
connection between them fading as clearly as he could.

“Gone,” Seth answered softly as his magic
faded completely. Spots had begun to dance before his eyes as
Hemlock’s poison tore at him.

Hemlock moved closer to him, his dark blue
eyes locking on Seth’s. “I won’t find him,” he whispered, the words
barely audible despite how close he stood. “Honor among rogues and
all. I told you the boy would live, and he will.”

“How fucking noble,” Seth growled as
Hemlock released him from the magic that held him in place. His
legs buckled beneath him and he dropped to his knees staring down
at his entrails. His own blood was pooling thick on the floor,
making a slow trail toward Dashara. His gaze trailed slowly up the
chair once more past her ruined body to her face. Her dark eyes
were fixed firmly on him. A strangled gasp broke from his lips as
he realized she still lived, he had thought her dead.

“Suffer,” she hissed, her voice harsh from
her torn throat. He knew her mind had fractured from the torture,
yet the word still tore into him with more pain than any physical
wound.

“Let go, Dashara,” Seth whispered, hoping
she would listen. His agony was nothing compared to what she must
be feeling right now.

“Please, just let go,” he added in a
choked voice.

“By the Divine, is that bitch still
alive?” Hemlock gasped as he turned to face Dashara. “Don’t ever
take up the life of an Assassin, Donrey, you fail at killing,” he
added as his dagger slashed across Dashara’s throat. Turning back
to Seth, Hemlock smiled coldly. “I promise she has let go now and
it’s time for you to do the same.” His dagger was already moving as
he spoke.

Seth rubbed his face as the vision cleared
and slumped back against the wall. The room made each memory
painfully real, as if he was living it again. He had avoided
remembering Dashara for so long, despite all the little reminders
Death had forced him to endure. Now it was all back like an old
wound torn open. The fact that he hadn’t been able to kill Donrey
himself simply made it worse. Hands pressed over his face, he slid
slowly down the wall and tried not to think of her, or of anything
for that matter.

He couldn’t handle another vision and the
door to the room wouldn’t reopen for several more minutes. Death
had intentionally designed the room that way. It was difficult to
avoid thinking about something once you had just re-lived it, and
if he wasn’t careful, he would be caught in a loop of torment. It
was one of the reasons he avoided this room as often as he could,
and he was sure it was the reason Death had created it this way. It
ensured that he did everything she asked of him quickly, and
without question, no matter how much he hated the task. Over the
years, he had whored himself to the Divine, killed innocents,
stolen souls, and countless other sins, simply to avoid facing his
past.

A dim glow began to emanate from the door and
Seth scrambled to his feet. He was waiting the moment the door
cracked open, and hastily pushed his way into the hall. With a sigh
he leaned back against the wall as the room sealed behind him,
locking away his entire life within.

“Penance. That’s an unusual past time for
you,” Yasny murmured from the shadows near his door. She was
watching him with a look of cool amusement on her perfect face. As
a dragon, Yasny was terrifying with dark red scales and spines that
covered her skull and shoulders. In her human form, however, she
preferred seduction as a weapon and it was well honed. Her long
dark hair flowed over her shoulders like silk, while her full lips
held just enough of a smile to tease. It was an expression that
worked well on most men. It had never worked on him, though. He
knew Yasny too well. She was cruel and ruthless and had most
definitely earned her place in the Darklands.

He didn’t want to kill her, though. Making
friends had never been easy for Seth in life, and in the Darklands
it was impossible. The best he could hope for was finding the few
individuals that he could hold a conversation with that didn’t end
in him attempting to devour their soul. Yasny was one of the few
that he had found that fit that criterion. Tonight, however, she
was testing his limits. He had too much to do before Zoelyn woke to
waste effort on Yasny and her petty games.

“Not even a response? Just a glare?” Yasny
sighed with an obvious pout.

“I don’t have time for this, Yasny,” Seth
replied bluntly, hoping the admission of truth would satisfy the
dragon. “You want to know what is in the room. You want to know
what I’m doing with the girl. You want to know so much and you know
I’m not going to tell you anything, so please, can we just cut the
crap for tonight and I will go on my way. If we must play, then we
can play this game tomorrow night, but right now I honestly do not
have time,” he added the moment he noticed her back stiffen and her
expression growing stormy. Yasny could be difficult when irritated
and he didn’t like the thought of leaving Zoelyn alone while she
was feeling petulant.

“I want to know why you can be so charming
when dealing with others, but I always have to deal with the bitchy
Seth,” Yasny grumbled, though her posture had relaxed.

“Because I want something from them, so I’m
charming. That should reassure you, Yasny. It means I’m not trying
to use you,” Seth muttered as he moved past her in the hall and
started down the stairs.

“It would be nice once in a while, Seth,”
Yasny snapped from behind him. “Can’t you be charming without
wanting something from someone?” she added in a louder voice as he
crossed the landing toward the slender window.

Seth paused and looked back up at her with a
smile on his face. It was the smile he had always reserved for
women when he wanted something. The smile that seemed to make their
thoughts slow and their knees weaken. Yasny had been about to
speak, but the words died in her throat the moment he looked up at
her. She stared at him with a shocked expression on her face
clearly at a loss for words. Nice to know it works on dragons
too, he mused.

“Yasny, I have never tried to use my charm on
you simply because I believed you were too intelligent for that
approach. I didn’t want to insult you with the same droll behavior
I use on the lesser women. You are my equal, not a pawn to be
played. If I treat you poorly, I apologize. I simply need someone
that understands, to vent to.” Seth’s voice had dropped to the low
tones. It was a habit that came with the special smile. Women
always responded well to the calm quiet voice. Even the Undrae
seemed to be affected by it.

Yasny frowned and blinked then smiled faintly
before rubbing her face. Shaking her head quickly she smiled once
more in a more genuine expression. “Do what you have to do, Seth. I
will be around when you get back and I will make sure Fiona doesn’t
come into the tower. The Undrae will remain undisturbed until you
return,” Yasny promised, and let out a quick sigh. “If only you
would have explained it sooner, Seth. I wouldn’t have been nearly
so grumpy with you over the years,” she added as she waved a hand
at him to go.

It was difficult not to laugh at her
reaction, but Seth fought back even the faintest hint of amusement.
He had thought she was resisting his magic when she had frowned,
but it had clearly worked on her. He had developed a knack for
detecting lies and Yasny was not lying. She was truly going to play
guard dog for him until he returned. It was almost too much for
him. Part of him had actually believed she was superior to the
rest, but she had just proven that she was just another stupid
bitch. Nodding his head gratefully, Seth gave her another special
smile before shifting to his crow form. Bloody hell, he hadn’t
expected her to actually believe the words he had spewed, but then
she had been the one that asked for charm.

Typically, the souls of the Darklands lost
the magic they had held in life. Seth, however, had not. Death had
allowed him to keep his talents for one simple reason. It was
another form of torment to remind him what he was. In life, he had
never known who his father was. He had been slave-born in Avanti
and that was all he had ever known. In death he learned the truth
of it all, and the Divine had delighted in reminding him of it at
every turn, even if it meant allowing him more power. Donrey Avanti
had been charming when he tried to be. He had been an amateur
compared to his son, though. Seth knew how to charm people better
than anyone else. He could earn trust, love, or favors with nothing
more than a smile and a hint of magic, and it had never been
difficult. It was simply easier to kill them than to waste time
with words most of the time. There were those that were too useful
to kill, however, and those were the ones he reserved his smiles
for.

 


* * *

 


There was nothing quite like spring in Firym.
The lush jungles seemed to explode with life at this time of year
and the fragrance of the flowers was intoxicating. The humidity and
heat were enough to suffocate you as well, Seth decided, as he
settled into the upper branches of a tree near the outskirts of the
busy city. His eyes scanned the crowds, finally settling on a
well-dressed young man making his way through the market with an
expression of determination on his face. He carried several bundles
tucked under one arm and to the casual observer he looked to be
running important errands for his house, or perhaps he was a master
tradesman. He was dressed well enough to be important, but the fact
that he was managing his own shopping meant he was not important
enough to be well known. It was a good disguise and a clever one.
The average hunter would have been fooled by it. Seth wasn’t, and
neither was the old man that was slowly making his way through the
crowd browsing at various stands while still managing to keep the
boy in sight.

Had he been in his human form, Seth would
have smiled. He kept his eye on the pair of them moving from tree
to tree as he silently followed them across the city. The boy
seemed nervous and checked behind him several times as he turned
corners or crossed busy streets. His shadow, however, was well
trained and despite the boy’s obvious paranoia, he remained
oblivious to both of his stalkers.

Nearly twenty minutes passed before the boy
finally took to the backstreets and Seth wanted to strangle him for
it. Time passed five times as quickly in the Darklands as it did in
the Sunlit world. Every minute was precious if he was going to make
it back before Zoelyn woke. Below him, the boy’s pace quickened and
Seth glanced back toward the man shadowing him. A faint smile was
creasing the old man’s face and if the hunter was worried about his
quarry escaping, he was showing no signs of it.

Pity I can’t let you keep your prey, after
all the effort you have gone through. Seth mused as he dropped
down from his perch to land in one of the alleys near the boy. He
shifted form and stepped farther into the shadows as he waited. The
paranoid boy might look harmless, but Seth knew better. It was best
to catch one of his kind completely off guard and strike quickly.
If you gave them time to act, it could get ugly quickly.

The boy’s footsteps grew louder and Seth’s
dagger slipped into his hand in response. His breathing slowed as
he waited, silently counting the footsteps. Three more and the boy
would be in the perfect spot. He caught a glimpse of the boy’s blue
eyes as he glanced down the alley. Morcaillos never seemed to hide
their eye color, and in situations such as now, it made them all
the easier to spot. The Firym people typically had green eyes,
brown and red were fairly common as well, but blue was extremely
rare. Seth moved the moment the boy’s gaze turned back down the
street, one hand sliding quickly under the boy’s chin, pushing his
head up sharply, while his dagger plunged upward at the base of his
skull. The combined force of the maneuver buried the dagger to the
hilt, killing the Changeling instantly. Silently, Seth half
carried, half dragged the corpse into the alley as the older man
turned the corner, his eyes scanning for any sign of his prey.

Seth lifted the boy’s corpse more to keep the
still kicking legs from alerting the man, and waited in utter
silence as the second hunter approached. He wanted to test the man
to see if he would notice the faint scuffs and droplets of blood on
the cobbles. Most wouldn’t have noticed, but the old man did. With
a genuine smile, Seth pushed the body from the shadows and watched
the old man slide back with more grace than anyone his apparent age
should have possessed as the changelin’s corpse hit the cobbles
before him. A knife was gripped lightly in the man’s hand, ready to
be thrown at any moment. His dark eyes scanned the alley, searching
frantically for any movement, but there was no fear there, only
anticipation.

“Glad to see I didn’t waste my time with
you,” Seth murmured in a voice that was barely above a whisper.

“Master,” the man gasped as his form shifted
almost immediately to his true shape. It was a risky endeavor,
considering where they were. Sovaesh was an exile here and if he
was spotted it would mean his death. If the Firym could manage to
catch him, of course. Sovaesh glanced down at the body, then back
into the ally, before glancing behind him toward the busier
streets. “This is the last place I expected to see you and I have
to admit I’m rather confused. Did you have a grievance with this
man?” Sovaesh asked quietly as he lifted the body effortlessly and
moved into the alley once more.

“I needed life energy and I needed to speak
with you. It seemed easier to kill two birds with one stone,” Seth
explained with a smirk as he leaned back against the wall. It never
ceased to amaze him how much Sovaesh and Finn resembled each other.
Perhaps that was why he was willing to tolerate so much from Finn,
even if the boy’s ignorance made his life more difficult.

“What do you need of me, Master?” Sovaesh
asked as he dropped the boy to the ground and gazed up at Seth with
searching eyes.

“It has been several centuries since I taught
you, Sovaesh. I think you can quit calling me master now,” Seth
said with faint shake of his head. It was difficult not to smile,
both from Sovaesh’s words as well as his actions. Seth had been
forced to train others while he served Avanti, but Sovaesh was the
only one he had ever trained by choice, and he had never regretted
doing so. Sovaesh was clever and noticed details that others would
overlook. He was perfect for his role in life and every time Seth
watched him work, he was proud.

“When I know for a certainty that I am
superior to you in the arts and there is nothing more that you
could ever teach me, I will cease. I think I will be calling you
Master for a very long time,” Sovaesh replied softly and bowed his
head with respect.

“Fair enough,” Seth chuckled. “How is
Davahni?” he asked in a softer tone. It, of course, wasn’t what he
was here to speak of, but he always asked about her first. The only
contact he had with his daughter was through Sovaesh. She had been
an infant when he died, and by the time he had enough strength to
leave the Darklands he was cursed with the life of a Demon and
Davahni was fully grown. Too much time had passed to consider
approaching her then, and even if he had, what could he have
possibly said. I’m sorry I let your mother die. I just wanted
you to know that I love you, but better not trust me since I am
Death’s lackey now.

So he had waited, and opportunity had
eventually presented itself in the form of Sovaesh. The young Firym
had wanted Davahni, and Seth had wanted her to be safe. The easiest
way to attain both of their goals was to train the boy. It made
Sovaesh useful to Avanti while giving Davahni a shield. The fact
that Seth had arranged for Sovaesh to meet Davahni and used a bit
of charm magic to ensure the Firym was interested in her was
entirely irrelevant. The Changeling blood had been too useful to
ignore, and it made Sovaesh the perfect protector. A Changeling
could escape from the Avanti slave chains. No one else could.

“Davahni is better than she has ever been I
think. Merro agrees with her and the fact that Donrey is dead has
relieved much of her stress. Despite everything I did to keep her
away from him, he still terrified her. I suppose I never noticed
how much he scared her until after I killed him. It wasn’t until he
was dead that I finally got to see her truly happy,” Sovaesh
answered after a long moment. By the crease of his eyes above the
mask Seth could tell he was frowning.

“She held that fear from before the time she
met you, Sovaesh. Donrey never laid a finger on her while she was
in your care. Of that I’m certain,” Seth said quietly.

“I should have killed him sooner,” Sovaesh
sighed. “But at least it’s done now. I’m sure you didn’t come all
the way to Firym to discuss this, though. You look as though you
are in a hurry, too. So what is it that you need?”

Seth smiled again. He hadn’t shown any signs
of impatience that he was aware of, but Sovaesh noticed every
detail. “I didn’t, and I am. As always, you are correct. I need to
know what you know of Zoelyn, Jala’s ward. Where did she come from?
How long has she been with Jala?”

Sovaesh’s frown deepened for a moment and he
shook his head slowly. “I’ve only met her once, so I don’t know
much of her. She has been with Jala for two weeks or so that I know
of. Jala brought her back from Arovan, though I think the girl
might have actually been from Glis. From what I understand, Elijah
was keeping her as a ward in his keep and Jala thought she would
have better luck helping the girl in Merro. When Zoelyn spoke to me
she seemed to have a Glis accent to her voice so at the very least
she is from one of the border villages.”

“But you don’t know where she is originally
from?” Seth pressed. He had known she was from Glis by her reaction
to him. Glis and Arovan were the only two countries where the
locals still spread hearth stories about him. That was thanks to
Death. The Divine had ordered him to work in both of those
countries far more often than the others.

“Originally?” Sovaesh repeated thoughtfully.
He tapped his chin for a moment as he seemed to consider the
question. “It’s difficult to say, going off of her looks. She is so
sickly that her features are obscured by her condition. I wouldn’t
hesitate to say she is full Elder Blood if she were healthy, but
the sickness suggests she is weaker so perhaps half-blood. She is
obviously not a Shifter and with her pale hair she could be of
Arovan blood,” he paused and gazed back at Seth. “What makes you so
sure she isn’t actually from Arovan?”

Seth frowned as he watched Sovaesh and
shrugged a shoulder in answer. He had thought Sovaesh would have
known what an Undrae was, but apparently he didn’t. The creatures
had been extinct for some time, he supposed, but Sovaesh’s mother
had been the High Mage of Firym. She should have trained her son
better.

“I suppose if she is from another land it
could be anywhere. I can check into it if you like,” Sovaesh
replied hesitantly.

Seth shook his head quickly with a faint
smile. “The job Jala gave you is more important. Better that you
finish hunting down the Changelings and free the Blights from their
control. I will look into it more myself,” Seth glanced down at the
Changelings body and nudged it lightly with the toe of his boot. “I
do have another favor of you, though, and it’s one I’m not sure you
will agree to.”

“Ask,” Sovaesh said without hesitation or
sign of suspicion.

“I’d like your dagger. I will trade you my
own for it.” Seth smiled and motioned toward the large blade that
was still sheathed at Sovaesh’s side. It was an unusual request to
be sure and Sovaesh’s eyes widened in shock at his words, but it
was necessary. Sovaesh’s dagger was a Drinker, or in better terms,
enchanted to absorb life energy. With as many people as he had
killed recently the blade would have more than enough energy to
revitalize Zoelyn.

“Not at all what I expected, but of course.”
Sovaesh was already unbuckling the blade from his belt as he
spoke.

“It’s temporary Sovaesh. I need the energy
that is stored within it. I will return it to you when I can. You
have my word,” Seth assured him as he handed over his own dagger.
It was a touchy thing to ask and he hadn’t been sure Sovaesh would
agree. To any warrior, weapons were important, but to an Assassin,
their daggers were more. It was a calling card in a sense. He had
essentially just asked Sovaesh for his identity, and his former
student was handing it over without question, and all it had taken
was a smile.


Chapter 11

 


Glis

 


 


His breath frosted in the air before him as
he stepped from his ship. With a frown, Shade pulled his jacket on
and stepped down to the thick grass. Turning slowly, he surveyed
his surroundings, his eyes searching for any sign of life. The
forests of Glis rose to the west of him, barely visible through the
morning fog, while the grasslands of Arovan could be seen faintly
to the east. By Jala’s directions, he should be sitting right
beside Nigel’s guard post. The dragon was supposed to be protecting
the Blights from an invasion from Arovan, and yet there was no sign
of him anywhere.

“Wonderful,” Shade muttered as he gemmed his
ship and dropped the stone into his jacket pocket. He had been
counting on information from Nigel to help him in his search. The
dragon had been stationed here for close to three weeks. There was
no way he could have avoided contact with the Blights in that time,
unless of course he wasn’t actually here.

With a heavy sigh, Shade turned toward the
forest and shifted his body to the Blight form. He wasn’t really
looking forward to searching the entire country of Glis until he
stumbled across a Blight hive, but it didn’t really look as though
he had much choice. “Scour the country to find the creatures.
Somehow make an alliance with them. Convince them to move to a
formerly cursed country, and if you could, do it in less than
thirty days. Gee thanks, Jala, I love you too,” Shade grumbled as
he began to walk toward the distant trees. “Hey Glis, not sure if
anyone told you, but its bloody spring. It’s supposed to be warm,”
he added in a louder voice as the wind rose around him.

“Strange little thing isn’t he?” The woman’s
voice stopped him cold in his tracks and Shade whirled to find
three women sitting at a table and watching him with expressions of
utter amusement.

“What the…,” Shade muttered, his eyes
scanning the table and the obvious camp behind it. Each of the
women wore brightly colored gowns and looked better suited to a
fine gambling hall in Sanctuary than the wilderness of Glis.

“I thought Shade Morcaillo was famous for his
paranoia. Didn’t Jala say he used to wear the glasses that detected
the invisible?” the woman in red mused as her counterparts in green
and blue watched him with playful smiles.

“He used to. One would think now that he is
an outlaw, he would be even more paranoid,” The sound of Nigel’s
voice spun Shade around once more and he found himself nose to nose
with the dragon he had been seeking. Nigel smiled faintly and bowed
his head to Shade in greeting. As always, Nigel was dressed
impeccably in a finely tailored suit. Sunlight reflected off the
dark glasses he wore, as well as the rings on his fingers. The
expression on his face was a mirror for his female companions and
filled with amusement. “Might want to start wearing those glasses
again, Shade,” Nigel suggested as he sauntered past Shade toward
the table and the waiting women.

“Jala said you would drop by,” the woman in
blue drawled. She swirled her wine in her glass a moment then took
a dainty sip as she waved a long delicate hand toward an empty seat
at their table.

“Have you had a chance to meet the Three
Sisters Shade?” Nigel asked conversationally as he motioned toward
the three women.

“Can’t say that I have,” Shade replied
neutrally. It was irritating to know they were seated a few feet
from where he had landed and had decided to simply let him wander
off before they actually let him know they were there. It was
enough of a relief, however, to know he could get information, that
he didn’t really want to complain about it.

“We don’t speak true names of course and most
simply refer to them as the Three Sisters, but for novelty sake I
will introduce them. Ruby, Emerald, and Sapphire,” Nigel said with
a smirk as he waved to each of the women in turn.

“How fitting,” Shade muttered, his gaze
moving from each jewel-toned woman to the next. “I’ve actually
heard of the Three Sisters before, though honestly I thought it was
only two sisters now. From the stories, I thought one of you died
in Avanti.”

“Injured, not killed,” Ruby sniffed
indignantly and gave him a withering look.

“I thought you were guarding the border alone
and I…” Shade’s voice trailed off as he gazed around the table
piled with fine foods and the decanter of wine. “Really didn’t
expect all this,” he finished, his eyes moving to the massive
pavilion tent that was standing several feet away. If this was
Nigel’s idea of roughing it, the dragon truly was city-born. The
camp reminded him more of a festival gathering than a scout’s
outpost.

“I never travel without the Sisters. Life is
so boring without them,” Nigel replied easily, seeming more amused
than offended. “I suppose I could, of course, guard the border in
scales and sleep on the ground, but why would I want to?”

“Mmm. Because you are a dragon?” Shade
suggested with a shrug. Honestly, he didn’t know much about the
people of Nerathane, but if he had a natural form as powerful as a
dragon he doubted he would ever shift out of it.

“Which essentially means I am too large to
enjoy the finer things in life and too frightening to ever have a
rational conversation with anyone that doesn’t have scales. I’ll
pass.” Nigel waved a hand dismissively and glanced toward the
forest. “You are likely more interested in information on the
Blights, however. Emerald has one chained behind the tent if you
would like to speak with it. I think it’s still alive,” he paused
and glanced at the woman in green. “Is it still gagged?” he asked
calmly.

“It was keeping me up at night, so yes,”
Emerald replied with a shrug.

“Hmm. It might not be alive, then. It should
still have food back there, but if it’s still gagged it can’t very
well eat,” Nigel mused.

Shade stared at them each in turn as he tried
to determine if they were serious or not. From the expressions on
their faces it seemed as though they were. “You do realize Jala is
trying to make peace with the Blights, right?” he asked
cautiously.

“So she says,” Nigel agreed as he poured
himself a glass of wine and offered the bottle to Shade.

Shaking his head Shade frowned at them. “Why
in the bloody hell would you chain one up and starve it to death if
you know she wants to make peace with them, then?” he demanded in
the nicest tone he could manage. It was already a nearly impossible
mission to make peace and if their so-called protectors were
treating them this way there was very little chance Shade would
ever gain enough trust to find their leader.

“It attacked me,” Emerald replied, as if that
explained everything.

Sapphire giggled and nodded. “The stupid
little thing sprang on her with claws and couldn’t seem to
understand why its claws broke on her skin. Its expression was
simply wonderful, such bewilderment.” She rolled her eyes and
smiled widely. “As if such a pathetic little creature could
actually wound a dragon with claws alone,” she added much to the
amusement of the other two women.

“It is not one of the rational ones, Shade,”
Nigel assured him and leaned back in his seat, his glass of wine
held loosely in one hand. “It has scars all over it and growled
rather than speaking. I’m not entirely sure it is right in the
head.”

“Have you met Emily?” Shade asked with a hint
of irritation breaking through his voice. “She growls more than
speaks too, if you recall,” he added as he rose from his chair and
moved toward the area where they said the Blight was chained.

“Emily is different,” Nigel replied easily
and rose from his chair as well. “This thing was matted with filth
and gibbering.” “Emily would be too if Jala didn’t insist on bath
day,” Shade grumbled back.

“If you say so, but I think you will
understand once you see it,” Nigel drawled as they rounded the
corner of the tent and Shade froze in his tracks.

The Blight was smaller than any other he had
seen and its skin was far darker. The creatures typically resembled
the Elder Blood in appearance and beauty, but this thing was
hideous. Its skull seemed to be misshapen and its body was
distorted with limbs that were far too long for its height. Shade
watched it for a long moment, his eyes moving across its prone
form, counting the endless scars that covered its legs and
back.

Its chest still rose and fell, proving it was
alive, but from the looks of it, he wondered if he should bother
helping it at all. It might be kinder to let it die.

“You understand now?” Nigel asked quietly.
The dragon paused beside him and remained silent until Shade looked
away from the Blight.

“I thought the Blights always chose the top
of the food chain to mate with. This thing looks half goblin,”
Shade muttered. Pity and disgust warred in his chest as he tried to
decide the best way to handle the situation.

“They do, but the few humans they didn’t kill
and eat have evacuated to Arovan. Now they have a choice between
goblins and animals for their carnal pleasure.” Nigel paused and
gave Shade a meaningful look. “From what we have seen, the animals
die from such entertainments,” he added in a lower voice.

“What?” Shade demanded in complete
disgust.

“And Jala wants to make peace with them,”
Nigel said with a slow shake of his head. “This nasty little shit
wasn’t trying to kill Emerald. It wanted entertainment from her.
Simply the thought of its disgusting little paws on her makes me
want to level Glis entirely to make sure I eliminate each and every
one of these things, but Jala has me protecting them instead,”
Nigel growled.

“Jala says the darkest of them are gone. She
says she killed the evil ones. Maybe this one is just a byproduct
from before she cleansed them,” Shade offered as he watched Nigel.
The dragon had seemed composed and peaceful right up until his last
few words. Honest fury had shown then, and Shade wondered if Jala
had any idea how much Nigel resented his current assignment. He
doubted she did. Jala was not the sort to force someone to do
something they didn’t believe in.

“This thing isn’t evil, Shade. It’s primitive
and animal-like in nature. It has urges and it acts on them. It
doesn’t have a moral compass to guide its actions. That doesn’t
make its actions any less disturbing, however, and the Divine only
know how many of these things are wandering in Glis. Jala killed
the ones that were truly evil. She didn’t kill the animalistic
ones, however, and they are buggering the bears and each other as
we speak,” Nigel said in a disgusted voice. “The Sisters insisted
we keep this thing alive until you arrived. They say we are making
peace so we can’t simply kill it and it’s best for you to determine
what to do with it. Given the choice, I would destroy it. Blights
are one thing, but this is a complete abomination,” he added as he
turned to look Shade in the eyes.

“I’m supposed to decide if it lives or dies?”
Shade asked quietly and his hand seemed to drop reflexively to the
stone in his pocket that held the goblin he had captured so long
ago. He hadn’t released the creature yet for this very reason. No
one on Sanctuary believed the goblins could be anything other than
beasts. Yet the one he had saved back from his bombing of Eldagar
had shown intelligence and what he thought was an attempt to
communicate. Now he was faced with a similar problem and the man
asking him to decide its fate, obviously wanted the creature dead
very badly.

“I honestly didn’t think it would be a
difficult choice once you saw it,” Nigel said softly. A look of
irritation was beginning to show on his face. “It attempted to rape
one of my friends. Had Emerald not been a dragon it might have
managed it,” Nigel reminded him coldly.

“I’m sorry, Nigel. I’m not good at death
verdicts. It attacked your friend and you are right. If she weren’t
a dragon things would have gone much worse. The natural course is
to eliminate it, but I am not used to being the one to say that.
The hesitation comes from the role you have given me, not from
sympathy for the creature,” Shade explained quietly. He hated to
admit it, but it was the truth. The creature had attacked one of
the women. Had she not been a dragon, she would likely be dead. If
he released it and it killed someone, their blood would be on his
hands. He felt pity for the Blight. That was true. But the pity he
felt would be nothing compared to the guilt he would feel if it
killed or raped anyone after he released it.

“Understandable. Neph said you were
annoyingly moral. You gave the correct verdict, however,” Nigel
replied stiffly. He was moving before Shade could respond with a
fine silver sword in his gloved hand. Shade hadn’t noticed the
dragon summon the weapon, and Nigel hadn’t been wearing a
sword.

Shade started to object, but bit his tongue
and lowered his hand as Nigel brought the blade down swiftly across
the back of the sleeping creature’s neck. The blow was well struck
severing the head cleanly with a soft wet sound that turned Shade’s
stomach. “How many more of these creatures do you think there are
here?” he asked quietly as he looked away from the body.

“Too many,” Nigel answered quietly as he
rejoined Shade still wiping the blood from his sword blade. “The
land is devastated; barely any animals are left alive here. We
think the Blights may have turned on each other for food source,
but we aren’t sure. This one is the only one we have made contact
with.” Nigel paused as his sword disappeared once more from his
hand to return to where ever he had summoned it from. With a flick
of his hand he pointed back at the body and muttered a spell. Magic
hummed in the air and a flash of bright white light surrounded the
corpse for a breath leaving nothing but ashes behind when it faded.
“Jala wants peace with these things, Shade, but I honestly don’t
think it can be done. They have utterly destroyed Glis and they
will be moving for Arovan soon. I can hold the people of Arovan and
Glis off from crossing the borders, but I can’t keep the Blights
from crossing into Arovan. Every day you spend trying to achieve
this task, you are risking the lives of our allies. You do
understand that, don’t you?”

“I understand that fully,” Shade agreed and
his gaze moved to the trees once more. “Unless you can tell me
where to find them, though, I’m going to be wasting days just
trying to find the main hive.”

“Ruby has flown over Glis several times. She
says the worst damage to the land is in the Northwestern forests.
There are no animals living there at all. I would guess the largest
hive was in that area and they have most likely moved south from
there. I have no evidence to support my theory beyond a predators
mind, but if I were you I would look near the lakes south of that
area. It would give them a fresh water supply and the few remaining
animals would still rely on the lakes as a water source so they
would have game as well.” Nigel shrugged as he fell silent and his
expression clearly showed what a waste of time he thought the whole
thing was.

“I’ll try there first, then. Thank you for
the advice,” Shade said quietly and bowed his head in farewell.
“And the sooner I get there, the sooner we can get this all over
with and you and your ladies can return home,” he added as he
turned toward the forest once more. From what he had seen, Nigel
didn’t have the information he was seeking. He doubted the dragon
had even bothered to try to gather information. By his reaction and
words, Shade guessed Nigel had fully expected to be able to talk
him out of the mission entirely.

“Wait, where is he going?” Emerald’s voice
rang out softly behind him.

“You mean he is actually going to try to talk
to those things?” Ruby demanded, her voice filled with disgust and
disbelief. “Oh, bloody hell. I wanted to go home,” Sapphire
whined.

“You were right, Jala. I am the perfect envoy
for this since I seem to be the only other person that thinks this
might actually work,” Shade said quietly as he quickened his step.
Ruby didn’t seem to have the best temperament. He didn’t want to
give her the chance to decide that her quickest way home was to eat
the envoy.


Chapter 12

 


Merro

 


 


Neph paused in the doorway of the kitchen. He
had expected the room to be empty at this time of the morning, but
Valor was seated at table. The knight had his back to the door but
Neph could tell by his posture that his mood was not a good one.
Valor’s elbow was propped on the table with his chin resting in his
palm. His attention was fully focused on something in front of him
and he didn’t even stir at the sound of the door. That in itself
was unusual for him. Valor was typically alert to everything around
him, even when drunk.

Stepping the rest of the way through the
doorway, Neph moved to the cabinet, glancing at Valor he walked by.
He had guessed there would be a bottle of wine or glass of whiskey
in front of him, but the only thing on the table was a large gold
coin. Had to be when I decided to eat. Neph sighed with
disgust as he pulled a loaf of bread from the cabinet and a wedge
of cheese from the shelf. Turning, he walked back to the table and
dropped both items loudly onto the table before dropping into a
chair himself. Valor didn’t stir or bother looking up even with the
clatter from the dishes.

“Why don’t you just explain and spare me the
trouble of pretending like I care,” Neph suggested dryly as he cut
a thick slice of bread, his gaze flicking to the gold coin once
more.

Valor glanced up at him and back down at the
coin. His hand pushed at it lightly moving it in slow circles in
front of him. The motion held Neph’s eyes for a moment, but his
attention was pulled past the coin to Valor’s hand, or rather to
the rings he wore. Frowning, Neph paused what he was doing and
examined the rings more carefully. One was his signet for House
Hai’dia. That, Neph understood. The other, however, was the signet
of House Arovan which made no sense at all. It should have been a
ring of House Merrodin.

“All right, how about explaining why you are
wearing the Arovan Signet if you don’t want to explain why gold
depresses you. Most people like gold, you know,” Neph prodded as he
returned to slicing pieces of cheese and bread for his
breakfast.

“I am currently the heir of Arovan. I thought
you realized that. It’s the single reason Jala and I haven’t
formally married yet,” Valor replied quietly.

Neph paused once more and looked up sharply
at Valor. “That is the stupidest thing I’ve heard come out of your
mouth. Why in the bloody hell would you agree to be Elijah’s heir?
If anything happens to Elijah you go back to Arovan, which, as I
recall, the people of Arovan kind of hate you, not to mention the
fact that Jala loves you. Your place is in Merro.”

“Well, Neph, with the fact that Micah is
dead, as are my two siblings, the list of suitable candidates is
pretty slim. It basically comes down to me and my mother for those
with royal blood and my mother said no,” Valor snapped. His hand
smacked down over the top of the coin and he slid it off the table
and into his pocket. “Is there any part of me that looks happy
about the arrangement or makes you believe it might have actually
been my idea? What was I supposed to do, tell my Uncle to bugger
off when he asked me?”

“Yes,” Neph answered bluntly. He had been in
Merro for over three weeks now and this was the first he had heard
of this matter. It had to have been something that was decided
before Jala disrupted the council meeting in Arovan. He seriously
doubted Elijah would have contacted Valor after that particular
meeting.

“If not for him and my father, I wouldn’t
have been given probation in Sanctuary, and I would most likely be
dead now. I couldn’t tell him no,” Valor grumbled as he glared at
Neph across the table. “And now, I have fresh reports in and none
of it is good news. Morcaillo is still attacking the Firym border.
The Blights are still attacking in Faydwer. Han’shy has sealed
their border completely and is offering help to no one. Avanti is
wreaking havoc near the Greenwild. My men have already arrested six
slavers this week. By far, the most disturbing is Nerathane,
however. They have moved eight dragons to Seravae, and from what I
understand, the Seravae isles are still in Civil war. I don’t know
if the dragons are there to support one side of the war in Seravae
or it’s a staging ground to attack Arovan. Either way, it’s bad and
Jala can’t spare the strength to support Arovan again,” The words
poured out of Valor in a flood of misery. The knight leaned back
heavily in his chair and stared up at the ceiling. “And I don’t
want to tell her any of this,” he added softly.

“She won’t leave Arovan to rot and you know
it,” Neph said with a sigh. He rubbed his jaw as he stared down at
the food he no longer had an appetite for. When you combined
Valor’s reports with the information he had given Jala about Delvay
it was grim news all the way around. An optimist might see a way
through all of the ill tidings, but Neph had never been optimistic.
As far as he could see it, Sanctuary was going straight to hell
faster than anyone could stop it. “Where is Jala now?” Neph asked
after a long moment. She would need to be informed of the reports,
of course, but if he was with Jala there was a chance he could talk
some sense into her. There was only so much Merro could offer the
rest of the world, and he knew Jala would offer more than she
should. It was in her nature to help others, even when it meant
risking herself.

“Ahh. That’s the other wonderful part of the
day,” Valor sighed. His gaze dropped back down to Neph’s face and
he smiled bitterly. “She is working with Zoelyn and the Blight.
Have you had a chance to see the Blight yet? I just did for the
first time. Jala has finally managed to convince him to show
himself to others.”

Neph shook his head slowly and raised an
eyebrow at Valor. “I haven’t, but what does it matter?” Valor’s
sighed heavily and glanced toward the cabinet with a look of
longing on his face.

“Kind of early to start drinking, Val. Why
don’t you just keep talking instead,” Neph suggested dryly. He had
thought Valor was past his drinking issues. At the Academy, the
knight had been drunk more often than sober, but he believed Jala
had cured that. From the look on Valor’s face now, though, it was
obvious she hadn’t.

“Wine is a hell of a lot better company than
you,” Valor grumbled, but didn’t move from his chair. “Jala told me
on the day we learned about the Blight that he had Arovan blood,”
Valor began quietly once he realized Neph was still waiting for an
answer. He tapped his finger on the table and frowned. “I thought
she meant he was from the people of Arovan. I didn’t realize she
literally meant House Arovan’s blood. She did, though. I figured
that out when I saw him for the first time this morning. The
creature is a spitting image of Micah. I nearly called him Micah at
first glance. I thought somehow Jala had managed to bring him back
from the dead until the Blight looked at me. The eyes are the only
difference until you notice the fangs,” Valor explained in a hushed
voice.

Neph stared at Valor for a long moment, not
realizing that his jaw had dropped open. Closing his mouth quickly,
he shook his head at Valor in disbelief. “It can’t be,” he
objected, shaking his head once more. “Micah was fighting the
bloody Blights. There is no way he took time from his crusade to
bed one of them.”

“Say that again after you meet the creature.
By the way, it has chosen the name Dray since Zoelyn refuses to
call it Undrae. Apparently it is quite willing to be called
monster. That, in itself, leaves me wondering what exactly I
should do,” Valor said as he glanced once more toward the cabinet.
“You see, technically I don’t have to be the heir of Arovan, now,”
he paused as he looked back at Neph. “I just have to inform my
Uncle that his only son bedded a Blight before he died. Somehow I
think that information might put a bit of a shadow on Micah’s
memory. Right now, everyone remembers him as a hero and a champion
against the Blights,” he finished in a disgusted voice.

“I will get the wine,” Neph offered with a
nod as he rose from his chair and moved to fetch glasses. With
everything he had just heard, he fully understood why Valor wanted
a drink. He rarely drank and he was craving one now. “Well, you
have explained your mood. You haven’t explained the coin, though,”
Neph said in an attempt to steer the conversation to a topic that
might be less painful for his friend to discuss.

“Ahh. That. It’s my dead sister’s soul that I
can’t return to my parents,” Valor said in a voice laced with
bitterness.

“What?” Neph exclaimed, nearly dropping the
wine bottle. Well so much for a less painful topic, he mused
as he watched Valor’s face. The only other time he had seen Valor
this miserable was after the battle when Jala had died. The knight
was calmer now, but there was the same look of pain in his
eyes.

“Jala saved her in the Darklands when we went
for Finn. I didn’t return her during the war because I didn’t know
if there would be anything left for her to come back to. I had
planned to return her to my family at the meeting in Arovan, but
things went poorly. If I give her back now it will look as though
I’m trying to buy their fealty with my sister’s soul. I won’t do
that,” Valor explained.

“Do you have any good news, Valor?” Neph
snapped as he returned to his seat and set the glasses and bottle
between them. This wasn’t the sort of thing he was adept at dealing
with. This was something for someone with more finesse than he
possessed. Someone rational and compassionate, like Jala. They
obviously couldn’t talk with her about it right now, though.

“Yes, actually,” Valor said in a cynical
voice. He reached for the bottle and twisted the cork free before
glancing up at Neph once more.

“This is Arovan wine, so it’s actually worth
drinking,” he informed him as he poured them both a full glass.

 


* * *

 


“I can’t believe you joined him in drinking.
You know Valor has an issue with it. Really, Neph, I expected
better,” Jala’s voice was laced with anger as she stalked through
the hall in front of him. Her back was rigid and her hands kept
flexing into fists at her sides as if she wanted to punch him.

Neph had to fight back a laugh at the thought
of it. The mental image of tiny little Jala punching someone was
too much for his wine sodden brain. Perhaps if they had stopped
with the first bottle he could have kept the stupid grin off his
face right now, but with three bottles drained it was all but
impossible. He had never really found interest in drinking to
excess, but he had to admit Valor was onto something. After the
first bottle, things had seemed bad, but not horrible. After the
second, things were looking up, and by the time they had finished
the third he really didn’t care if they were good or bad.

“Would you please stop giggling, Neph? God
damn it, I have enough on my plate to deal with. I don’t need the
added burden of Valor’s drinking and I truly didn’t need you
drunk,” Jala railed as she whirled on him.

Neph did his best to wipe the grin off his
face, but by her expression it wasn’t good enough. “So sorry,” he
mumbled as he raised a hand to his face and tried desperately to
wipe the grin off. By her expression, it still wasn’t working. Her
violet eyes were stormy and her glare was getting more intense. “I
was against the drinking right up until he told me about his dead
sister money and Micah boffing a Blight. Wine sounded good then,”
he slurred. The room began to spin around him and he fell back
against a wall to brace himself. To his amazement, Jala didn’t seem
the slightest bit alarmed. He gazed toward the window intently
trying to remember what sort of spell one used to spin a house. It
had to be an attack.

“Neph, let go of the magic you are drawing or
I will knock you out,” Jala warned.

He turned back to her to explain why he had
called on his power, but lost track of his words as he noticed the
candlestick gripped in her hand. He fought back a snort of laughter
as he stared at her make-shift weapon. He wasn’t even sure when she
had picked it up. “Sorry,” Neph choked through his muffled laughter
and she glared at him even more fiercely.

“First off, you are not allowed to use magic
until you no longer have the desire to giggle. Understood?” Jala’s
voice had taken on a parental tone and she was thumping the
candlestick in her hand to emphasize each word.

“Understood,” Neph managed, though the demand
seemed entirely unreasonable to him. Surely she would realize magic
would be the easiest way for him to navigate the stairs unless they
could somehow nullify the spell that was moving the house.

“Second, you will not speak to anyone until
you have slept. If you do happen to speak with anyone you will not
under any circumstance utter the phrase ‘Micah boffed a Blight’ or
anything of similar meaning. If you do, I will castrate you with a
dull rusty knife. Understood?” Jala continued in a quieter voice
that somehow managed to be more threatening.

“Understood and not at all appreciated,” Neph
said as he took a step back from Jala.

“Third, if I ever find you drunk with my
fiancé again, I will lobotomize you, turn you into a woman, and
leave you in Madren’s care with the suggestion that you might be
his perfect match. I have no problem allowing him to romance you
for the rest of eternity. Are we clear on everything?” Jala
finished with a glower that could make plants wither.

“Crystal, and I’m terrified of you right
now,” Neph muttered as he stared at her with new-found respect.
After the mention of castration and Madren’s romance he had lost
all desire to giggle. Of course, by her rules, that meant magic was
allowed now so he could at least get up the stairs to his room to
hide.

“By the Divine, Neph!” Jala snarled as he
pulled on his power once more. A flash of movement caught his eye
as he was beginning the transport spell and he looked up just in
time to see the glint of silver as the candlestick connected
solidly with his head.

 


* * *

 


Pain lanced through his skull in rhythmic
waves. Each beat of his pulse was like thunder. Groaning, Neph sat
up slowly and started to rub his face but paused instantly as a
fresh wave of pain erupted from the side of his head. Gingerly, he
brushed his fingers over the swollen flesh near his temple and
frowned in confusion.

“Jala walloped you.” Zoelyn’s voice rose from
the side of his bed and Neph spun toward the noise.

His stomach roiled with the quick movement
and the pain in his head intensified. With another groan, he
slumped back to his pillow and turned slowly to look at her. He had
thought he was alone in his room. It was dark and had been dead
silent when he woke. He couldn’t think of a single reason that she
there. No one ever disturbed him in his room. “Why are you here?”
he asked in the softest voice he could manage. Despite his efforts,
the words seemed to echo through his skull with the volume of
battle drums. He cringed and rolled onto his side, partially
burying his face in the feather pillow.

“Rather pathetic when you have a hangover,
aren’t you,” Zoelyn observed quietly with no trace of sympathy in
her tone at all. Her dark hair was pulled up into a tight ponytail
giving her a stern demeanor that suited her voice perfectly. He was
still adjusting to her new appearance and he didn’t like it at all
at the moment.

Neph gazed up at her with one eye, his face
still turned into the pillow, and did his best to glare despite his
position. “Why?” he repeated in a partially muffled voice.

“Jala told me to wait for you to wake up. She
says, since you wasted part of her day with your idiocy, that you
could help her by helping me. She knows you won’t train anyone so
don’t bother objecting. I’m not learning magic. I’m tasting it. All
you have to do is craft mage stones,” Zoelyn explained as she
leaned closer to get a better look at the bruise on his head. “You
can almost see the trace of the filigree from the candlestick on
your bruise. Kind of a darker flower shape near the center,” she
informed him.

Neph narrowed his eye at her, but remained
silent. Talking was still too painful. He preferred it when she was
the quiet half-starved waif.

Now that Zoelyn was healthy she was entirely
too annoying, especially now. Before Seth had helped her she would
hide in corners and simply watch people. Very rarely did she ever
offer conversation freely or trouble him with her presence. Now,
though, she was fit and energetic and Jala’s constant shadow, it
seemed. She didn’t even bother with her hooded coat anymore. She
had returned from the Darklands in new black leathers with what
seemed to be a new body. There was barely a hint of her former self
left. Where a starved girl had been, there was now a very
attractive woman that had a confidence the girl had never known,
and it was highly annoying. “Go away,” Neph mumbled.

“No. You wasted Jala’s time and now I’m
reclaiming it. She would have had time to create the stones herself
if you and Valor hadn’t attempted to drown yourselves. Between
knocking you out, which, by the way, was very funny, and
babysitting Valor, she lost several hours of her day,” Zoelyn
responded coolly. She stared back at him with deep grey eyes and an
expression of sheer stubbornness.

“I think I hate you,” Neph grumbled as he
turned his face fully toward the pillow and pulled his blanket back
over him.

“Fine, have it your way,” Zoelyn snapped as
she rose from her chair.

Neph listened as her footsteps crossed the
room and relaxed more fully. He hadn’t expected it to be that easy
to get rid of her. A faint smile formed on his lips as he heard the
sound of the door opening. Jala never would have given up that
easily. A loud slam shook the room and Neph’s head exploded with
pain. Rolling over as quickly as he could, he lifted his head just
enough to stare at the door as Zoelyn calmly opened it once more
and slammed it again with as much force as she could muster. “What
in the hell?” Neph snapped as she pulled the door open once more
and glanced at him with a raised eyebrow.

“Shall I continue?” Zoelyn asked calmly,
swinging the door lightly back and forth with one hand as she
prepared for another slam.

“No, you bloody, crazy bitch,” Neph growled
and winced as she slammed the door once more.

“Don’t call me a bitch,” Zoelyn warned as she
opened the door once more and watched him. “I can do this all
night; it barely takes any effort at all,” she informed him.

“I do hate you; I’m sure of it now,” Neph
hissed as he sat up slowly in the bed. “You win. Let go of the
damned door and I’ll make as many stones as you want. All you have
to do is explain what the hell tasting magic means,” he wanted to
strangle her so badly, but honestly didn’t think he had the
strength for it quite yet. Maybe by the time he finished creating
the stones she wanted he would be up to the task.

“Seth says each magic has a certain feel to
it when absorbed. He says I need to be familiar with how it tastes.
So I need mage stones of the different types of magics to practice
sensing it. Fire, water, shadow, whatever you can manage. I need to
learn it all,” Zoelyn explained in a matter of fact voice.

“Did you ever consider that maybe Seth is
just regretting what he did by helping you and is looking for a way
to keep you occupied so you don’t annoy the hell out of him? I’ve
never heard of flavored magic before. It sounds ridiculous to me,”
Neph grumbled.

“Just make the stones so I can leave you to
wallow in the misery you created for yourself,” Zoelyn sighed with
disgust.

“Fine, if it means you are leaving, I’m happy
to do it,” Neph snapped back as he pulled on his magic and created
the first stone. “May you choke during your tasting,” he added in a
lower voice.

“I have never wanted to hug someone as much
as I’d like to hug you right now,” Zoelyn said in an overly sweet
voice.

Neph paused before creating the second stone
long enough to make a rude gesture and smile coldly at her. Coming
from anyone else the words were friendly enough, but a hug from
Zoelyn would be fatal. Just the brush of her skin against plants
caused them to wither and any contact with a living creature was
instant death. Jala was still working with Zoelyn trying to teach
her restraint with her powers, but so far they hadn’t seen any
improvement.

“Jala says you never drink, and she has never
seen you drunk before today,” Zoelyn began in a conversational
voice as she sat back in her chair.

Neph glanced up at her as she adjusted the
long leather coat beneath her. The outfit she wore now was a far
cry from what she wore when she arrived in Merro. Before, she had
looked like a tattered peasant. Now she looked as dangerous as she
truly was. Seth had done well on equipping her, though Neph
couldn’t begin to guess where he had gotten the gear made.
According to Jala, the leathers Zoelyn wore now were lined with
lead as her former ones had been, but from the look of the slender
elbow length gloves and the snug fitting vest, Neph couldn’t tell
how. Zoelyn looked up and her grey eyes narrowed as she noticed his
scrutiny.

“So what made you decide to drain the bottles
today?” she continued in a voice that seemed somewhat colder.

“Politics,” Neph replied shortly. It wasn’t
really something he wanted to go into detail on. Let Valor or Jala
explain the problems. He had no idea where to begin or what to keep
secret.

“Pity you can’t gem the world like you did
your people, eh?” Zoelyn said dryly.

“You know it’s rather obvious that we don’t
like each other. So why not keep this a quieter affair? You can
shut the hell up and I will make the stones and we can part ways,”
Neph snapped as he dropped another of the mage stones onto his bed
and gave her a withering glare.

“All bark,” Zoelyn sighed and Neph’s hands
tightened in response. He had never hit a woman, but he wasn’t
entirely sure that Zoelyn qualified. “I honestly don’t know why
Jala loves you so much. You are an ass,” she added with a slight
shake of her head.

“You aren’t too sweet yourself,” Neph
grumbled. Letting out a long sigh, he pulled on his magic once more
and focused it into another stone. If this was Jala’s idea of
punishment for drinking he would be having nothing but water until
he returned to Delvay.

“I don’t see any reason to be nice to you.
You are rude to everyone including your own people and as far as
I’ve seen you haven’t done a thing to help Jala since you have been
here,” Zoelyn pointed out in a matter of fact tone.

Neph glanced up at her but didn’t bother to
dignify her remark with an answer. In truth, he hadn’t done as much
as he would have liked to help Jala. The most he could really claim
as work was helping Sovann with the portal project, and that wasn’t
even the tip of what needed to be done. As Jala put it, they were
in a holding pattern until Vaze returned with the information on
Delvay. He dropped another stone to the bed and shrugged in
response to her comment. “Why does it matter if you know what magic
tastes like?” He asked in the friendliest voice he could manage.
The last thing he wanted was Jala storming in later to bitch at him
for being rude to her new pet. If he at least made an attempt to be
nicer, maybe Jala would forget about the drinking, or at least not
hold as much of a grudge.

“Seth says if I learn what the magic feels
like, I can use it later,” Zoelyn explained hesitantly. “He says
I’m more like a magic item than an actual mage, but it’s something.
Right now, I have nothing but death, but if I learn maybe one day I
can have more.”

“What?” Neph stared up at her in complete
confusion and shook his head. “That’s not how siphons work. Seth is
feeding you false hope.” “I’m not a siphon. I am an Undrae.
We are another matter entirely. Seth says if I store healing magic
and I recognize it for what it is I can use it when I need to. It
won’t work on me, but it would work on Jala if she were hurt. I
just have to learn how to recognize what I have absorbed,”

Zoelyn corrected him in a voice that brooked
no argument.

Neph paused and rolled one of the mage stones
on the bed as he watched her. He could see the desperation deep in
her eyes. She needed to believe that one day she would have a
purpose in life beyond destruction. From what he had seen of Zoelyn
so far, she hated herself. Seth had given her something to distract
her. He had given her hope. “I have never heard of Undrae. I
thought it was the Glis word for monster,” he said quietly
and returned to his magic. As much as he wanted to argue the point
on siphons, he understood how important hope could be. Even if she
never achieved what Seth had promised, at least she had something
to take her mind off her self-loathing. That was another aspect of
life he understood all too well. He didn’t exactly get along with
Zoelyn, but he could relate with her. There were few things in life
worse than being inadequate.

A faint thud from the wall behind him drew
his attention and he stared at the altar by his door. One of the
idols had fallen to the floor.

Most likely it had been knocked off balance
by the damned slamming of the door earlier. With a heavy sigh and a
glare in Zoelyn’s direction, Neph stood and walked to the
altar.

“Seth says the Undrae were more common before
the barrier. He has known them before and the stories he told me
were amazing. He says if I learn enough, I can function like a mage
on the battlefield and will only absorb the magic I want. Like, if
there is a healer nearby I can focus on the fireballs in the
distance rather than absorbing the healing magic near me. Or I
could siphon a damaging spell from a friend without destroying
their protective magics on their armor,” Zoelyn continued.

Neph paused as his hand wrapped around the
idol and glanced back at her. He tried his best to keep the look of
hope from his own face as he replayed her words in his mind. “You
can learn to drain specific magics while not damaging others?” he
asked quietly as he lifted the idol, his eyes still locked on
Zoelyn.

She nodded slowly, her eyes flicking to the
mage stones on the bed. “If I can learn how to taste the magics. So
far I haven’t been able to. Seth says it will take a while, though.
He says I have been starving for too long and it’s like asking a
man starved for food what spices were in the dish you served him.”
There was a note of discouragement in her voice but she smiled
faintly and shrugged. “So I will keep trying until I can be useful
or Jala runs out of time to help me.”

Neph stared at her for a long moment and
slowly looked down at the idol of Fortune in his hand. He had been
praying for years for a way to save Delvay and the Divine had
finally answered him. His salvation had been delivered wrapped in
black leather and attitude and at the moment she hated him. "Seth
says a lot," he murmured as he carefully set the idol of Fortune
back on the shelf with reverence.


Chapter 13

 


Merro

 


 


Sweat beaded on her face as the afternoon sun
glared down at them. Zoelyn frowned and refocused herself trying to
ignore the heat as well as the noise of the people behind her.
Usually when she trained with Jala, the garden was empty, but today
it was bustling. Scouts had arrived from the border and Jail was
visiting from Sanctuary.

“Ignore them. Valor has it covered. Just
worry about focusing,” Jala’s voice was calm and soothing behind
her and she glanced back toward the High Lady. She looked tired as
she often did lately, but her bearing was still that of a leader.
No matter what the situation was, Jala always looked in
control.

“I don’t want them to see what happens,”
Zoelyn whispered as her gaze dropped to the ground. She hated the
look on a stranger’s face when they witnessed her draining
something. It was always a look of revulsion and no matter how
often she told herself that she didn’t care what they thought, the
simple truth was, she did care.

“The goal is to touch the plant without
draining its life, so if you focus, maybe they won’t see anything,”
Jala pressed in an encouraging voice. She sighed heavily and moved
forward beside Zoelyn, leaning over closer. “Honestly I wish they
had chosen another area to talk, but Valor chose here and I can’t
run them off. Don’t worry about Jail, he will understand and would
no doubt be interested in your talents. The scouts won’t be here
long and their attention is fully focused on Valor right now. Just
try to ignore them, please.”

Zoelyn nodded slowly and swallowed heavily.
Her eyes locked on the blooming rose before her. Slowly she lifted
her hand as she focused all of her will on containing her curse.
With the faintest touch she brushed her fingertips across the
leaves and felt her heart sink as the leaves withered and
blackened. “Damn it,” she hissed as she dropped her hand back down
and backed away from the rose. She didn’t look behind her at all.
She didn’t want to see if anyone else had noticed.

“It’s OK. Wisp will fix it and we will try
again tomorrow,” Jala said gently. “You are too nervous right now
to focus. Maybe we should work with the mage stones instead?”

“Wisp has got to be sick of healing the
plants daily and seeing no improvement from me. It’s been over a
week and I still can’t grasp a single thing Seth said I could do,”
Zoelyn’s frustration broke through as she spoke and she shook her
head at Jala in both apology and surrender. “What if Neph was
right? What if Seth was just feeding me false hope?”

“Why would he? What does he gain from it?”
Jala countered with the same patience she always seemed to
have.

Zoelyn knew she had to be growing as
frustrated as Wisp. Jala barely had time to manage the affairs of
her country and yet she still took the time to try to help her
learn. “Why haven’t you given up on me yet?” Zoelyn asked in a soft
voice.

Jala smiled at her. “Because I never give up
on anything I believe in,” she returned gently as she glanced
toward the garden gate. “And look we have more company, and it’s
Noble. What a surprise,” she sighed as she watched the knight
approach them with a crate tucked under one arm.

Zoelyn smiled faintly and nodded in greeting
as Noble stopped near them with a beaming smile on his handsome
face.

“Lady Jala, Lady Zoelyn,” Noble said as he
bowed slightly.

“Ahh. Noble what a surprise to see you
again,” Jala said dryly, her eyes narrowing as she stared at him.
“Didn’t we just see you yesterday at around this time? What was
that urgent business again? Something about a horse?”

“A foal was born and I thought you might wish
to see it,” Noble replied innocently as he shifted the crate in his
arms. His long hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail and his
uniform was immaculate. He was perfection and the smug smile he
wore showed how well he knew it.

“It’s amazing how things always seem to
require my attention while I am working with Zoelyn,” Jala
continued. She rolled her eyes and glanced over at Zoelyn who
simply smiled in return.

In truth, Zoelyn liked Noble. He was always
kind and even in Arovan he had tried to help her, despite hearing
her called Undrae. The fact that he was handsome didn’t hurt
either. He always had a smile for her, and it seemed like his eyes
were on her more than Jala. The attention was nice, even if she
didn’t really know how to react to it. So his visits never bothered
her as much as they seemed to irritate Jala.

“So what is it today, Noble?” Jala asked with
an exaggerated sigh, her gaze flicking to the crate in the knight’s
arms.

“The first shipment from Firym arrived. I
thought you might want to see what they sent, so I brought a sample
of everything,” Noble informed her as he opened the crate and held
it out for her to look inside.

“Ahh. Of course that couldn’t wait,” Jala
agreed with sarcasm dripping from her voice.

“Milady, I think you may be spending too much
time with Lord Delvay,” Noble returned with a grin.

Zoelyn ducked her head to hide her smile as
Jala glared at the young knight and dug around in the crate he
held. With a faint smile forming on her lips Jala lifted an orange
and a banana from the crate.

“Fruit,” Jala pronounced raising an eyebrow
at Noble. “Fruit was important enough to interrupt lessons?” she
asked as she waved a hand toward Zoelyn beckoning her forward.
“Here hold this,” Jala ordered shoving the banana toward her as she
moved closer.

“Jala, I can’t,” Zoelyn objected as the High
Lady smacked the banana down in her hand. The last breath of life
held in the fruit vanished the moment it touched her bare skin and
Zoelyn stared down in disgust at the lump of black rotted pulp in
her hand. “I can’t touch it without my gloves,” she finished
softly, but Jala’s gaze was locked on Noble with a savage smile on
her beautiful face.

“Do you see why these lessons are so
important, Noble?” Jala asked as she reclaimed the rotted banana
and held it up for the knight’s inspection. The withered fruit
slumped in her hand, bending nearly double as the peel split open
dropping the disgusting mess of fruit inside to the grass between
her and the knight. “We don’t want our bananas rotted, now do we
Noble?” she asked firmly.

Noble’s gaze was locked on the rotted mess in
the grass between them, and Zoelyn watched him swallow heavily at
the sight. “Uh, no, Milady, we like our fruit healthy,” he
stammered quietly.

“Exactly. So I suggest you keep your fruit
where it belongs and out of my garden until I have had time to help
Zoelyn control her talent,”

Jala snapped as she dropped the orange back
into the crate.

“Yes, Milady,” Noble agreed softly. His face
had grown pale and he was still staring at the remains of the
banana.

“Noble,” Jala grumbled. He looked up at her
quickly and she motioned toward the garden gate. “Go back to your
duties. If you honestly feel someone should inspect the Firym goods
than take them to Joseph. He is my steward for a reason; let him do
his job.”

The knight nodded quickly and turned on his
heels without so much as a wave good bye. Zoelyn watched him
disappear through the gate and sighed heavily. “I wish you hadn’t
done that,” she said quietly.

“It was a lesson for him. I didn’t mean to
upset you. I’m simply sick of him sniffing after you like a dog in
heat. I understand you are beautiful, but he has to understand that
you are deadly as well, for now. That was the only way to get
through his thick skull, apparently. I have tried to be gentle with
him,” Jala replied apologetically.

“I love how you say for now,” Zoelyn
sighed as she crossed to a stone bench and dropped down heavily on
it.

“I never give up on what I believe in,” Jala
repeated with another smile.

“Jala!” Valor’s voice rose from behind them
and the High Lady turned at once. “We may have an issue here. Can
you take a look at this, please?”

“Of course,” Jala replied easily. She glanced
at Zoelyn with another smile and waved toward the house. “I have to
see to this. Rest for a while and try to find some faith in
yourself please. You can do this. You are just frustrated right
now.”

Zoelyn nodded and watched her walk over to
join Valor. Several of the scouts were still present, as well as
Jail. Most of them seemed to have their full attention focused on
Valor and Jala, but one of them was watching her. He wasn’t anyone
she recognized, but then she didn’t know many of the scouts. It was
rare that they visited the city and even rarer that Valor brought
them to the house. The scout smiled faintly at her and winked.
Zoelyn blinked in response and nodded her head slowly in return.
She wasn’t at all sure what to make of the gesture. With the way he
was watching her, she was certain he had seen the rose wither, and
most likely the banana as well, and yet he still winked.

I don’t like the thoughts in this one’s
head. Be careful of him. His mind is a dark one. Dray’s voice
was a whisper beside her ear, but it brought Zoelyn’s thoughts
quickly back to focus. She had been admiring the scout’s dark green
eyes and tousled brown hair until the Blight spoke.

“What do you mean?” she asked softly as she
shifted herself on the stone bench to stare up at the sky rather
than Jala’s group.

Perverse, but not in the harmless way
Noble’s mind works. This one likes to hurt people. Noble thinks of
sex and enjoyment between both involved. This one thinks of pain
and his own enjoyment, Dray explained in a disgusted voice that
was still pitched low enough to not carry to the others in the
garden.

“So, essentially what you are saying is, I
only attract raving perverts?” Zoelyn sighed and shook her head
softly. “I don’t even know why I am complaining about what I
attract. I don’t need to attract anything right now,” she added in
a wistful voice. Her eyes followed a pair of birds as they flitted
through the treetops and she felt herself relax further. She knew
serious discussions were taking place just across the garden. With
everything as peaceful as it was in Merro, it was still hard to
believe the rest of the world was in chaos.

A flash of black feathers drew her eye and
Zoelyn stiffened on the bench as she frantically scanned the area.
A slow breath escaped her lips as her eyes locked fully on the crow
hidden in the uppermost branches of a large oak. She watched it for
a long moment with held breath until it looked back at her and
bobbed its head twice. A smile broke over her lips as it confirmed
what she had hoped. It was a messenger from Seth rather than just a
bird. She had been waiting all week to see his sign, and now she
had. Seth would be here tonight, and maybe, just maybe, he would
have the answers she needed so badly. Jala was trying so hard to
help, but Seth was the only one that knew what an Undrae really
was. Maybe he could tell her why, after a week of tasting, she
still couldn’t tell magic apart. Then again, maybe he would tell
her she should have been able to learn it by now. Her smile
faltered with the thought and she nodded faintly to the bird before
returning her gaze to the smaller finches that were still flitting
through the gardens in search of food.

 


* * *

 


“The little bitch is a siphon,” Ander
announced as he sat forward on the roof. A strand of his long pale
hair swung down across his face as he moved, partially obscuring
the hungry look he wore on his face.

Hemlock nodded once and watched as a wisp of
fog disappeared between the man’s lips as he reclaimed the fragment
of his soul. It was always unnerving when Ander used his soulriding
talents. He was so subtle that the Jala’s scout probably hadn’t
even noticed he wasn’t alone in his body. “That explains why my
magic isn’t finding her,” Hemlock murmured softly. A childish
giggle broke through the silence and he glanced over the roof to
watch the boy run by with the Bendazzi following him closely.

“So full of energy and life, and so powerful
for one so young,” Niaha murmured, her dark eyes following the
child as he ran. “Why are we letting him live? He will be a problem
in the future,” she added as her eyes rose to meet his.

“Because we want Jala happy right now and
killing her son would not make her happy,” Hemlock explained
slowly. He was beginning to wonder if he should have brought his
companions to Merro at all. Both had their uses of course, but both
were much more adept at killing than spying. No doubt their fragile
little minds were confused at the thought of returning home without
blood on their hands.

“What else can you tell us?” Hemlock pressed,
his eyes locked on Ander. Maybe, if he could manage to keep them
busy enough, things would go smoother.

“She has an admirer. One of the knights. He
seemed a lecherous fellow. Niaha might be able to get something
from him,” Ander began, his gaze flicking to his counterpart with a
bit of loathing. It was no secret that the two hated each other,
but Hemlock had thought they could manage one mission together
without a fight.

“Let’s push past Niaha’s talents and keep
going. You were possessing a scout. Surely you have more
information that will be useful,”

Hemlock broke in before the two could begin
to snarl at each other.

“Jala will be leaving Merro soon. She didn’t
say as much, but she seemed very concerned with the news brought to
her regarding Seravae. I don’t think Jail expected her reaction on
the matter. He seemed distressed that she hinted at leaving Merro,”
Ander continued. “Avanti is still harassing her northern borders,
though from what the scouts are saying, it isn’t military
harassment, so Truce isn’t involved. She didn’t seem overly
concerned with it and brushed it off. Her main focus was on the
girl, even while listening to the reports her gaze kept shifting to
watch the siphon. Perhaps she is training a weapon. The girl did
seem to have a talent for draining life. That’s unusual for a
Siphon, isn’t it? I thought they just drained magic,” Ander
finished, his pale eyes moving to watch Hemlock.

“We should bring her to our side or kill her.
A siphon that can kill with a touch isn’t something I want to have
against me,” Niaha murmured and Hemlock briefly considered pushing
her off the roof. One little nudge and the Bendazzi below would
take care of one of his problems.

“Niaha, go mix yourself in among the traders.
Spend the day there and find the knight this evening. Get what
information you can from him or anyone else that you deem as
useful. Do not kill, maim, or destroy unless you get word from me,”
Hemlock ordered quietly. His mind was churning with a thousand
different things and he didn’t need her sitting behind him
whispering for death. Things weren’t right here and he couldn’t
quite put his finger on it, but if people started dying he never
would. Jala wasn’t stupid. If her friends died, she would find who
killed them. “Anything else?” he asked Ander as Niaha left the
roof.

“More political crap that we already know,”
Ander replied with a shrug then a brief flash of uncertainty
crossed his face.

“What?” Hemlock demanded softly. There was
movement below him and it was more than just the child playing with
the Bendazzi. His gaze focused on the newest arrival and he
frowned. Neph. He had been wondering where the mage was hiding.
Rumors in Sanctuary had reported him to be in Merro, but this was
the first glimpse Hemlock had of him.

“Well, I’m not sure if it’s important, but
the girl seemed to grow excited when she spotted a crow. Maybe a
Shifter from Glis?” Ander replied with obvious hesitation.

Hemlock froze in place and slowly turned to
look at Ander. He was young and only a half-blood so it was
doubtful that anyone had ever told him of history. By his look of
confusion and his hesitation it was clear that he had no idea how
useful that information was. Ander was usually confident in
everything, and it almost made Hemlock smile to see him so
uncertain now. It simply proved that his underlings were still
terrified of him. It was nice to know the young half-blood was
frightened at the thought of wasting his time. The news was hardly
a waste of his time, though. If Seth was involved here, things were
a lot more dangerous than he had first thought. “Perhaps,” Hemlock
murmured. He had no intention of letting Ander know what he had
discovered. Let the boy believe it was something as petty as a mere
Shifter.

The quiet conversation below had died down
and Hemlock sighed silently. He hadn’t managed to catch a word of
what Neph said. His mind had been too preoccupied with the thought
of Seth lurking somewhere nearby. There were few things that
concerned him in this world, but Seth was one of them. The demon
had too many reasons to want him dead, and he had no intention of
giving him the opportunity to try to kill him.

“Let me get Sovann and we will meet you at
Jala’s,” Wisp’s voice called loudly below him and Hemlock turned
his attention back to the present.

“Can you soulride her, Ander?” Hemlock asked
softly as he watched the Fae disappear back into the house with
Legacy. “Easily,” Ander replied with his typical confidence.

“Do so. I want to know what is so important
that Neph himself came to speak with Wisp rather than using magic
to summon her,”

Hemlock whispered. He glanced around the area
once more, carefully scanning the tree tops. “I will meet you in
town at the bar by the front gates later tonight. You can report to
me there.”

“As you say.” Ander bowed his head
respectfully as he spoke. Leaning back farther into the shadows by
the chimney, the half-blood relaxed. A faint trail of fog rose from
his mouth as his eyes closed. With luck, Wisp wasn’t familiar
enough with the Soulreaver talents to detect him, and from the
information they had gathered earlier, Ash was still north in the
Greenwild. Hemlock doubted Jala would think to inspect her friends
with all of the distractions she had, but if she did Ander was
expendable.

 


* * *

 


“Jala, please calm down and sit so we can
talk about this.” Jail’s voice rose above the rest and Zoelyn could
hear the tension in his voice. It wasn’t often that Jail visited
from Sanctuary, but every time he had before, he had seemed calm
and in control. Today he looked exhausted and almost desperate.

“She is too frantic right now to listen. I
think she must have had a full jug of stupid with breakfast this
morning,” Neph snarled as Jala moved past him once more.

Zoelyn moved farther back into a corner and
watched as the High Lady snatched a piece of armor from the table
and began buckling it on her wrist. Valor leaned against the wall
behind her, already armored in his plate mail, with a guarded look
on his face. If he had any objections to the discussion, he had
apparently already voiced them.

“How can we do anything to help them, Jala?”
Wisp asked as she quickly stepped out of Jala’s way. The Fae was
watching everyone in the room with open curiosity on her face and
didn’t seem nearly as alarmed as Jail and Neph.

“Only Valor and I are going. I am not taking
soldiers with me,” Jala explained in a distracted voice. Her
attention was focus ed on the armor buckles rather than her
agitated friends.

“Fucking brilliant. You and Valor against
eight dragons and a thousand or so Soulreavers. You are quite the
tactician, Jala,” Neph growled. The Delvay took two steps to his
right and intentionally stopped directly in front of Jala as she
moved to gather another piece of armor. “No,” he said levelly as
she looked up at him with annoyance.

Zoelyn raised an eyebrow and glanced at the
others in the room. Every last one of them had a look of
apprehension aside from Wisp who seemed interested and Neph who
looked furious.

“What about Legacy? Last time you left the
city without him the Nightblades attacked. Surely you don’t plan to
take him with you?” Jail spoke up once more with a look of hope on
his face.

“I am making other arrangements,” Jala said
carefully. Jala turned to look back at Zoelyn and smiled faintly.
“For my son as well as Zoey. No one in the city will have to worry
about keeping them safe.”

“What kind of arrangements?” Wisp pressed in
a concerned voice. The Fae followed Jala’s gaze and her bright
green eyes settled on Zoelyn with an intensity that made her skin
crawl.

Frowning, Zoelyn shifted away from her stare
and looked back to Jala. Wisp had never looked at her like that
before and she didn’t like it at all. It wasn’t a friendly gaze; it
was predatory. It didn’t look as though Jala noticed. Once again,
the High Lady was focused on her armor.

“The kind that involves me.” The soft voice
rose from the shadows and Zoelyn’s breath caught at the sound of
it. Seth usually appeared as a Raven first, and she hadn’t even
known he was in the room. He moved forward, stepping closer to
Jala, and pushed her hand away from the armor buckle. With a smirk
on his handsome face he quickly fastened it and patted her gently
on the cheek. “I will be guarding them both while Jala is gone,”
Seth added as he gazed around the room daring anyone to object.

“A Demon? This is your solution? You are
going to risk your life as well as Valor’s to help a nation that
isn’t even our ally and leave your child and only heir with a
demon?” Neph snapped, his eyes flashing with anger.

“Naturally it would be you that objected,”
Seth sighed and rolled his eyes. “Have another candlestick handy
Jala?” he asked with an amused smile as he moved to stand closer to
Zoelyn.

Zoelyn stared up at him with a mixture of
dread and excitement as he approached. She still hadn’t fully
conquered her fear of him, but it was dwindling quickly. Seth had
given her a new lease on life and a purpose, and yet as Neph so
clearly pointed out, he was a demon.

“I trust Seth,” Jala began.

“And you trusted Symphony too, remember?
Where has that gotten us? The Fionaveir have left everyone to rot,”
Neph broke in before she could continue.

“Do not compare Seth with Symphony. He has
reason to protect Legacy and you know it!” Jala snarled back with
more anger than Zoelyn had ever heard from her before.

“And how do you bloody well know that his
intentions are in your best interest and not his own? I, for one,
sincerely doubt he is so instantly loyal to his new master. After
all, if he was such a great guy, why exactly is he a demon now?”
Neph bellowed in response.

“I fail to see how screaming is helping
anything here,” Sovann murmured with a sigh as he leaned back in
his chair.

“You need to set your priorities in Merro,
Jala. Seravae isn’t your ally, Ash is, and he is living in Merro.
You cannot risk Legacy and you are whether you realize it or not,”
Neph continued.

“I think a dagger might work better than a
candlestick,” Seth said quietly with a wink to Zoelyn. Stepping
forward he cleared his throat quietly. “Does that mean she should
stay out of Delvay as well, Neph?” Seth asked loudly, bringing
silence to the room once more. All eyes shifted to him and Seth
smiled. Holding out both hands he shrugged in a mockery of apology.
“Just curious, because it is the same principle. Delvay never
formally acknowledged Merro as an ally. You did. There is of course
the same problem with Legacy as well. Surely she can’t take the
child to Delvay anymore than she can to Seravae, and leaving him
here is simply not an option.”

Neph stared at Seth with fury written on his
face, but the logic of Seth’s words left him silent. Zoelyn could
see the desire to snarl written all over the Delvay’s face, but the
Demon had trapped him. There was no way he could continue to object
without sacrificing aid to his own country in the process.

“If I don’t help Seravae right now, the wrong
faction will win in their civil war. I need Sirena to lead there.
She is Ash’s mother, and with her on the council we would have
another vote in our favor,” Jala began in a more rational voice.
She inhaled deeply and forced Neph to meet her eyes. “I know I am
taking a risk, but if Sirena loses, they will move on Arovan next.
I will lose a potential ally as well as Arovan for being too
cautious. If Nerathane hadn’t moved, I would have left it alone,
but with Dragons involved I have to act,” she finished and dropped
into a chair at the table at last. Leaning forward, she covered her
face with her hands for a long moment before slowly looking up at
Neph again. “It’s Symphony’s place to stop this, but she isn’t
doing anything. I have no choice, Neph.”

“I just don’t understand why you always have
to be the one doing it,” Neph said quietly as he joined her at the
table. His expression was one of pure defeat.

“Because no one else will,” Valor said
softly, speaking for the first time since they had gathered in the
room. He moved forward to stand behind Jala and the neutral mask he
had been wearing faded away showing the sadness he had been hiding.
“They are too weak or they just don’t care. Either way, no one is
moving. Jala is right, we have to do this.”

“And if you both die in the process?” Jail
asked quietly.

“Then they will be slightly delayed on their
return home, but they will return, I assure you,” Seth answered
firmly. “There is too much that they must do to allow them to rest
in peace.”

“And once again we have to trust you,” Neph
grumbled.

“Only Jala has to trust me. The rest of you
can cry yourselves to sleep every night and chew your fingernails
in frustration. It hardly matters to me,” Seth replied with a
smirk.

“I trust Seth,” Jala repeated quietly as she
stood once more from the table. “Even if he is working for his own
interests now rather than mine the goal is the same. Keep Legacy
safe,” she added with a shrug to Neph. “Seravae will be taken care
of in a week at most. By that time Vaze should be returning from
Delvay and we will have the information we need to attack there.
That only leaves the Blights to handle and hopefully Shade is
making progress there. If we work swiftly we can have this all
finished before the council in Sanctuary.”

“You make it sound so easy,” Jail said with a
shake of his head.

“Nothing worth doing is ever easy, Jail, and
we are saving a world. It won’t be easy, but it will get done,”
Jala replied with a faint smile. Her gaze rose once more to meet
Zoelyn’s eyes. “You will be staying with Seth longer than last
time. A week here is five weeks there, but you will be safe.”

“It gives her more time to learn,” Seth
offered with a wink and a nod toward the door. “Let’s gather Legacy
and the mountain of toys I’m sure he will want to take. By the time
we are done with that, Jala should have her affairs in order
here.”

“Be careful, Jala,” Zoelyn murmured as she
followed Seth from the room. The day had definitely not turned out
as she expected. Jala going to battle dragons, and five weeks in
the Darklands. It was enough to keep her awake for days with
worry.

“Jala can handle the dragons. There are only
two full-blood dragons in Seravae right now. The rest are
half-bloods,” Seth assured her as he closed the door behind
them.

“I swear you read minds,” Zoelyn mumbled with
a faint shake of her head.

“I read expressions and yours screams
concern. I had to guess which you were concerned about, though. It
could have been Jala, or it could have been five weeks of my
company. I chose the answer that was less insulting to me,” Seth
explained and gave her a devilish smile. “By your answer, though I
was right and you no longer fear my company.”

“I didn’t say that. You are still
frightening,” Zoelyn objected quietly.

“Ahh. But from the look on your face in the
garden when you saw my messenger, it’s frightening in a good way.
Perhaps exciting is a better word,” Seth smiled at her and her
breath caught again. It wasn’t the same expression as the one he
had used in the council room. It was as if he had two different
smiles entirely, one that he showed the rest of the world, and one
that was for her alone.

“Maybe,” she whispered and swallowed heavily.
“We should get Legacy,” she added in a slightly louder voice,
hoping her words would drive his attention elsewhere. She truly had
no desire for him to see her blushing.

I could keep you safe. Why do you have to
go with him? Dray’s voice echoed in her mind and she turned to
look around. She had forgotten about Dray as much as she hated to
admit it. Guilt prodded at her as she considered how lost he had
been without her the last time she traveled with Seth to the
Darklands. It had taken Emily knocking him out to control him until
she was back, and she had only been gone for one night.

“I need the time to train, Dray,” Zoelyn
explained as she tried to guess where he was. Typically he was near
her, but he was using a mental link now, so he could be anywhere in
the house. It still amazed her that he was able to use mental links
with her at all. Every other person that had tried to use magic on
her failed, but Dray somehow managed it.

You could train here, Dray protested,
a note of stubbornness rising in his voice.

“I will have longer there to train and Seth
knows what I need to work on,” Zoelyn explained calmly.

“Your Blight has an issue?” Seth asked with a
smile. He scanned the hallway quickly and his golden eyes settled
almost instantly on the wall behind her. “She is coming with me,
and she will return when Legacy does. I promise to bring her back
in one piece, boy. Surely you can contain your jealousy for a
week.”

I don’t like him, Dray informed her
coldly. You shouldn’t trust him.

“There are a lot of people that would say the
same about us Dray. Don’t trust her, she is Undrae. Don’t trust him
he is Blight. I like Jala’s belief of judging on merit,” Zoelyn
sighed.

“He is a self-created monster. He wasn’t born
a Demon. He chose a path in life that made him one,” Dray said in a
quiet voice. It was rare that he actually spoke aloud with others
around, and she knew he had only done so now so that Seth would
hear as well.

“Everyone can find redemption, Dray,” Zoelyn
replied quietly. “If they choose to look for it,” Dray growled.

Seth smiled at the Blight and nodded his head
slightly. “Wise for your age. I am a self-created monster. You are
correct. Everyone that I murdered, tortured, or destroyed was my
enemy. Remember that, Dray before you decide to piss me off.” His
smile turned cold as he spoke and he bowed his head once in the
Blight’s direction. “We are leaving now. You have a week to exist
without her. I think you will survive. Get in my way now, though,
and I can promise you won’t.”

“Please, Dray. I will be fine. I promise,”
Zoelyn assured him with a smile.

“You have them fooled, but not me. I’m not
afraid of you either. When the time comes I will be ready to send
you back to hell again,”

Dray promised in the loudest voice she had
ever heard him use.

Seth had turned to leave, but at the Blight’s
words he froze mid-step and slowly turned to look back at the
Blight. “Even the Divine fear me,” he whispered and the tone of his
voice made her skin crawl. “I am the Crow King. I am the Herald of
Death. I am the Nightmare of thousands. Women shiver at the mention
of my name and grown men weep at the thought of facing my blades,
and yet you say you do not fear me.” He stalked toward the wall
where the Blight stood and his hands dropped lightly to his
daggers. “You can hate me. You can say you don’t fear me, that’s
fine. Bide your time, little Blight, and when you decide you are
man enough to send me back to hell, let me know.”

“The moment you hurt Zoey will be the moment
I kill you, Demon,” Dray hissed. “How touching,” Seth smiled again
and shook his head at the Blight.

“Please stop,” Zoelyn whispered behind them
and Seth bowed his head at once his hands moving instantly from his
dagger hilts.

“The Elder Blood are such savage creatures.
We snarl and growl like the most primitive animals,” Seth said with
a sigh and his smile lost all hints of the former coldness he had
shown Dray. “If you are waiting for me to hurt Zoey, you have a
very long wait, Dray. I am trying to help her,” he added in a
kinder voice and winked at her.

“You see, Dray, I will be fine,” Zoelyn added
as relief surged through her. With the way Seth was acting, she had
thought there was going to be a fight.

“You are good,” Dray said quietly. “I am
immune to charm, though,” he added in a softer voice. “I will wait
for you, Zoey, and when you see him for what he truly is, I will be
ready.”


Chapter 14

 


Glis

 


 


Sunlight filtered down through the tree tops
leaving dappled patterns across the thick undergrowth. Shade paused
and listened closely, praying for any sign of movement. The dead
silence was unnerving him more than he cared to admit. He had never
been anywhere so completely devoid of life. Not even a trill of a
bird stirred through the darkening forest. As far as he could tell,
he had perhaps two hours of daylight left before another pointless
day ended. So far, his search had tallied four days without even so
much as a hint of the Blights.

“I’m not sneaking here!” Shade called loudly
and turned in a slow circle watching the forest closely. His voice
echoed off the trees, but nothing moved or made a noise in
response. “I just want to talk to you. That’s it! Look, I’m not
even armed!” His voice echoed once more and he leaned heavily back
against a tree with a grunt. “Even if you do want to fillet and
devour my flesh, I’d still welcome the conversation while you are
getting the dinner table ready,” he mumbled half-heartedly. The
frustration of his search combined with his loneliness was
beginning to take a toll on him.

The forest around him remained still and
lifeless and Shade pushed himself off the tree and turned back to
the path he had been following. Nigel had suggested the creatures
would be near the lakes, and according to his map he still had
close to ten miles before he reached them. He had considered flying
directly there, but had decided against it. He had no proof of
Nigel’s theory and if the creatures had moved south spotting them
in the thick forest while flying would be next to impossible. The
Blights almost always moved in camouflage, which meant you had to
remain alert for noises or moving brush. Sometimes even that was
rare. He had a pair of the glasses Sovann had fashioned to spot the
creatures, but in the darkening light of the forest they weren’t
very useful.

“So the loneliness of this mission was really
something I should have considered before accepting it,” Shade
muttered as he pressed on once more. He had always been a social
person, and never spent much time alone. Even after he left the
Academy, he had Charm as a constant companion, not that he was sure
the rogue had appreciated that fact.

He frowned as he considered the man, and
wondered how much punishment Charm had faced for helping him escape
the city. He hadn’t seen or heard from him since the night Vaze
sent him to Goswin, but surely Symphony hadn’t punished him too
severely. She had always seemed to favor Charm, and Shade knew the
man was well regarded by the other Fionaveir.

So the only issue would have been Faramir,
but then that was a rather big issue in itself. Faramir was the
primary reason he had left the Fionaveir in the first place. Her
influence on Symphony had been unshakable, and her cold disregard
for their allies had been too much for him to stomach. Shade let
out a heavy sigh and regretted not checking on Charm sooner. “As
soon as I am done here,” he promised himself as he gazed around at
the vacant forest. If I am ever done here,” he added silently.

As it turned out, destroying the creatures
was much easier than negotiating with them. The bombing of Eldagar
had taken less time if you didn’t consider the weeks he had spent
capturing the goblins. He froze as the thought crossed his mind and
his gaze trailed slowly down to his pocket where he kept the stone.
Slowly he pulled it from his coat and stared down at the black gem.
He had never meant to keep the creature in stasis for so long, but
then, there had never been a good time to release it before. There
had always been someone nearby and he knew no one, but perhaps Jala
would give the creature a chance. Honestly, he wasn’t even sure if
Jala would be willing to give a goblin a chance. There was no one
around now, though. His gaze rose to scan the forest once more
before returning to the gem.

“I have to be desperate for company,” Shade
sighed as he cracked the gem and dropped it to the ground in front
of him. The goblin lay on the ground stunned for a long moment and
Shade wondered if he had inadvertently damaged it with the storage
stone, but then it was sputtering and struggling to its feet. He
watched it in silence as it gibbered and spun around, eyes wide as
it examined the surrounding forest. It stopped the moment its eyes
found him and hissed.

“I did just free you,” Shade reminded it
gently. He made no move for the daggers that were hidden in his
coat. It was possible that the creature would settle down if he
didn’t show any aggression. Of course it was also possible it would
consider him weak and attempt to rip his face off. It was a gamble,
but from what he remembered of the creature when he had caught it,
he didn’t really think it would attack.

Sputtering once more the goblin gibbered at
him loudly with what he was sure was the goblin equivalent of
cursing. Shaking his head at him it waved its spindly arms at the
forest surrounding them and hissed and snarled more.

“And I am going to name you Neph Junior,”
Shade announced with a nod. The creature’s eyes narrowed and it
hissed once more. “All right, that was insulting to you. I’m
sorry,” he added with a smirk, wondering what was truly upsetting
the creature. He knew it couldn’t understand him well enough to
know what he was saying, and even if it did, Neph had never been
around the goblins. “Food. That is probably it,” Shade decided at
last and slowly reached his hand into his backpack. The creature
scampered back several feet and watched him with an expression of
suspicion as he pulled a strip of dried meat from his backpack.
“And you probably don’t trust me, considering I fed your buddies
explosives, so watch,” Shade murmured as he took a bite from the
jerky and then offered it out to the creature.

The goblin snarled once more, but its anger
seemed to be fading quickly as it watched him chew. It took a
hesitant step forward and its nose quivered as it tried to
determine what Shade was holding.

With a smile, Shade took another bite and
offered it to the goblin once more. “If you don’t hurry up and take
it I’m going to eat it all,” he warned in a calm voice.

The goblin had apparently reached the same
conclusion after watching him take another bite, and greed
outweighed its caution. Scrambling forward, it snatched the
remaining jerky from Shade’s hand and scampered back, sniffing it,
and then shoving it all into its mouth at once. It stayed there,
crouched beside a massive elm, watching him with cheeks that were
protruding like a chipmunk’s.

Shade snorted in amusement and nodded to the
goblin. “See, it’s all good. I’m not going to hurt you as long as
you don’t try to hurt me, and I have food so you don’t want to hurt
me,” he smiled at the creature, taking care not to show his teeth.
He didn’t want it to get the wrong impression and let it think he
was actually snarling.

The goblin chewed for a few more moments then
swallowed heavily and moved toward Shade once more. Its shining
black eyes settled on his backpack then rose to look at his face.
Settling back on its haunches it made a trilling sound that
reminded him of a bird and held its small hand toward his bag.

Shade nodded in understanding and produced
another piece of jerky from his bag. “See, we can communicate,” he
said softly as he knelt down in front of the creature and offered
it the jerky.

The goblin watched him for a long moment,
eyeing his posture, and then cautiously leaned forward to take the
offering. Unlike the first time, it didn’t snatch the food, and it
didn’t scamper off to eat it. The creature eyed him as it devoured
the meat with an expression of curiosity on its face.

“I get you, and I feel the same way right
now,” Shade agreed with a nod and slowly stood once more. “But as
interesting as you are, little guy, I have a job to do. So you have
two options. You can follow me and keep me company or you can
scamper off into the wilds . Your choice entirely, but if you do
scamper off, please scamper a long way. I’d hate the Blights to get
hold of you.” He smiled once more at the creature who seemed to be
listening intently to him and then began walking north again. He
wouldn’t reach the lakes tonight, but he could at least get a mile
or so closer.

A frantic trilling rose behind him and Shade
paused to look back as the goblin scrambled to its feet and
stumbled after him quickly. Smiling he watched it approach and
offered it another piece of jerky. “I was hoping you would decide
to follow,” he admitted with a nod to the goblin as he began
walking once more. It fell into step behind him. “Now we have to
think up a name for you, because Neph Junior is just way too mean.
You have already shown that you have a better personality than Neph
does.”

 


* * *

 


“It’s not done yet,” Shade chuckled as he
pushed the goblin back from the campfire once more. Shaking his
head with a smile he stirred the stew and tested the vegetables.
“The potatoes are still too crunchy,” he informed the creature and
leaned back from the fire.

For the first few days he had shunned
campfires and had rested in the treetops in animal forms. Now,
however, Shade was making his presence as blatant as he possibly
could. He had been in Glis for six days now, and still there was no
sign of the Blights. He was beginning to wonder if they had already
moved on to Arovan. If they had, there was no hope at all of saving
them, or Arovan for that matter.

The goblin trilled and gibbered at him as it
tried to worm its way past him to reach the food. Snorting back
laughter, Shade planted a hand calmly on its chest and pushed it
back once more. With an expression that reminded him of a pouting
child the goblin sulked off to the fringes of the camp and watched
him with a mournful face.

“I think you will survive for another twenty
minutes,” Shade chuckled.

“I don’t,” a woman’s voice whispered and
Shade launched to his feet at the sound. The brush behind the
goblin exploded with movement as several of the misshapen Blights
rushed the creature.

“No!” Shade bellowed as he drew his daggers
and sprinted for the goblin. One of the Blights whirled to face him
as he approached and he slammed the dagger into its head hilt first
to knock it out. He didn’t want to kill them, but he wasn’t about
to let them kill his goblin either. “Call them off, please. We
don’t want to fight. We are here to talk,” Shade yelled as he
kicked another of the Blights back from the goblin.

The small creature trilled with alarm and
scampered toward him. Its huge black eyes were wide with terror,
and it obviously had no desire to fight.

“I hate it when dinner tries to chat,” the
woman sighed with an amused tone in her voice.

“I was sent to negotiate peace with your
people. Please! I don’t want to fight you,” Shade pleaded as he
pulled the goblin toward him and kicked back another Blight. Claws
tore through the leather of his boot, shredding the flesh beneath,
but he didn’t spare time to even glance at the wound. Three more of
the creatures were already closing on him and the goblin was
attempting to scramble up his back to escape them. “Really, I know
you are scared, but this is just not helping,” Shade snarled as he
pulled the goblin from his hip and tossed it upward toward a tree
limb. “Stay up there,” he commanded as he dropped to a crouch to
face the closest Blight.

“I’ve never seen anything protect a goblin.
You are a strange one, Dinner,” the woman observed from the shadows
behind him.

“I greatly prefer to be called Shade. Dinner
just doesn’t suit me,” Shade said. The Blight in front of him
lunged as he spoke and he sidestepped gracefully then kicked it in
the butt as it passed to ensure it wouldn’t be back to attack him
for at least a few breaths. The remaining two Blights attacked
together coming at him from both sides and Shade dodged one and
grabbed the other by its spindly arm. Twisting he used the
creatures momentum to hurl it into its comrade and danced back as
they fell in a tangled heap. The one he had kicked in the butt was
closing on him again and he shook his head with frustration. “Look,
I don’t want to fight, and I am trying not to hurt these guys, but
I am running out of options quickly,” he called toward the Shadows
where the woman’s voice had originated.

“Then die and solve both of our problems.
They are hungry and you are food. It’s nothing personal, it’s
simply the food chain,” the woman replied calmly from the other
side of the clearing.

“I’ve got some lovely stew cooking. Call them
off and I’ll give everyone a bowl,” Shade offered in gasps as he
dodged the creature once more and kicked it toward its companions.
The wound in his leg was starting to burn and he glanced down at it
quickly. Blood had soaked his pant leg and the gashes didn’t look
to be healing as quickly as they should have.

The woman laughed somewhere to his right as
all three Blights charged him. “You look so dismayed. Did you
expect to be healing? I suppose it is a bit of a shock if you
regenerate, but we learned that lesson with the Shifters. They heal
too fast so we adapted. Fortunately for us we learned about Tevrae
through scanning minds. Sorry, Dinner, but you won’t be healing
today.” Her voice was mocking and Shade felt panic rise with her
words.

“Bloody hell,” Shade muttered as he dropped
to the ground to dodge the first blow and spun his leg to trip the
next Blight before it could attack. If the creatures had Tevrae on
their claws there was only so long he could continue to fight
defensively. He had known the mission would be dangerous, but with
Tevrae involved it wasn’t just dangerous it could possibly be
fatal.

A squeal of alarm rang through the clearing
and Shade caught movement in the trees above. The goblin trilled
again as the branch it clung to swayed dangerously. Shade barely
saw a glimpse of the Blight closing on the goblin before his
attention was drawn back to his own problems. Scrambling back he
dodged the third Blight’s attack and felt one of the other two slam
into his back. Claws tore through his leather vest and deep into
his flesh before he could break away. His goblin squealed again and
this time its voice was laced with pain. “Stop!” he screamed as the
Blight threw the goblin from the tree and landed on top of it,
claws raised for the death blow.

He hadn’t truly expected anything to come
from the word, but to his amazement all of the Blights in the
clearing had frozen in place. Shade blinked in confusion, looking
from Blight to Blight as he tried to determine what exactly had
just happened. He hadn’t used any magic, but the creatures had
stopped at his command. They stared at him now with wide eyes and
backed away from the fight.

“What the hell?” Shade muttered as he relaxed
his posture and watched the Blights in complete confusion.

“Morcaillo,” the woman hissed and slammed
into his back. Claws raked at him as he spun desperately trying to
dislodge her. “You think you can make us your slaves again?” the
woman snarled as she tore into him once more. He caught a glimpse
of her at last, and his breath caught in his throat. She was
beautiful with dark hair and soft green eyes, but it wasn’t the
beauty that had stolen his breath. It was the expression of pure
and utter hatred that covered her face. Never before had he
witnessed such rage in any creature.

“I don’t want a slave,” Shade gasped as he
frantically tried to break free of her attack. “I am here to make
peace with you.” He barely managed to gasp the words before her
claws found his flesh once more.

“Liar!” the Blight screamed and the word
seemed to echo through the entire forest.

Her face contorted again as she renewed her
attack with more savagery. Shade barely managed to dodge a blow to
his throat, stumbling back unbalanced. Her other hand connected
solidly with his face and his vision blurred as her claws ripped
through his right eye. Agony tore through him as he staggered back,
clutching his face.

“Please stop,” Shade gasped. In the beginning
he might have won a fight with her, but he had no hope of it now.
The smaller Blights had already wounded him by the time his round
with her started, and she had caught him completely off guard with
her attack. Between his blinded eye and the blood loss he knew the
fight was over for him, and the only prayer he had was talking some
sense into her. “Jala Merrodin sent me to make peace with you. I am
not here on behalf of the Morcaillo.” His words came out in a rush
as she faded back to camouflage again. He only had moments before
she attacked again, and he knew it would be the last attack. She
would finish him with her next blow if he didn’t do something
quick. He couldn’t even shift forms at this point. The process of
changing would take too long and she would rip him apart while he
was in the middle of the shift.

“Do not kill him,” The command came from the
edge of the forest and the newest speaker had a ring of authority
to his voice.

“He is Morcaillo!” the woman snarled as she
became visible once more. She was crouched barely a foot from him
and poised to spring. By her posture Shade knew without a doubt the
man had just saved his life.

“Thank you,” Shade gasped as he moved another
cautious step from the woman.

The man dropped his camouflage and stepped
calmly into the clearing. He was older than the woman, with dark
hair and a thin beard covering his chin. He glanced at Shade as he
approached and his expression was free of anger, but it was by no
means friendly. His dark eyes settled on the woman and he shook his
head slowly. “He is Morcaillo, which is exactly why we are taking
him to Onvalla rather than killing him. He is too important to
simply eat when we might learn useful information from him.”

“He is my prey. I should decide what is done
with him. I have been following him for a day now,” the woman
snapped as she ros e to her feet. Her back stiffened as she faced
her fellow Blight.

“He was your prey and now he is mine. It’s
nothing personal, Kella. It’s simply the food chain. You
understand, I’m sure,” the man smirked as he repeated her own words
back to her and flexed his claws as if daring her to attack
him.

Shade looked between the two of them,
silently noting the leather armor the man wore as opposed to the
linen shirt and breeches the woman had. He was larger built, too,
with a powerful frame. When you combined the physical differences
and the fact that he was older and likely better trained, the odds
were definitely in the man’s favor. Apparently, Kella had come to
the same conclusion and Shade watched as she nodded
reluctantly.

“The goblin is mine, Granger,” Kella declared
stubbornly. “No, it isn’t,” Granger corrected her with a smile.

“You expect me to go hungry tonight?” Kella
snarled, her anger rising once more.

“No,” Granger said with a shake of his head
and waved a hand toward the campfire. “There is a pot of stew right
there, Kella, ” he informed her as he turned back to Shade. The
smile faded from his lips as he regarded his captive with distaste.
“Follow or I leave you to her mercy,” he ordered as he turned to
stalk off toward the woods.

“Is Onvalla a place or a person?” Shade asked
quickly as he grabbed his pack and followed after the man. The
goblin scampered after him, trilling with alarm as it clutched his
pant leg. “It will be OK,” he whispered to it, although he was sure
the goblin realized he was feeding it false hope. It was pretty
obvious that things were not likely to be OK anytime soon.

“She is our leader and she will most likely
be your executioner. Don’t misunderstand your situation Morcaillo.
I didn’t save your life. I postponed your death,” Granger said
coldly. “If you try to run, I promise you a very painful death. I’m
already in a bad enough mood just from your presence here.”

“I have no intention of running, but if it’s
a long walk you may end up dragging me the rest of the way. You
might not have noticed, but I wasn’t exactly winning the fight back
there,” Shade informed him dryly. “So if you want me to reach your
leader in order to be questioned you may have to let me rest so
that I can heal once the Tevrae has worn off.”

Granger snorted with amusement and shook his
head slowly. “So it was sheer stupidity that led you here. I
thought perhaps you might have actually known where you were going
considering.”

“Considering what?” Shade grumbled.

“Considering you camped less than half a mile
from our hive,” Granger replied with a smirk. “I think you will
survive that far and I see no point in allowing you to heal before
Onvalla kills you. You might actually get away if you weren’t so
wounded. I’ve hunted your kind before, and I know how difficult you
can be.”

“Why not just question me yourself and kill
me now, then, if you are so sure she is going to kill me anyway? It
would save me the walk which I’m not looking forward to at all
anyway,” Shade snapped. Things were not going in a good direction
at all and his wounds had pushed him well past irritable. The eye
was the worst of it. He could ignore the wounds on his back and
legs, but the eye was impossible to ignore. With each beat of his
pulse it throbbed with pain and his remaining eye was blurring with
tears making him nearly blind.

“Because she will have her own questions for
you, Morcaillo, and a quick death would be too good for your kind.
If not for your people, we might have found a place in this world.
Instead you used us against your enemies and forced us to perform
atrocities. We will be hunted down for our crimes, but we will kill
as many Changelings as we can before they kill us off,” Granger
replied without a hint of mercy in his voice.

“I didn’t even know my kind controlled the
Blights,” Shade muttered as he followed along. “I thought it was
just my father that had control over your people, and I would have
gladly helped you kill him,” he added with a sigh.

“Save your lies for Onvalla,” Granger
snarled.

“I think I’ll try the truth instead. I’m a
lousy liar,” Shade mumbled and rubbed his good eye in a vain
attempt to regain some of his vision. It would be nice to be able
to see who was going to kill him when the time came. “I fucking
hate Tevrae,” he grumbled to the goblin that was still clinging to
him. It gibbered to him sympathetically and Shade smiled faintly.
“Well, at least I won’t die alone. I’ll have one friend with me,
even if I can’t understand a single bloody word you are
saying.”


Chapter 15

 


The Darklands

 


 


“Try the next one,” Seth’s voice was calm as
he flicked another mage stone toward her. Zoelyn eyed it with
irritation and dropped the one she was holding. When Neph or Jala
made the stones for her they were colored depending on what magic
they held. Seth’s were all dark grey with no indication of what
kind of magic was held inside. “Try the next one,” Seth repeated in
a firmer voice.

“I’ve already tried three and it’s no use. I
can’t sense anything from them,” Zoelyn objected as she leaned
heavily back in her chair. “I’m sick of failure,” she added in a
softer voice and turned her attention from Seth and the stone
covered table. The throne room was empty aside from the two of them
and Legacy who was playing in the floor beside his father’s vacant
throne. She had no idea where Finn was. It was the first time she
had been in the throne room when he wasn’t present.

“Are you really going to give up so easily?”
Seth asked with a heavy sigh.

“Easily?” Zoelyn snapped. She shook her head
in frustration, but refused to look at him. She didn’t want to see
what expression he had. “I’ve been working for three weeks with
Jala, and another week with you and I still can’t sense anything
about the magic or control my abilities at all. I don’t have the
talent for it.”

She heard the sound of his chair scraping on
the floor and his soft footsteps moving behind her. “You have the
talent. All Undrae do. You just need proper motivation,” Seth said
in a low voice as he paused behind her chair. She had expected him
to move around her, to force her to look him in the eyes, but
instead he leaned over her and grabbed her arm in his iron like
grip.

“What are you doing?” Zoelyn demanded as he
ran a finger down her bare hand. She had taken the gloves off to
work with the stones, and the way he was staring at her made her
nervous.

Seth smiled at her coldly and grabbed her
other arm effectively pinning her in place. “Motivating you,” he
whispered. His gaze rose from her to the child across the room.
“Legacy, come here.” His voice rose as he beckoned the child over
with a nod.

“No,” Zoelyn gasped her eyes flickering to
her bare hand and Jala’s son who was already approaching with an
innocent look on his face.

“No, Seth, don’t do this,” Zoelyn begged. She
struggled in her chair in an attempt to loosen his grip on her arm,
but he didn’t budge.

“Legacy do you have faith in Zoey?” Seth
asked calmly as the child stopped to watch them with confusion
growing in his violet eyes.

Legacy nodded slowly and crossed his arms
over his tiny chest. “Are you hurting her, Seth? She doesn’t look
happy.” There was a note of reproach in the child’s voice as he
continued to watch them.

“Legacy, get back please. Go back to your
toys.” Zoelyn’s voice rose with her desperation and Legacy’s
expression darkened.

“Zoey is my friend, Seth,” Legacy warned, his
eyes narrowing. There was no hint of his age in his tone of voice
or the look in his eyes, and Zoelyn knew the boy was dead serious.
Legacy had a very fixed idea of right and wrong in his mind, and
the expression he was giving Seth left no doubt on how he viewed
the current situation.

“I’m not hurting her, Legacy. I’m keeping her
from running. She is very afraid right now and she has lost all
faith in herself,” Seth explained calmly as he knelt down beside
her chair. He still held her arms pinned and by his relaxed posture
it was taking very little effort to hold her in place. “Zoey has
given up on herself, Legacy. She thinks she is a failure and I
disagree. What do you think?”

“Momma says you never give up on what you
believe in.” Legacy spoke cautiously and was still watching Seth
with suspicion.

The Demon nodded and gave the child another
smile. “I want to help her. Will you help me with that?” he asked
sweetly. “No, Legacy please don’t,” Zoelyn pleaded. She could feel
the beginning of tears welling in her eyes.

“All you have to do is touch her hand,
Legacy,” Seth continued in the same sweet voice.

“Momma says never to touch Zoey,” Legacy
informed him stubbornly.

“Your momma is right, Legacy, I will hurt you
without meaning to,” Zoelyn gasped as she pulled against Seth’s
grip once more.

Seth nodded with a thoughtful expression on
his face. “Do you remember when your father started teaching you
swords, Legacy?” he asked.

“Yes,” Legacy replied hesitantly with a slow
nod.

“Do you remember how you did really badly
until Finn made you angry and then you started really trying to hit
him and you got better?”

Seth prompted.

“He said bad things about my Momma,” Legacy
said with a trace of anger in his voice.

“He said that because he wanted you to be
angry so you would try to fight in earnest. He didn’t mean those
things any more than I want you to get hurt by Zoelyn’s powers. You
needed motivation to hit your father, and Zoelyn needs a reason to
control her powers. She doesn’t want to hurt you at all, and she
will do everything to keep from hurting you,” Seth explained.

“Legacy, I can’t help it. I can’t control the
powers. Please, no,” Zoelyn sobbed and shook her head frantically
at the child.

“She is scared,” Seth explained in a soothing
voice and smiled at Legacy. “We need to show her that she can
control her power if she really, really wants to.”

“Finn!” Zoelyn screeched, her voice echoing
off the walls of the throne room. She had no idea where he was or
if he could hear her, but if he did, he would stop this. She had no
doubts on what the Lord of Death would think of Seth jeopardizing
his only son.

“He can’t hear you. He isn’t even in his
domain right now,” Seth informed her with a faint smile. “Legacy,
your daddy really doesn’t want you to do this,” Zoelyn gasped in
desperation.

“If we let Zoelyn give up on herself right
now she will never know true happiness, Legacy. She will never be
able to touch another living creature or go swimming in the river
with you. She will never know love or enjoy true friendship. As
long as she is governed by her curse she will always be watching
others live, but never living herself.” Seth paused and pushed her
hand toward the child once more. “When your Momma died in Arovan
everyone said she was dead, but you and Valor had faith in her and
you called her back. Right now, you and I can save Zoey just like
that. All we have to do is have faith in her.”

The indecision on Legacy’s face vanished at
once with Seth’s last words and his tiny hand pressed against her
open palm firmly. “I have faith,” he whispered.

“No!” Zoelyn screamed kicking against the
chair and pulling on her arm with every ounce of strength she had.
She could feel the first kiss of her curse already draining the
child. Seth’s grip on her tightened and her panic rose. She
squeezed her eyes shut and turned her head away from Legacy. She
didn’t want to see the life fade from the child and she hated Seth
more than anything for forcing this upon her. It was a thousand
times worse than what Nicoli Blackwolf had done to her with the
prisoner. That man had been a stranger and she had known he was
guilty, and it had still sickened her. Legacy was her friend and
she loved him. If she killed him, that would be it for her. It was
a guilt she couldn’t live with. “No,” she hissed repeating the word
aloud as she forced her curse back down. The pressure on her hand
eased, but she couldn’t force herself to look. In her mind she
could already see the shriveled husk of Legacy’s tiny form curled
on the cold stone floor before her.

“Open your eyes, Zoey,” Seth whispered as he
released her arms.

She moved at once, whirling on him with more
anger than she had ever felt in her life. “You bastard!” she railed
as her fist connected solidly with his face. Tears were streaming
down her cheeks and she knew her voice was hysterical, but she
didn’t care. Seth stood impassively as she struck him again and
again until her anger receded to a low throb of despair. Her curses
faded to broken sobs and she bowed her head as she backed away from
him.

“You really shouldn’t make her angry again,
Seth. She is meaner than Momma when she is upset,” Legacy observed
from behind her.

Shock silenced her tears at once and she
turned slowly to look down at the small boy. He had backed away
from the chair and was watching her with wide violet eyes. If her
curse had affected him at all there was no sign. He looked just as
healthy as he had before he touched her hand.

“You have to face your fears to conquer them.
Congratulations, Zoey you just controlled your power for the first
time,” Seth said quietly.

She turned slowly to stare at him and shook
her head slowly. “I hate you so much right now,” she whispered.
“You had no way of knowing I wouldn’t hurt him, and you know how
much he means to me. You forced me to violence and I have never
acted in violen ce before in my life. Violence begets violence
Seth, and I despise it.”

His expression changed at once with her last
words and Seth took a slow step back from her. “Where did you hear
those words?” he asked in a tone of voice she had never heard him
use before. It wasn’t fear lacing his words, it was uncertainty.
She had unsettled him with the words, though she didn’t know
why.

“My guardian in Arovan. He taught me that
violence never solves anything and he was right. I live my life by
what he showed me and you just made me turn from everything I
believe in,” Zoelyn replied coldly. She had no idea what had
unnerved him, but she was relishing in it. He deserved to squirm
after what he had just put her through.

“What was his name?” Seth asked hesitantly as
he took another step back from her.

“Dominic,” Zoelyn answered quietly, her eyes
moving past Seth to Finn as he appeared behind the Assassin. It was
obvious Seth hadn’t noticed Finn’s arrival yet, but by the
expression on Finn’s face, it wouldn’t be long before he did. It
was the first time she had ever seen the Lord of Death truly angry,
and just the sight of it chilled her blood. Swallowing heavily she
took a step back toward Legacy.

“She may not believe in violence, but I most
certainly do.” Finn’s voice echoed through the throne room and Seth
whirled at once to face him. His fist connected solidly as Seth
turned and the Assassin staggered back under the blow. Seth had
shown no reaction when she had vented her fury on him, not even
bruising on his pale flesh. Blood streamed from a gash in his face
now, though, and it didn’t look as though Finn was finished. “I
trust you with my son and you gamble with his life,” he snarled as
he advanced on Seth once more.

“I didn’t consider it a gamble,” Seth replied
calmly. He brushed his fingertips across his cheek and stared at
the blood on his hand with a frown. His gaze rose once more to Finn
as he closed on him. “You look angry enough to kill me right now,
Finn. If you are going to do so would you send your son and Zoelyn
away first, please?” he asked quietly and the Lord of Death’s
advance stopped at once.

Finn swallowed heavily, his gaze flicking to
her and Legacy and a flash of regret showed on his handsome face.
“My temper has always been bad,” he offered in apology. His gaze
returned to Seth once more and he shook his head slowly. The anger
was still there, but Finn was doing his best to control it now. “We
aren’t done, but you have shamed me. I won’t rip you apart in front
of my son or Zoey.”

“I thank you for that. Watching someone you
care for die is a painful memory, and despite their feelings for me
right now, both of them consider me a friend,” Seth replied with a
bow of his head. “Zoelyn, take Legacy to my quarters. Finn will
summon you back when he has finished here,” Seth ordered in a
louder voice.

“Daddy, don’t kill him,” Legacy pleaded.

Zoelyn stared at Finn for a long moment then
looked to Seth. Her anger with the man evaporated like mist as she
realized Finn was still angry enough to kill, and Seth looked more
than ready to accept the punishment. He hadn’t even raised a hand
to defend himself when Finn attacked him. He had simply taken the
blow with the same calmness he had accepted her own punishment.
“Please Finn. It was a horrible lesson, but he was just trying to
help me.” The words were out of her mouth before she realized what
she was saying.

“Zoey, please take Legacy to my rooms. The
Lord of Death will deliver the judgment he sees fit, regardless of
your words,” Seth repeated without turning to look at her. His eyes
were on Finn alone as he calmly folded his arms across his chest.
Blood still trickled down from the cut on his cheek, but there
wasn’t a trace of fear or regret on his face.

“C’mon Legacy,” Zoelyn murmured as she pulled
her gloves back on and took the child’s hand. She cast another
glance back at Seth and Finn as she left the room, but kept her
silence.

“Is Daddy going to kill Seth?” Legacy asked
as they started toward the stairs.

“I don’t know, Legacy,” Zoelyn admitted. “I
hope not,” she added in a softer voice. She had to fight the urge
to run back to the throne room, and she knew the wait for the
summons would be excruciating. Just a few minutes ago she had
wanted to kill Seth herself, and now she was praying to every
Divine that he would live. It made no sense at all.

 


* * *

 


The sound of a door opening brought Zoelyn
out of her chair at once. Legacy had worried himself into a fitful
sleep hours ago, and she had been waiting on pins and needles since
then. Moving swiftly she crossed to the bedroom door and pulled it
open. Her eyes searched the darkened entry room frantically until
she spotted him by the small window. His back was to her, and she
couldn’t see the expression on his face, but from the way he was
standing she could tell he was in pain.

“Seth,” she whispered hesitantly.

“You should be asleep by now,” Seth replied
quietly without turning.

“I couldn’t sleep until I knew what
happened,” Zoelyn admitted softly. Taking a cautious step forward
she tilted her head trying to get a look at his face. The cut on
his cheek had bruised badly and swollen, but the angle that he
stood from her and the shadows prevented her from seeing any more
than that. “Are you OK?”

He inhaled deeply and crossed his arms on the
windowsill. “I’m fine, little Undrae,. You should get rest,” he
replied in a flat voice. He hadn’t called her Undrae in days
and the word gave her pause.

Zoelyn watched him for a long moment, but his
gaze never left the window. She had no idea what held his attention
so fully, but he apparently found more interest in the shadows than
in her. “Should I take Legacy back to Finn, first?” she asked
cautiously.

 


“I will do it,” Seth informed her and pushed
back from the window. Turning, he crossed the small entry hall and
opened the bedroom door. There was a hint of hesitation in his
posture as he stepped through the doorway and then he was returning
with Legacy held carefully in his arms.

She studied him as he passed her and
swallowed heavily at what Finn had done. Bruises lined both sides
of Seth’s face and by the way he was moving she could tell he had
other injuries. Her gaze moved to his hands and she stared at the
unblemished skin on his knuckles. She had helped Dominic patch up
enough brawlers to know what marks fighting left. Seth had none,
which meant he hadn’t fought back at all.

Seth paused in the doorway to the hall and
glanced back at her. He chewed on his lower lip for a moment and
let out a sharp breath. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. I
regretted my lesson the moment I released your arms. I realized I
had pushed you too far when you hit me, and if I could take it
back, I would. The only solace I have is that you gained ground on
controlling your power. Perhaps, in time, you will forgive me, but
I doubt I will ever forgive myself. It wasn’t right to force you as
I did.” His voice was low and the expression on his face was
pained. He bowed her head and turned to leave the room.

“Seth, wait!” Zoelyn gasped. The bruises and
the obvious suffering were too much for her. He had suffered enough
already for the lesson; it wasn’t right to leave him wondering if
she truly hated him. He paused once more and turned to look back at
her with a questioning look. “You don’t have to wait for my
forgiveness, you already have it,” she said quietly. He bowed his
head at her words and a faint smile formed on his broken lips.
“Just please, Seth, don’t ever do anything like that to me again. I
know it helped me overcome part of my curse, but you terrified me
so much,” she added in a voice laced with pleading.

“Never again, you have my word,” he murmured
in a low voice. “Sleep, Zoey. Let’s put this day behind us and pray
tomorrow is better.” “It will be. I will never lose faith in myself
again, and I will learn to master my powers,” Zoelyn whispered as
the door closed behind him.

Turning, she moved back to the bedroom, a
faint smile on her face.

It had been a horrible day, and both of them
had suffered, but tomorrow would be better. She knew the cost of
giving up now, and she knew she could control her power when she
focused herself. That knowledge alone gave her more hope than she
had ever known.

At first, she had believed Jala would be her
savior. The High lady seemed capable of any miracle, and yet she
couldn’t seem to overcome Zoelyn’s failings no matter what they
tried. She knew the truth now, though. Jala was her friend and she
had helped her find her place in the world. Seth was the true
savior, though. He had given her life and purpose, and had yet to
ask for anything in return. Dray didn’t trust him at all, but then
he didn’t know Seth like she did. He had never seen the sweet smile
Seth had, or heard the whispered words of encouragement. Seth was a
demon. That was true, but he had been serving penance for so long
that he was well on his way to redemption. Dray might not be able
to see it, but she did, and she would help him any way she could.
Perhaps with her help, Seth could find a new lease on life as well.
It would be the perfect way to repay him for everything he had done
for her.

 


* * *

 


Seth paused outside the door and let out a
long sigh. With a smile, he straightened his posture and summoned
enough healing magic to wipe the bruises from his face. The wounds
had served their purpose with Finn as well as Zoelyn. Both had
reacted exactly as he expected. Finn, of course, had delivered the
wounds, but it hadn’t taken long for the Divine’s fury to fade once
he realized Seth wasn’t going to fight back. The urge to fight back
had been there of course, and he likely could have wounded the
Divine, but that wouldn’t have benefited him at all. He knew people
well enough to know that Finn wasn’t the sort of man that enjoyed a
one sided fight, and it was better for Finn to feel guilt than
satisfaction. Seth could work with guilt and he intended to use it
as fully as he could.

“Do you ever feel the slightest bit of
remorse when you do this sort of thing?” Yasny asked quietly. She
hadn’t been in the hall when he had left his room. She must have
been watching and waiting for the right moment to appear, but then
the dragon really didn’t have much in the way of entertainment so
he couldn’t blame her.

Seth took a deep breath and summoned a
thoughtful expression to his face. Tilting his head to one side he
seemed to consider her question deeply for several moments. “No,
not really,” he replied cheerfully as he smiled sweetly at her and
started for the stairs. He had a lot to do tonight before Zoelyn
woke in the morning and he wanted to be back the moment her eyes
opened.

He was making real progress with her, and now
that he had her trust it was time to push her about information on
her past. He had kept silent on the matter entirely until he was
sure she was indebted to him and trusted him enough to speak about
the matter. After her heartfelt display at the sight of his
bruises, he knew he had her. His excitement was difficult to
contain and it was impossible to keep the smile from his face. Once
he knew who had raised her, it would be a simple matter to bargain
for his own resurrection. Not as an Undrae of course, but a full
resurrection with all of his memories and powers intact. Then life
would truly get interesting and Hemlock would finally get what he
deserved. The pain of Dashara’s loss had faded centuries ago, but
the humiliation of his defeat was still a bright lance of agony
that would only be healed by Hemlock’s death. He had waited an
eternity for the opportunity and it was so close.

“Does the smile come from the guilt you gave
the Divine or the little girl’s stupidity?” Yasny asked.

Seth glanced at her in annoyance and frowned.
He hadn’t even paid attention to the fact that she had fallen into
step beside him as he descended to the throne room once more. “It
stems from the fact that she forgave me and that she is making
progress,” he lied smoothly and shook his head at her with disgust.
“Not everything has to be about the suffering of others, Yasny,” he
scolded gently.

“You liar,” Yasny murmured with a trace of
amusement in her voice. “Fine, keep your secrets, but don’t pretend
you are better than the rest of us. I know just as well as you do
that the only thing left that can make us smile is watching someone
suffer more than we do.”

“Ahh. Yasny, you are so wrong there,” Seth
replied with a grin as he quickened his pace down the stairs.
“There is so much more that can make me smile,” he added in a sweet
voice. She had stopped following him, as he knew she would. Yasny
never went to the lower parts of the Palace.

Carefully he wiped the smile from his face as
he neared the double doors to Finn’s throne room. It wouldn’t do
for Finn to see him in good humor. That would lessen the guilt the
Divine felt and give him less to work with. With a look of subdued
misery carefully painted on his face he silently pushed the doors
open, taking care to keep his eyes downcast. “Your son, Milord,” he
announced quietly.

“Bring him here and leave, Seth. I have no
desire for your company at all,” Finn replied coolly.

Seth resisted the urge to look up. That
wasn’t the reaction he had been expecting, but he did his best to
hide his confusion. Perhaps there was still a bit of the anger
left. It might have served him better to leave the bruises on his
face until after this meeting. “As you say, Milord,” Seth murmured
in his most humble voice. He crossed the room quickly and placed
Legacy in his father’s arms without once looking up. Head still
bowed, Seth backed away from the throne and left as silently as he
had entered.

He glanced over his shoulder once as the
doors sealed behind him and frowned. Finn should have been
apologetic, not cold. It was something he would have to work on
when he returned. For now he had work to do and he was looking
forward to it more than he would ever admit.

The frown faded as he wrapped his cloak
tightly around himself and called on his crow form. The shadows
blurred around him as he took wing toward one of the many windows,
and the Darklands faded away as his magic carried him to the sunlit
world.

Fading sunlight shone across the streets of
Sanctuary as he settled himself on the edge of a roof. The streets
were bustling below him and he watched in silence as the citizens
of the city finished the last of their day’s business. Vendors were
packing up their wares as customers frantically haggled for end-day
bargains.

A faint hum of excitement built in his chest
as he realized very soon he could be doing something just as
mundane as purchasing bread for his night’s dinner. It was amazing
how you never noticed little things such as that until after you no
longer had them. The taste of a well prepared dinner. The smell of
flowers in the spring. The feel of warm sunlight on your skin. It
had all seemed trivial when he lived, and now he would kill to have
those moments back.

The sound of laughter from one of the nearby
taverns drew his attention and he watched in silence as two men
stepped from the door and down to the street. They parted ways with
a nod and Seth’s eyes followed one as he strolled down the crowded
street. The half-blood was average height and build and dressed as
common as anyone else on the street. He would have faded into the
crowd if not for his long pale blond hair and the large dagger on
his hip.

Seth took wing behind him, flying slowly
until the man turned into a narrow street. Landing silently, Seth
returned to his human form and stared at the young man’s back. He
couldn’t decide exactly how he wanted to kill the boy. He could use
stealth and the half-blood wouldn’t even know what had killed him,
or he could speak and watch as terror washed over him. With a smile
he settled on the latter. He knew the boy would recognize him as
easily as Seth had spotted him tonight. He had viewed him through
Wisp’s eyes the day he had gathered Zoelyn and Legacy. It was
doubtful that the half-blood knew he had been spotted at that
meeting, and seeing Seth now was bound to be a shock. It had only
been a sliver of spirit within Wisp, but it had been enough for
Seth to notice, and it had been a simple matter to track him by it.
He might have let the boy live for simply spying, but he was spying
for Hemlock, and for that he had to die.

With a smile, Seth cleared his throat and the
boy slowed to look over his shoulder. The Half-blood froze as his
eyes found Seth, with an expression of pure shock on his pale face.
“I bet you didn’t think anyone spotted you in Merro,” Seth began
softly as he moved forward with slow purposeful steps. “You may not
have realized who I was at the time, though,” he continued calmly
and smiled at the boy. “Do you know me now, Ander?” he asked,
tilting his head to the side as he watched the boy.

“The Crow King,” Ander gasped as his hands
dropped to his daggers and he back-stepped quickly.

“Good,” Seth murmured with a nod of approval.
“Then you know exactly how much shit you are in right now. No one
spies on me, especially not Hemlock’s lap dog.” His voice grew as
cold as ice and his expression hardened.

“I didn’t even know you were going to be
there! I was there to watch Jala. It was a mistake,” Ander
stammered as he clumsily drew his daggers. The boy’s fear was
crippling him as Seth had guessed it would. Even the best warrior
could be unmanned by fear, and this boy was no exception. It was
doubtful that Ander would manage to land a single blow before he
died.

“You are right, Ander. It was a very big
mistake,” Seth agreed. His hands dropped to his dagger and he
smiled again. “I have a message for your master, Ander.”

“Whatever you want to tell him, I will relay
the message.” Hope rose in the boy’s eyes as Seth’s words sank into
his fear sodden mind. Licking his lips nervously he took another
step away from Seth and let out a harsh breath. “What do you want
me to tell him?” he asked after a long silence between them.

Seth remained silent for another long moment
letting the hope build in the boy. The fool actually thought he was
going to live. “You haven’t been an Assassin long have you boy?”
Seth asked. Confusion flickered in the boy’s eyes and he opened his
mouth to answer, but Seth continued before he could utter a word.
“I don’t need you to relay words to your Master. When he finds your
body he will get the message clearly. You are going to be my
calling card, Ander, and Hemlock will understand exactly what I
want him to know without a single word being spoken.”


Chapter 16

 


Merro

 


 


The sound of the door opening drew Neph’s
attention from the map he had been studying. His eyes narrowed as
he recognized Foster and Noble. Both were commanders in Valor’s
knights and both were highly irritating company in his opinion. By
the expression on Noble’s face and the way Foster was pushing him
forward, Neph guessed they were going to be even more irritating
today.

“Tell him,” Foster commanded with an
expression of carefully controlled anger written on his tanned
face. Foster was typically as immaculate as Valor in his
appearance, but today his short golden hair was tousled and his
clothing looked scuffed and dirty. Judging by his appearance,
getting Noble into the room hadn’t been an easy thing to do.

“No, don’t tell me. Wait and tell Valor when
he gets back,” Neph snapped before either of them could speak
again. He turned his attention back to the map hoping both men
would recognize the dismissal and not trouble him with further
conversation. He was rather curious about Foster’s disheveled
appearance, but not curious enough to deal with the headache that
would likely accompany the explanation. “With all due respect, Sir,
this is too important to wait,” Foster said in a louder voice.

“Then tell Sovann. I am a guest in Merro, not
a Lord here,” Neph grumbled without bothering to look up. “You are
better suited to this than Sovann, Lord Delvay,” Foster
pressed.

Neph exhaled loudly, letting his annoyance
show through clearly and leaned heavily back in his chair. Glaring
at both men he raised a hand and motioned for them to continue. “It
is obvious you aren’t going to go away until I listen, so please
tell me your woes. If I think it’s something that Sovann could have
handled or could have waited for Valor’s return, though, I’m going
to kill you both.” He spoke in a matter of fact tone and looked
directly at Noble.

“It can wait,” Noble announced with a quick
nod and turned for the door.

“No, it can’t,” Foster snapped as he grabbed
his friend by the arm and spun him back to face Neph once more.
“Tell him or I will kill you myself,” he growled.

Neph raised an eyebrow, eyeing Foster with
interest. He had heard the man threaten others before, but never
Noble. The two of them were best friends and if Foster was
threatening him now it must be important. “Spit it out, Noble,
before I get even more annoyed,” Neph ordered in a calmer
voice.

“There was a spy in Merro a couple of days
ago,” Noble said and turned to leave again. Foster caught him
roughly once more and shoved him back toward Neph’s desk. Noble
sighed heavily looking from his friend to Neph and nodded
reluctantly. “Fine,” he grumbled and cleared his throat. “She found
me in one of the taverns and tried her best to get me drunk. She
was fit and entirely fuckable so I played along,” Noble
continued.

“How eloquent, Noble,” Neph observed
dryly.

The knight shrugged unapologetically in
response. “She was asking a lot of questions about you and Jala,
and then Zoelyn.” “Did you answer them?” Neph cut in sharply before
he could continue.

“Uhh, kind of, yes,” Noble stammered and
shrugged again. “I told her you were here because your people had
exiled you and you were going to be Jala’s steward now,” he spoke
with obvious hesitation and from the glances he was giving the door
he was ready to bolt at any moment.

“Steward,” Neph repeated coolly. “Please
continue, this is getting better and better.” He waved his hand as
he spoke, then crossed his arms over his chest and glared at the
knight. The knowledge that a spy had been in Merro was important,
but he had a feeling he was going to kill Noble by the end of his
story.

“Hmm,” Noble murmured and took another step
back from the desk. “Well, I sort of told her that Jala was
preparing for an attack on Arovan proper and was on her way to
Seravae to ally with the Reaver faction and that’s why she didn’t
take Ash. She knew Ash would support his mother. As for Zoelyn,
well…” he paused again and glared at Foster. “I told her that she
was a Rivasan Magebreaker and that we were secretly allied with her
against Avanti. She wanted to know if Zoey could kill with a touch
and I assured her it only worked on plants, which is why we
recruited her to our side,” he paused again and rubbed the back of
his neck as he took another hesitant step back from Neph’s desk. “I
didn’t want her causing trouble for Zoey so I kind of elaborated a
lot on her.”

“How so?” Neph demanded. He narrowed his eyes
as Noble took another step back glancing once more at the door. “I
fail to see why a Rivasan plant killer has you ready to bolt,
Noble,” he added dryly, his gaze flicking to Foster who had a grim
expression.

“Well, she probably didn’t believe me. At
that point I was acting pretty drunk,” Noble began with a nervous
smile. “I told her Jala had plans to collapse the Avanti economy by
wiping out their crops with Zoey and that in return for her work
she was offering Zoey citizenship in Merro and a marriage.” Noble
swallowed heavily and grinned sheepishly at Neph. “To you,” he
added softly.

“What?” Neph snarled. “Are you a flaming
moron? The Rivasans destroyed my homeland. Do you actually think
the spy believed I was going to marry one of the bastards?” His
voice rose as he half stood from his chair and glared at Noble.
“Did it ever once cross your mind that maybe you should have
arrested her and brought her to Valor rather than feeding her full
of your bullshit? We could have questioned her and figured out who
she was serving.”

“He did question her,” Foster broke in loudly
as he glared down at Noble once more. By his posture the knight
looked ready to fight, but Neph wasn’t sure if he was ready to
attack him or Noble.

“I did,” Noble agreed with a quick nod. “See,
I was drinking with her the entire time we talked and I made sure
she was downing the fortified wine. It’s a trick I use at the
gambling tables so I’ve gotten pretty good at slipping things into
drinks.” “Why exactly do they call you Noble?” Neph snapped with a
disgusted shake of his head.

“Kind of like calling a giant Tiny, I
suppose,” Noble said with a shrug and exhaled slowly. “She answered
my questions pretty easily and I think some of them she answered
truthfully.” He paused and rubbed his neck again frowning.
“Actually she spent more time bitching, once I got her talking than
she actually did answering questions. She was pretty peeved with
her boss.” “Who did she work for?” Neph prompted.

“Hemlock,” Noble answered softly. He stepped
back as Neph’s glower intensified and Foster shoved him forward
once more. “She, uh, was pretty upset that Hemlock was favoring her
rival on their mission in Merro. Apparently the guy was a
half-blood Soulreaver and had been spirit riding a scout during
Valor’s briefing that morning in the garden. So he likely knows the
truth about everything, but I didn’t realize that when I was
spinning lies for her.”

“Bloody buggering hell. So Hemlock knows Jala
is in Seravae with just Valor as back up,” Neph mumbled as he
leaned back and rubbed his face.

“By the way she talked, I don’t think Hemlock
wants Jala dead. She said Hemlock didn’t show her partner favor
until she asked why they weren’t killing Legacy, and then she
bitched because Hemlock wanted to keep Jala happy,” Noble spoke the
words with obvious hesitation and by his expression Neph knew the
man was feeling extremely guilty.

“So, of course, you arrested her after she
admitted wanting to kill the Heir of Merro,” Neph said in a cold
voice.

“I had intended to arrest her in the
morning,” Noble admitted quietly. “She was pretty drunk and I
didn’t see any way she would wake up before me,” he added.

“So you chose bedding the spy over arresting
the spy,” Neph surmised with a faint nod.

“She was fit,” Noble sighed in remorse.

“Arrest him and take him to the cells,
Foster. Vaze or Valor can deal with him when they return,” Neph
ordered as he stood from his chair and carefully folded the map he
had been examining.

“What?” Noble gasped his eyes widening. It
was obvious the man knew he had screwed up, but he apparently
didn’t realize how badly. “I’m not really sure what Jala will call
your actions, but in Delvay what you did is called treason. Until
they return, you will be treated accordingly,” Neph informed the
knight coldly as he headed for the door. “If he isn’t imprisoned by
the time I return, Foster, I will consider you guilty as well.”

“He will be in the cells, Lord Delvay,”
Foster informed him coolly. “Are you going to support Lady Merrodin
in Seravae, Sir?” he asked before Neph could close the door behind
him.

“No, I am going to speak with Jail and see
what we can discover about Hemlock’s motives. I believe the part
about Hemlock wanting to keep Jala happy. If he had any other plans
he would have acted on them while he was here. So Jala is safe
enough for now. I’m not sure about the rest of us, though,” Neph
answered with a shake of his head. He glared at Noble and shook his
head with disgust before closing the door and turning down the
hall. He would never understand people no matter how long he was
forced to deal with their stupidity.

 


* * *

 


Neph paused as his transport spell faded
around him and turned slowly in a circle staring at his
surroundings in confusion. He had directed his spell to the Merro
district and should have been very close to the main house, but
that wasn’t where he had appeared. A large crowd of people milled
around him and the area he stood in appeared to be some kind of
holding pen. At first glance he had thought someone had managed to
pull him out of his spell and he had ended up in slave pens, but
that couldn’t be right. He recognized the city around him. This was
Sanctuary. It was just the wrong part of Sanctuary.

“Next!” A man bellowed ahead of him and the
crowd shifted as someone moved forward.

“What the bloody hell is going on here,” Neph
snarled and the woman in front of him turned to regard him with an
annoyed expression. “It’s a security check,” she informed him with
a shake of her head. She rolled her eyes as she turned back to
watch the line in front of her. “Haven’t been to Sanctuary since
the Empress made her changes, eh?” an older man behind him said in
a conversational tone.

Neph half turned where he stood and shook his
head slowly. The man was half-blood, if that, with a short squat
build and garish colored clothing in blue and yellow. By his
appearance, he likely was a merchant Neph decided. While he would
have preferred to simply glare and turn away, he needed the
information the man had, and apparently the merchant was willing to
chatter. “The last time I was here you could use transport magic
anywhere in the city,” Neph prompted in the most polite tone he
could muster. It was difficult to keep the annoyance out of his
voice. He hadn’t expected this kind of delay, and by the size of
the crowd in front of him he was going to be here for hours.

“No one is allowed to simply come and go as
they please anymore. All transport spells are directed here, and
all ships must pass through customs,” the man informed him in a
superior tone as if he were addressing a country bumpkin.

Neph nodded slowly and scanned the horizon
once more, taking note of the buildings he could see. The arena was
obvious enough, but he wasn’t sure what the massive building beside
it was. It hadn’t been there the last time he was in the city. His
eyes narrowed as he examined the twisting spires that lined its
roof and the pale white marble it was crafted from. It had to have
been created with magic. Nothing that big could have been built so
quickly by hand. Its location didn’t make sense either. It sat to
the west of the Arena, closer to the center of the city, and from
what Neph knew of that part of Sanctuary, there simply wasn’t room
for a building of that size. Its foundation would have covered the
entire city market as well as the park and fountains.

“The Empress’s palace. I was here the day
they raised it,” the merchant informed him in the same smug tones.
“They shifted the entire city to make room for it. Quite the work
of magic to behold.”

“What happened to the park and the city
market?” Neph asked curiously. It wasn’t worth the effort to put
the little man in his place. If he wanted to feel smug and superior
then Neph was inclined to let him. It was obvious the stupid
bastard didn’t realize he was addressing the High Lord of Delvay.
People were generally a lot more subservient when a High House was
involved.

“The little park that was there was leveled
and rebuilt. It’s called the Walk of Heroes now, and the Empress
has had statues placed as a memorial for all those who died to save
the city,” the man answered with a note of pride in his voice.

“Really? Must have taken a lot of stone to
craft images of all of the commons that were killed that night. I
doubt there is any room for plants in her garden with that many
statues,” Neph commented dryly and rolled his eyes. “It’s good to
know, though, that the Empress is working on such important
projects while the rest of the world rips itself apart.” He shook
his head in disgust and started to turn away, but paused as he
noticed the man’s look of outrage. He raised an eyebrow at the
squat little merchant daring him to object.

“Do not dare to speak ill of the Empress. She
saved us from the tyranny of the High Lords,” the merchant snapped
in a tone filled with anger. His pudgy cheeks began to flush red
under the sparse bristles of his graying beard.

“The tyranny of the High Lords, eh?” Neph
mused with a slight nod. Taking a deep breath he rounded fully on
the man and looked down at him giving him a full view of his face,
and his obvious high birth. “Not all of the High Lords are tyrants
and I think you might have your facts a bit wrong. Your Empress did
not save the city, the High Lady Jala Merrodin did. If not for her
husband the barrier wouldn’t have fallen and if she hadn’t chosen
to fight that night, the Fionaveir wouldn’t have won. So don’t puff
up like a little frog to me about insulting your Empress when she
didn’t do anything but build a pretty house and redecorate a
garden.” His voice rose as he spoke and his last words were more a
snarl than anything else. Everyone was staring at him now and he
could see guards pushing their way through the crowd to reach
him.

“It is against the law to speak ill of the
Empress,” the merchant informed him as he took a hasty step away
from Neph.

“Breaking the law, eh? How about I shatter it
instead,” Neph growled and glanced toward the approaching guards.
“This little security check wouldn’t be needed if the Empress were
truly doing her job. Because she sits on her pretty ass in
Sanctuary and plants roses, the world is still at war. Maybe if she
took a moment to look beyond the city and came out of hiding, I
wouldn’t have to stand here in this pen like cattle waiting for the
slaughter. Or even better, how about the Fionaveir actually support
the people that gave them power to begin with? Way to leave your
allies to rot, fuckers!” he finished loudly as the guards reached
him. Smiling coldly at the two men he held his hands out in front
of him. “Go ahead, arrest me. At least it will get me out of this
pen,” he snarled.

“Ahh, Neph. Welcome to Sanctuary,” A musical
voice rose from the behind the guards. More people shuffled out of
the way as Victory Faydwer stepped into view. Sunlight glinted off
his polished plate mail as he stopped in front of Neph and smiled.
His green eyes danced with amusement as he regarded Neph and it was
obvious from his expression he was trying not to chuckle. He shook
his head once and let out a long sigh. Glancing over to the two
Fionaveir guards he rolled his eyes. “Arrest Lord Delvayon and
escort him to the holding cells,” he ordered in an amused voice.
Glancing back at Neph, Victory smiled ruefully. “I will send word
to House Merrodin of your arrest,” he informed him politely.

“What exactly is the penalty for insulting
the Empress’s half-ass job of ruling?” Neph asked as the guards
clamped manacles over his wrists.

“It varies depending on the severity. Yours
will be monetary I’m sure. You haven’t actually threatened Empress
Symphony’s life, so it should be a trivial matter,” Victory
answered with a shrug.

“So there is a fine for speaking the truth.
That’s cute. It sounds like something Avanti or Morcaillo would
think up. Is the Empress using either of those houses as Advisors?”
Neph asked in an overly polite voice.

“I hope you have a lot of money, Neph. I have
a feeling your fine will be increasing the entire way to the
holding cells,” Victory sighed. “I hope you have really impressive
holding cells if you expect them to contain me,” Neph replied
coldly.

Victory blinked a moment and shook his head
slowly as he sighed. “On second thought, I will escort Lord
Delvayon personally. Return to your posts,” he informed the guards
with a mild look of annoyance on his pale face.

“You’ve got balls, Victory, if you think you
can stop me by yourself. I have business in the Merro district. If
not for your stupid security check I would already be done here and
back home. As I recall, the districts belong to the houses and you
should have no jurisdiction over me there,” Neph growled as he
pushed his way through the crowd toward the gates.

“You haven’t been in the city since the
changes were made, have you?” Victory asked quietly. Neph glared at
him and Victory shook his head once more. “Neph, the old laws no
longer apply in the city. Symphony deemed that the citizens of
Sanctuary would be safer if she held power over all districts. They
have been cleaning the city for the past three weeks and arresting
anyone that is considered a threat.”

“Well that solves all of my problems, then.
See, I was concerned about a certain Assassins guild in Sanctuary,
but from the sound of it, your Empress has already taken care of
the Nightblades so I shouldn’t have to worry,” Neph said with
sarcasm dripping off his every word. “Oh, wait, we had Nightblades
in our country two days ago. So I guess that means that rather than
bothering with something as harmless as Assassins, the Fionaveir
have been focusing on people being mean and saying nasty things
about your Empress.”

“You are such an ass, Neph. Be sure and
inform Jala that she owes me for helping you today,” Victory
sighed. “We haven’t been able to locate the Nightblade guild house
yet. We have managed to eliminate four thieves guilds, six slavers
and at least thirty illegal gambling and fighting
establishments.”

“Gee, I feel so much safer,” Neph responded
dryly.

“Look, Symphony is doing the best she can
considering the forces she has. It’s not as if we have an army to
turn to. The entire Fionaveir barely equal one regiment of the
Rivasan forces, and if we lose the city, we lose our power,”
Victory explained in a level tone.

“You were there in Arovan so I can forgive
you, Victory. You are an exception among the Fionaveir. What I want
to know is this, though.

What is Symphony going to do when everyone
that supported her dies? With her current leadership, everyone that
she considers ally is losing, and when the dust settles she is
going to be surrounded by enemies.”

Victory slowed his pace and shook his head
slowly. He glanced around them examining the crowds and then looked
to Neph and shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know. That point has been
raised several times, and every time we have been told we have to
hold this city. If I could be out there fighting right now, I would
be. So would a lot of the others. Hell, Havoc never came back to
Sanctuary after the battle in Arovan. As far as I know he is still
fighting the Blights.” His voice was quieter and it was obvious
that he didn’t want anyone to overhear their conversation. “Look, I
won’t repeat anything that you have said to me in private, but I
can’t promise we aren’t being overheard. So please, Neph, watch
your words. I know you are a close friend of Jala and I really
don’t want you in deeper trouble than you are already in because of
that.”

“So, everything Shade said about the
Fionaveir was accurate,” Neph surmised with a nod.

“Don’t mention his name in the city,
especially not in the holding cells, Neph. Shade has become the
scapegoat for just about everything that has gone wrong for the
past year. If you even hint that you might know where he is, not
even Jail will be able to get you released before questioning, and
the questioning is not pleasant even for an Elder Blood,” Victory
warned in a hushed voice.

“Do you believe it, Victory? Do you think
Shade turned on the Fionaveir?” Neph asked coolly, but kept his
voice low enough for only Victory to hear.

“What I think matters very little, Neph. It’s
what others think that is listened to,” Victory replied quietly and
glanced toward the looming palace in the distance. “Maybe things
will get sorted out at the council. That’s what we are all praying
for anyway.” “The council is still two months away,” Neph pointed
out.

“And it’s all we have as hope, so don’t take
it away,” Victory returned gently and nodded toward the large stone
building tha t had served as Sanctuary’s prison for as long as he
could remember. “The holding cells are in here. I will take care of
the paperwork as quickly as I can and get word to Jail that you are
here. With luck I will have it done before they process you to move
to the prison.”

“What?” Neph snapped whirling to look at
Victory. “What do you mean move me to the prison? This is the
prison.”

“This was the prison, Neph. There isn’t
enough room in this building to contain everyone that has been
arrested recently. As I said, Symphony is cleaning the city and
making it a safer place. These are the cells where prisoners wait
until they are processed. Then they are either fined and released
or sent to the main prison,” Victory explained calmly.

“I thought you said mine would only be a
fine?” Neph grumbled.

“Right now it is,” Victory agreed with a nod.
“But I know you too well, and I don’t think it will remain just a
fine for long. By the time Jail arrives here to get you out, you
will likely be facing a life sentence in the Black cells.”

Neph snorted in amusement and nodded faintly.
“Ya, I could see that happening. So tell Jail to hurry.”

 


* * *

 


The smell of the cells was thick with mingled
scents of urine and vomit. Holding his breath against the stench,
Neph shouldered his way through the crowded space to the small
window and leaned against the filth covered wall. He had only been
waiting for twenty minutes by his best guess, but the idea of
blowing a hole in the wall was sounding better and better with each
breath.

“Delvay to the front,” one of the guards
bellowed from the hall and Neph stifled a snarl as he pushed his
way back to the bars once more.

“This better be a summons for release,” he
growled at the guard as the man regarded him through the thick iron
bars.

“Watch your words, Delvay,” the guard warned
as he pulled a heavy set of keys from his belt and proceeded to
unlock the door. He stepped aside as the door swung open and
motioned Neph through with his free hand. “Wait there till I get
this door closed and then follow,” the guard ordered in crisp tones
that suggested any fuss would result in injury for one of them.
Apparently the man wasn’t having a good day either.

Neph nodded and snapped his mouth shut. It
wasn’t often he decided to hold his tongue, but he really didn’t
want a personal war with the entire prison guard. He glanced back
at his fellow prisoners who were watching him with sullen eyes and
let out a disgusted sigh. Perhaps one in twenty of them looked to
be actual criminals. The rest were nothing more than terrified
commons. Now was not the time to point out the injustice, though.
It could wait until he was in a position that offered more
power.

The guard turned wordlessly when the door was
secured and started back down the hall at a quick pace. Neph fell
into step behind him, his gaze moving from cell to cell as he
walked. Most of the people seemed to be from the lower class and
their poverty showed in their clothing and health. Every once in a
while, though, he spotted someone dressed well with the fine
blemish free skin that spoke of an easy life. They were likely the
ones arrested for speaking ill of the Empress, he decided, as the
guard continued up a set of stairs to the main floor of the
prison.

Neph searched the room silently, looking for
Jail and paused as his gaze found Dresharn in the crowd. He was
easy to spot in his finely tailored black suit and well-polished
boots. Neph could only imagine how the man must despise being in
such a filthy place. From what he remembered of Dresharn on the
Avanti campaign, though, he doubted the dragon would complain to
him. He had seemed to be a very calm and rational person, which was
exactly what was needed at the present, because Neph certainly
wasn’t feeling rational. Dresharn nodded politely to him and turned
back to the clerk to sign papers.

“You are free to go. He paid your fine,” the
guard announced as he removed the manacles from Neph’s wrists and
turned to return to the cells.

Neph watched him for a moment and moved
closer to Dresharn with a look of curiosity. It should have been
Jail that arrived for him, and the fact that Dresharn was here
didn’t bode well for Merro. Of course, given Jail’s nickname, it
was possible that the big Han’shy was waiting in one of the holding
cells as well. “I didn’t expect to see you here,” Neph offered in
greeting as Dresharn turned from the clerk to face him.

Dresharn smiled and shrugged one shoulder
before motioning to the door. “I will explain it all once we are in
a more fitting place. I detest the crowds in here. Too much noise
and jostling for a conversation,” he replied quietly. The dragon’s
low cultured voice seemed so out of place that Neph almost
smiled.

“A lot has changed in the city since the last
time I was here,” Neph said neutrally as they stepped out of the
stuffy confines of the prison to the bright sunlit day. His gaze
shifted to the massive white palace and then back to Dresharn who
was taking care to keep all expression from his face.

“Indeed. There is quite a lot I should inform
you of once we are comfortably back in our district. A nice tumbler
of brandy and a discussion of laws. What could possibly be a better
way to while away the afternoon?” Dresharn replied with a slight
smile. He raised a black gloved hand and waved toward one of the
coaches before glancing back at Neph. “I apologize for taking so
long to respond to your difficulties, but I was at the palace when
Victory brought the word to Merro’s district.”

“May I ask where Jail is?” Neph spoke quietly
and watched Dresharn for any hint of trouble.

The dragon turned to look at him, but his
dark glasses concealed any emotion that his eyes might have
revealed. “There were matters that needed to be addressed at the
palace, and Jail remained behind to finish with them. He will be in
Merro shortly I’m sure. He was quite curious as to what brought you
to Sanctuary,” Dresharn answered with a faint smile and motioned
toward the coach as it rolled to a stop at the bottom of the
stairs.

Neph nodded in understanding and headed
silently for the coach. It was obvious that Dresharn wasn’t willing
to speak of anything important in their current surroundings. By
the way the man was acting and his vague responses, it was as if he
thought they were being spied on, which Neph supposed was very
possible. It seemed far too convenient to him that someone as
powerful as Victory Faydwer was posted at a menial assignment such
as the security check. Most likely the Fionaveir had several of
their powerful members positioned all over the city in the event
that someone such as he appeared. Most Elder Blood were far more
subtle than he was, though, so spying would be the only option to
discover their intentions.

His gaze flicked to the Bendazzi symbol on
the coach door as he stepped inside and he smiled faintly. Jala had
always refused to ride in coaches and the idea that she had one
waiting for her in Sanctuary was rather amusing. “Does she know she
has a coach?” Neph asked quietly as Dresharn seated himself across
from him and closed the door.

The dragon shook his head with a smirk, and
settled farther into his seat. With a glance toward Neph and a
quick smile he removed his dark glasses and carefully began
cleaning them. To the casual observer it looked as though the
dragon’s full attention was on polishing the lenses, but Neph
caught at least two glances toward the window. After several
moments, Dresharn raised the glasses for inspection and nodded in
silent approval before looking up at Neph once more. “Felicity Dawn
was the spy in that particular quarter. I doubt you have had an
opportunity to meet her, but she is a rather big thorn in the
backside. She isn’t actually a member of the Fionaveir, but a
rather a freelance mage. She is very good at her job, and delights
in finding gossip on the pure bloods. Especially when they are
connected to a major house such as you are,” Dresharn informed him
with a disgusted sigh.

“I figured we were being watched,” Neph
replied with a nod. “So Sanctuary has become a rather dangerous
place lately,” he surmised.

“As far as crime goes it has become safer,”
Dresharn corrected with a faint smile. “Politically, however, it is
as treacherous as it comes,” he finished and raised a hand to rub
at his temples. “Symphony, you see, is very sheltered from what is
actually occurring in the world. In order for her to get the truth
of things, you have to have a personal meeting with her. As you can
imagine, a personal meeting with the Empress is very difficult to
obtain, so most of the time you speak with her advisors
instead.”

“So, Jail is meeting with the Empress herself
right now or with one of the advisors?” Neph asked. From the sounds
of things, Jala wasn’t going to be happy at all when she discovered
how Sanctuary was being ruled. He couldn’t blame Jail for not
informing her sooner, though. With the way things were going in the
outside world, Jala couldn’t afford to worry about Sanctuary, and
by Dresharn’s behavior so far, it appeared as though Merro was in
good hands here.

“Actually we were meeting with the Magistrate
of Law. As I’m sure you have noticed, all of the former laws of
Sanctuary are in the process of being rewritten. It’s only natural
of course, and it must be done. Sanctuary was formerly governed by
a far different system and the laws must be updated to reflect a
monarchy. However, Jail and I both believe that certain
stipulations must be made in order for the new government to
thrive.” Dresharn paused and gave him a tight smile. “Such as
adding a majority clause to the section on council votes so that
the High Houses still retain some power. As it is currently
written, it won’t matter at all what the High Lords or Ladies think
and their council is considered only advisory. Given the limited
experience that Symphony has with leadership, I think it is only
wise that we ensure the Lady Merrodin has a voice when it is
needed. If we are successful in our mission, the new law will give
the council of High Lords the power to override a decree by the
Empress as long as the majority vote is high enough. I am confident
that Jala can rally enough supporters behind her to reach the
majority that we suggested.”

“And you think you can get this passed and
into the law books without Symphony’s advisors throwing a fit?”
Neph asked with a raised eyebrow. By the way Dresharn talked, he
certainly seemed convincing, and to anyone that wasn’t trained in
politics or diplomacy he would certainly be an influential
voice.

“I believe we can, yes,” Dresharn said with a
nod then waved a hand dismissively. “I highly doubt this is what
brought you to Sanctuary, however, and whatever did bring you is
probably a matter that we should discuss before we reach the Merro
district.”

Neph nodded and let out a deep breath.
“Hemlock was nosing around Vezradesh a few days ago. He seemed to
have a great deal of interest in what Jala was up to as well as my
presence in Merro. He also asked a good deal of questions about
Jala’s new ward. I thought that since he holds power in Sanctuary
it was possible that we might have some rumors about what he is
doing, but with the street rats all in jail I sincerely doubt we
are gathering much gossip from them,” Neph explained and shrugged
at Dresharn who nodded with interest.

“As it happens, I do have someone that can
look into those matters,” Dresharn began slowly and rubbed his chin
thoughtfully. “We don’t get much in the way of rumors in the
streets anymore, and what we do hear is generally regarding the new
laws or who was arrested recently. I have an assistant, however,
who is rather adept at details and noticing things that others
might overlook. I will have her look into it.”

“An assistant?” Neph asked with an amused
smile.

Dresharn returned the smile and nodded.
“Typically, she handles trivial matters for me such as filing
paperwork or researching laws at the Magistrates office. On
occasion, she will handle matters such as delivering documents to
the palace. We are required to report our revenues directly to the
Palace, of course, for purposes of taxes. She has an amazing eye
for details and I have never found her skills lacking,” Dresharn
replied with a wink.

Neph grinned in response and nodded with
approval at Dresharn’s subtle admission that they were spying on
the Empress. It was nice to know that Jala had this kind of support
behind her. She had enough to worry about already without losing
more sleep over the laws in Sanctuary.

Dresharn glanced up as the carriage slowed
and turned a tight corner then looked back to Neph. “We have two
more turns before we reach the Merro house. Please humor me and
tell me a good story about some devastating crop failure that
demands immediate attention in Merro. Make it as boring as you
possibly can. Some sort of fungus or something. The more mundane,
the better. I can make a few quick arrangements once you have laid
it all out for me and you can return with the shipments to Merro
while your true purpose here remains obscure.”

“Well we are having a wretched problem with
pests and the wheat fields are suffering. I believe Wisp said it
was some kind of beetle,”

Neph lied. It was difficult to keep the smile
from his face. He now understood fully why Jala had placed Jail and
Dresharn in control of Sanctuary. Between the two of them he had no
doubt that the people of Merro were well protected in
Sanctuary.


Chapter 17

 


The Darklands

 


 


Seth paused on the hillside and stared down
at the milling souls in the valley below him. There were thousands
mingling on the narrow road leading to judgment before the Lord of
Death, and all of them were the recent dead. Between the Blights
and the wars raging in the sunlit world above, the Darklands were
well over their typical number of dead. Finding the soul he was
looking for was going to be about as easy as locating a needle in a
haystack. There was no help for it, though. He had already
investigated the area where Zoelyn had first been found and the
village had been one of the first that was destroyed by the
Blights. So that meant he had to locate the dead in order to learn
where she had been found, and how.

He hadn’t been able to approach Dominic
directly. There was too much of a chance that his son would
recognize him, even after all this time. He had wanted to approach
the boy, but Rose had warned him against it. In her words, Dominic
blamed him for everything that had happened that night, and given
how young Dominic was at the time Seth couldn’t blame him. The
child had believed his father was invincible. Seth had failed
him.

Maybe it would have been better if he had
seen me die, Seth mused as he studied the souls below. Then
he would have known that I tried, at least, and maybe he wouldn’t
hate me so much now. That hadn’t been a possibility, of course.
Hemlock would have killed Dominic if Seth hadn’t sent him away, but
surely the boy had heard rumors of the corpses at the Avanti gates.
He had to have known that both of his parents died that night.
Donrey Avanti had made it a point to display his body in a crow
cage until his bones were bleached white from the sun.

With a sigh, he shook his head and banished
the thoughts of his son from his mind. He had managed to learn
enough information from Dominic’s neighbors to lead him here. As it
turned out, Zoelyn hadn’t actually been found by Dominic, but had
been brought there by one of the local hunters. Everyone had
thought she was the survivor of a plague at the time, and had been
loath to go near her. Seth smiled at the thought. It was likely the
only reason his son as well as the rest of the village were still
breathing. Had they been stupid enough to get too close to Zoelyn
or touch her, they would have died.

His eyes narrowed as he scanned the countless
souls below him. It was of course too much to ask for the hunter to
still be alive. That would have been too simple. Shaking his head,
he drew on his magic. He hadn’t wanted to use his power to do this,
but without it he would be searching for days, and that wasn’t
possible. He only had Zoelyn with him in the Darklands for another
week, and he should be spending every moment he had training her.
If she left the Darklands with mastery of her powers, then maybe it
would draw her creator out. That would save him the trouble of
trying to rebuild the puzzle piece by piece, but he wouldn’t rely
on just that. He wanted both options available. This was too
important to rest entirely on hopes.

Lifting both of his hands above him, as he
finished the spell and watched in silence as a flock of spectral
crows took form in the shadows above him. “Find Dustin Winters the
hunter from Denway village in Glis,” he commanded and the birds
dispersed in all directions. Settling back on his heels he watched
them wing toward the river of souls and glanced toward the city. It
was possible that Finn would take notice of the magic he just used,
but with so many souls demanding his attention he likely wouldn’t.
Finn was still struggling with his role as a Divine, and for the
most part he remained oblivious to the subtle actions of his
minions.

Seth didn’t have to wait long before he was
rewarded with a location from his spell. It typically didn’t take
long for his crows to find what he needed. It was the same spell he
had used to locate Jala and her Bendazzi when Jexon had betrayed
her, and the speed of his return had gone a long way to seal him in
Finn’s favor.

With a faint smile, Seth started down the
hill in the direction the bird had indicated. Within minutes, he
could see the blurred form of Dustin beneath the circling flock of
his crows. The dead man was watching the birds with a look of
terror on his face, but then he was from G lis, and the stories
told in that region were very vivid on the Crow King. The poor
bastard was probably expecting to be devoured in the next few
moments, but thanks to Finn he wouldn’t be. It might have been an
option for him if Death hadn’t forbidden the destruction of souls
without her permission, and sadly every rule that she had placed
upon Seth still stood. Finn hadn’t even bothered to review the
terms of Seth’s service when he gained power.

“Dustin Winters?” Seth asked as he stopped
beside the spirit and dismissed his crows.

The spirit watched the empty shadows above
him for another long moment before his gaze slowly turned to Seth.
If souls could pale, Seth was sure Dustin would have. The
expression on the spirit’s face was one of horror. He nodded
nervously and his form flickered as he glided back from Seth.

“I’m not going to hurt you, Dustin. I just
have a few questions. Answer me truthfully and you will continue on
your way to judgment. You weren’t an evil man in life so I highly
doubt there will be penance for you. In all probability, you will
be on your journey through the life stream within a week. Lie to
me, however, and I will prove every story your people tell about
the Crow King is far kinder than I truly am. Do you understand?”
Seth kept his voice low and menacing as he spoke. His eyes narrowed
as the spirit flickered once more and drifted farther back.

“Ask your questions, Crow King. I want no
trouble and I will answer what I can truthfully.” Dustin’s voice
was faint and quavering, but then, he hadn’t been a powerful man in
life. It stood to reason that his spirit would be weak. He likely
wasn’t even worth the effort of devouring.

Seth regarded him with a smirk and nodded in
approval. “Good, then I will ask my questions and you will answer
them and then forget you ever saw me, understood?”

“Yes,” The spirit flickered once more, but
didn’t drift any farther away. Apparently Dustin realized that even
if he did run, he most certainly couldn’t hide.

“I want information about a girl you found.
She was young when you found her, perhaps fifteen. Everyone thought
she had the plague and you took her to a healer by the name of
Dominic. Do you remember her?” Seth asked politely.

Dustin nodded hesitantly. “I remember. I
found her while hunting in Gaelyn and I could barely understand
anything she said. She was as pale as Death herself and staggering
when I found her and wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing. I gave
her my old leather coat to wrap up in, but as bad as she looked I
didn’t get close to her. Wasn’t really sure what she was sick with,
and I wasn’t sure if she would even live to reach Dominic, but she
did.”

“Good. You seem to remember it well. I want
you to tell me everything you can remember. Even words she may have
mumbled. If you can’t remember exactly what words she said, then
mimic the sounds that you do remember. Spare no details. This is
very important to me.” Seth laced his words with encouragement and
summoned the faintest trace of his magic into a spell. Magic washed
over the spirit and the expression on Dustin’s face grew more
relaxed as the charm magic settled into his mind.

“I’ve always had a good mind for details, and
that was such a strange day that it stuck in my head. I figured she
was a local girl, so I asked her name right off. She was mumbling
pretty good, and the closest I could determine was Zoelyn. Strange
name for that area, but I’ve heard stranger. She couldn’t tell me
where she was from and after hearing her name I figured Dominic’s
was the best place for her. Everyone in the region knows Dominic,
so if she was local he would figure out where she belonged,” Dustin
began in a more relaxed voice.

“Excellent. Do you think you could remember
exactly what she mumbled? I’m not certain that Zoelyn was truly her
name,” Seth smiled and nodded for him to continue. With luck the
man would remember enough that he wouldn’t have to worry about
finding her creator. If the information he got here was good enough
he would find the man himself. It was possible that he wouldn’t
even need to continue training the Undrae. He frowned at the
thought and shook his head. No, he would finish her training. She
was well on the way to mastering her talents now and it wouldn’t
take much more. He could delay his plans long enough to finish
helping Zoey where he could.

 


* * *

 


Wind slammed against his side as the dragon
flew passed him once more. His long grey cloak tangled around his
legs and Hemlock took a cautious step back. His eyes lingered on
Kaverax as he turned in the air for another sweep by the palace.
Nerath had been big. Wilameir was huge when she shifted. But
Kaverax made them both look like hatchlings. The idea that the
creature before him once ruled the skies in his world amazed him.
He had, of course, lived while Kaverax still ruled, but never once
had he seen the dragon in his scaled form. The few occasions he had
met the creature while it was living had been inside the Justicars
hall in Sanctuary and Kaverax had seemed no more threatening than
any other man in the building.

“What are you doing up here?” Yasny’s voice
demanded behind him and Hemlock slowly turned on his perch to smile
at her. His feet shifted on the loose tiles of the tower roof and
he paused, but his smile never faltered.

“Looking for a nice private place to talk to
you, Yasny,” Hemlock replied easily. She was crouched above him
close to the window and the expression on her face suggested that
if he didn’t slip and fall she was going to push him. “I have a
proposal for you, Yasny; just hear me out,” Hemlock pressed in his
most charming voice. He didn’t have Seth’s natural talent with
charm magic, but he did know how to tempt the Elder Blood easily
enough.

“Why would I want anything you have?” Yasny
hissed, but her expression had softened and he could see the glint
of curiosity in her eyes.

“Because Finn will never give you what I’m
offering and we both know it,” Hemlock replied with a smile.

Yasny’s eyes narrowed as she watched him, but
as he had suspected, the hint was too much for her. She wanted to
know exactly what he was talking about and it was obvious. She
stood after a long moment and waved a slender hand for him to move
closer. “Too much noise up here and I don’t like having to yell.
Come inside the tower, Hemlock,” she said as she ducked back
through the tower window.

Hemlock nodded and followed her silently into
the palace. He gazed around at the room noting the cobwebs and dust
that lined the corners then let his eyes settle on her. “I have a
problem, Yasny, and after much consideration I’ve decided that we
could help each other.”

“Do you have any idea what kind of bloody fit
Seth would throw if he knew you were in the palace?” Yasny asked,
ignoring his words completely. She shook her head at him in
annoyance and leaned against the dusty wall. “I have no idea how
soon he will be back, either, so you might want to spit out
whatever you came here for before he returns.”

“You never were the sort for flattery,”
Hemlock lied with a smile. In truth, Yasny had been one of the most
vain and arrogant women he had ever known. She had reason to be,
though. While she lived, Yasny was considered the most beautiful of
the Elder Blood women, and she had known it. “Seth is why I’m here.
You, of course, understand that Seth and I don’t get along, and,
well, it has gotten to a point that I can no longer ignore.”

Yasny chuckled coldly. “Oh, you poor thing.
And I should care about this, why?”

“You are correct, of course. After the
countless years that Seth has spent weaving his charm magic over
you, you shouldn’t care. I knew you when you lived, though, Yasny.
I know you are no one’s lap dog and he has taken advantage of you.”
Hemlock paused and smiled at her obvious anger. “Please allow me to
finish before you speak. Her lips had tightened and he could tell
she wanted to speak, but she nodded for him to continue. “Seth has
been too active in the Sunlit world recently. Finn allows him more
freedom than he does any other soul in his domain. I’m sure you
have noticed the favoritism. His activity has got to stop.”

“It won’t. Finn has given him full leave to
do whatever he must to help the girl,” Yasny broke in with
annoyance clear in her voice.

Hemlock frowned and forced a look of
confusion onto his face. He, of course, knew about Zoelyn, but this
would go easier if Yasny thought she had the upper hand. “Is that
what it is? He is helping a girl?”

Yasny smirked and nodded. “An Undrae,
actually. Her name is Zoelyn,” she informed him with a grin.

He no longer had to force the look of
confusion. According to the information he had, Zoelyn was a
siphon. There had been whispers about Undrae in Glis, of course,
but the word Undrae had become so bastardized there that
they used it for anything they didn’t like. A true Undrae was a
much larger problem than a siphon could ever be. “Whatever the case
is, I need him to fade away like a good little dead thing, and I
think you can help me with that. In return I, of course, would help
you. I know the name, Zoelyn, but I had no idea she was the reason
Seth was so active lately.”

“How would you help me?” Yasny demanded. He
could tell she was growing tired of the game, but he still had
enough of her curiosity to keep her talking.

“I could help you live again, Yasny. As far
as I’m concerned you have served your penance here and I don’t
think Finn is going to give you the chance that I am willing to. If
he does send you on, it will be into the life stream where you will
forget everything. I, however, will bring you back as you are now
with all of your memories and powers.” Hemlock spoke softly, as if
he was afraid the words would carry beyond their small room. He had
her now and he knew it. No creature in the Darklands would
sacrifice the chance to live again. It was the guaranteed way to
achieve exactly what he wanted.

“How?” Yasny whispered. There was a hunger in
her eyes that couldn’t be faked. For the chance to live again, she
would do whatever he asked.

“Kali,” Hemlock said with a shrug. “She can
create a body for you that would be a perfect duplicate of what you
had in life, or she could make you different in appearance if you
prefer to remain unknown. Then it would be as simple as my taking
your soul from here. Once we have performed the spells in the
Sunlit world to bond your soul with your new body, there is nothing
Finn can do about it. Unless, of course, Seth still has his full
freedom. Finn could send the Crow King to retrieve you, I suppose…”
He let the words trail off and remained silent as she considered
his offer.

“I won’t attempt to destroy Seth. He is more
powerful than I am here,” Yasny said with obvious hesitation. It
wasn’t easy for a creature such as Yasny to admit something was
more powerful.

“I wouldn’t ask you to. It is no secret that
Seth is often in Merro and it is also widely known that Zoelyn is
Jala’s ward and that Jala thinks highly of her. So, if what you say
is true about Seth helping the girl, it should be an easy matter to
resolve. We separate him from the girl and he no longer has a
purpose in the world above.” Hemlock paused and tapped his chin as
he seemed to consider the matter. It wouldn’t do if he appeared to
have this all planned out. Yasny would grow suspicious.

“The girl adores him and he is so
disgustingly sweet when dealing with her that I can’t blame her.
Seth can be so charming when he wants to be,” Yasny grumbled and
there was a hint of jealousy in her tone.

“Ahh, but you and I both know the real Seth.
So all you have to do is show her a glimpse of what he really is.
If she could see the evil he hides behind his smiles, she would
run. Who wouldn’t run from that?” Hemlock said softly.

Yasny frowned and her expression grew
thoughtful. “If he has any idea I’m involved, he will be furious,”
she mused. Her lips pursed as she considered the matter and she
nodded slowly. “I believe I know how to go about this, but it will
take time. The girl is here now, but I need time to cozy up to her
before I act. I have to hold a fraction of her trust for this to
work. It shouldn’t be hard, though. She is rather naïve.”

“Excellent, Yasny. That gives me time to make
preparations with Kali.” Hemlock smiled at her and bowed his head.
“I will leave this matter to you, then. Just please don’t take too
long to act. Seth has already killed one of my trusted men and I
don’t want to lose more to his petty vengeance.”

“How do I know you will keep your word and
return me to life once I have done what you asked?” Yasny snapped
before he could move an inch.

Hemlock smiled and bowed his head to her once
more. “Of course. It’s only natural that you would want reassurance
after dealing with

Seth for so long. I am a man that keeps his
word, but I won’t expect you to act on that alone. I brought a
contract with me, of course, in the event that we did reach an
agreement,” he always carried contracts. They were the simplest way
to get an Elder Blood’s trust quickly, and for some reason the
simple piece of paper could build more trust than any words he
could utter. Straightening he pulled the scroll from his cloak and
unrolled it slowly against the wall. He motioned to her with a
gloved hand to move closer and stepped back so she could read the
print. It was hard to keep from smiling like a child as he watched
her scan the words. She would sign and she would do everything he
asked.

Once Seth was out of the picture, killing
Zoelyn would be a simple matter, and then he could know a fraction
of peace. She had to be the fog that was disrupting his visions of
the future. The fact that she was truly an Undrae just enforced
that belief in his mind. Once she was dead, the images of the
Veyetta returning would fade from his dreams and he would no longer
have to fear his own death. He felt himself relax as Yasny smiled
and he quickly signed his name to the contract.

“You have no idea how I appreciate your help,
Yasny. I assure you that when you return to life again, I will do
everything I can to assure you have a place of power in the Sunlit
world,” Hemlock murmured as he rolled the contract once more.

“Give me two weeks by your time, and I should
be ready to act here. Make sure I have a body waiting, Hemlock. I
don’t want to be trapped here with Seth after I do this. He will
not be pleasant, and he is not stupid. It will only be a matter of
time before he knows I helped you.” Yasny spoke quietly and her
gaze flicked to the door. “You should go. He will be back before
the girl wakes and that won’t be long.”

“Thank you, Yasny. I will have the body
waiting. I promise.” Hemlock bowed to her and stepped back through
the window. “I don’t want him to sense my magic and make your job
more difficult,” he whispered as Yasny watched him go. He took
several steps away from the window and gazed off into the
Darklands. “Ahh, Seth you will never change. It’s always a girl
with you,” he murmured as he began the spell to return him to his
home.

 


* * *

 


Zoelyn sat up slowly in her bed and gazed
around the room. Blinking, she wiped the last of the sleep from her
eyes and slipped from the quilts. At first, the room had seemed so
out of place. It was too feminine to belong to Seth, but after the
countless nights she had spent in the Darklands it was more like
home to her than her room in Merro.

Jala had given her a beautiful room with wide
windows overlooking the gardens and more space than she would ever
use, but the room Seth had given her was different. It was smaller
with a cozy feel to it that reminded her of Dominic’s house. The
bed and the dresser were both carved with delicate patterns of
flowers and the blue and white quilts were worn and soft. The room
in Merro was perfect and pristine, but the room Seth had given her
was filled with love and warmth.

Her eyes lingered on the chair in the center
of the room and she frowned. It didn’t matter how many times she
moved it over by the table it was always in the center of the room
when she woke. It was the only thing that annoyed her about the
room. With a yawn she stretched and pushed the chair over by the
table once more. Her eyes lingered on the floor where it had been.
The wood was stained badly in the center of the room and every time
she noticed it, she made a mental note to clean it, but then the
day would unfold and she would be so distracted with Seth’s lessons
that she forgot entirely. With a sigh, she once again made a mental
note to clean the stain, and turned toward the door to find Seth.
She could usually hear him moving about when she awoke. It was
strange for the rooms beyond to be so silent.

Eyes still on the door, she dressed as
quickly and quietly as she could before creeping into the next
room. The entry hall was dark aside from a faint flicker of
lamplight shining beneath the door from the hall sconces. She
paused in the doorway, giving her eyes a moment to adjust, and then
scanned the room. A dark shape was barely visible by the far
wall.

“I didn’t expect you to wake so early.”
Seth’s voice was barely a whisper in the darkness and she almost
jumped at the sound of it. She had never actually seen him sleep
and until he spoke she had thought the dark form was simply
something he had discarded by the wall.

“I thought you had your own rooms to sleep
in. Why are you in here?” Zoelyn mumbled as she moved closer to
where he rested.

He inhaled deeply as he sat up and stretched
and she paused once more. Every time she had seen Seth he was
wearing his black armor and feathered cloak. She had never caught
him resting before, though, and he was bare to the waist. With a
yawn, Seth rose from his pallet and shrugged at her.

“Even when you aren’t here, I don’t sleep in
that room, so don’t feel bad about it,” he said in the same low
voice and rubbed his face. “I didn’t mean to wake you, Seth. You
can go back to sleep,” Zoelyn began hesitantly but Seth cut her off
with a dismissive wave.

“I don’t like sleep any more than I like that
room, so don’t worry about that either,” he explained with a grin.
“To sleep is to dream and it’s been quite some time since I had a
dream that was worth remembering.” His eyes lingered on her for a
moment and he shook his head as if clearing an unpleasant thought.
“Breakfast or training? How would you prefer to start the day?” he
asked in a more cheerful voice.

“Training, I suppose, though I still don’t
like the fact that I woke you up,” Zoelyn replied softly. It was
hard not to wonder what had crossed his mind while he watched her,
but she knew Seth well enough to not ask. He would answer her of
course, but it would likely be an answer that only held partial
truth. He tended to be vague on topics that he didn’t choose
himself.

“In that case, if we make progress this
morning, I have a surprise for you this afternoon,” Seth agreed
with a smile and moved to the small table beside the door. “Fresh
mage stones,” he informed her as he tossed her the bag. “A
surprise?” Zoelyn asked slowly and raised an eyebrow.

“Which will stay a surprise for now,” he
replied with a smile and waved a hand at the bag she held. “Impress
me, Zoey,” he added as he stretched once more and picked his
leather tunic up from the floor.

She watched him in silence as he pulled the
armor on. His back and sides were lined with faint white scars and
she had been silently trying to count them. The tally had reached
thirty before he picked up the armor, then thirty-five as he pulled
the shirt on, and there had been countless more that she had
missed.

All warriors had scars. She knew that well
enough, but not all of Seth’s looked to be battle wounds. He never
spoke about his past and now she knew why. His scars spoke of a
very brutal life, and by the number of marks she didn’t have to ask
why he avoided dreams. Dominic told her once that dreams were often
figments of memories or aspirations for the future. For Seth,
neither could be pleasant. His past was written in pain across his
body, and what future could he possibly have to hope for. He was
trapped in hell with no end of his penance in sight.

“Seth, if you could have one thing, what
would it be?” Zoelyn asked quietly as she untied the laces of the
leather bag he had thrown to her. The silence stretched between
them for several breaths and she glanced up to see him watching her
with an enigmatic expression on his handsome face.

A flicker of doubt crossed his face and was
quickly replaced by one of his devilish grins. “For you to do well
with your less ons today,” he answered and waved once more to the
bag.

“Then I will do my best,” Zoelyn said softly
and shook her head as she sat down cross-legged in the floor. “You
know what would be better than whatever surprise you have waiting
for me, Seth?” she asked.

“Hmm?” Seth mumbled. His attention was
focused on his countless knives as he fastened them back onto belt
carefully.

“An honest answer to my question. I know you
want me to do well with my lessons, but that can’t be the one thing
you would as k for if wishes were granted.” Zoelyn watched him as
she spoke. He paused at her words and glanced at her with a neutral
expression.

“Never wish for something, Zoey. If you want
it, work for it. From what I’ve seen in life, when you try to take
the easy road it blows up in your face.” His voice was level,
without anger or sadness, as if the words were cold hard facts in
his mind.

Zoelyn nodded wordlessly and lifted the first
gem. Closing her eyes she focused on the magic inside and felt her
curse draining the power. As always there was no hint of the flavor
that Seth spoke of so often. It felt like raw power in her veins
with no hint of what it had been intended to be. With a faint sigh
she dropped the stone and picked up the next. Within moments warmth
rose in her hand and she stared down at the gem in wonder. It was
different from what the first had been. Elation rose in her chest
as her eyes snapped up to Seth once more.

“It feels different. I have no idea what it
is, but it’s different!” she exclaimed excitedly.

Seth smiled at her and nodded faintly. “I had
an idea last night, but I wasn’t sure it would work. It seems it
has, and now we can truly make progress.”

“What?” she asked in confusion. Her smile
faltered for a moment as she tried to understand him.

“I can’t heal so the mage stones I gave you
were all arcane or offensive magic. Jala has a very difficult time
healing, so it stands to reason that she wouldn’t waste the extra
effort to craft stones with healing magic in them either. Neph
can’t heal, so his stones are all arcane. Your words, after my poor
choice of lessons with Legacy, made me think of it. Violence begets
violence…” his voice trailed off and he shrugged at her then smiled
again. “So I went to Sanctuary and attained healing stones from a
friend of mine and you just had your first breakthrough. Well done,
Zoey.”

Her smile rose once more and she clutched the
stone tighter in her hand. “Thank you Seth,” she replied and bowed
her head to him in gratitude. Rolling the stone around in her hand,
she considered his words and looked up at him once more. “You said
you would call me Undrae until you determined what my true name
was, but lately you have taken to calling me Zoey. Does that mean
you don’t think you can find out who I was?” She watched him
closely as she spoke, not really sure what reaction she wanted. Her
past was utterly lost to her, and she wasn’t sure if she wanted it
back at all. Seth seemed to think it was important, but it had
always been a gamble in her eyes.

“On the contrary, I think I’m very close to
figuring out who you are. I have most of the clues now and I have a
good suspicion. I want to be certain before we discuss it, though,”
Seth replied softly and his eyes moved away from her as he walked
to the small window. “I started calling you Zoey when I started
considering you my friend,” he added in a quieter voice.

Zoelyn stared at his back and smiled faintly.
“Fair’s, fair, I suppose. I stopped using the words Crow King or
demon when I began to think of you as a friend.” She fell silent
once more and returned to her focus on the stones. She sat the
healing stone aside reverently where it wouldn’t get confused with
the others and began lifting the remaining stones one by one to
test them.

Seth remained by the window, gazing out into
the eternal shadows of the Darklands for a very long time before
turning to look at her once more. “Vengeance would have been my
answer to that question had anyone else asked, but when you asked,
I actually put thought into what my answer would truly be, and I’m
not sure,” The sound of his voice drew her gaze and the hesitation
in his voice held it. Seth was never truly hesitant, not like this.
In his every action he radiated confidence. With his words, he
sometimes seemed unsure, but nothing like this. Seth rubbed his
face with a hand and shook his head again slowly before meeting her
eyes. “I’ve lived so long focusing on nothing but revenge, that I’m
not sure what I would focus on aside from it. I want to say it’s my
answer now, but I’m not certain it is,” he admitted quietly and
seemed almost ashamed of his answer.

“You know what I was hoping you would say?”
Zoelyn asked, once it was obvious he wasn’t going to continue
speaking. He gave her a questioning look and she held his eyes with
her own. “Redemption. You may have sinned while you lived, but I
didn’t know you then. From what I know of you now, I think you
deserve a chance at happiness. You gave me a new life and happiness
and that isn’t something a demon would do. Finn should realize that
and release you from penance,” She wasn’t sure how he would take
her words and the last thing she wanted to do was offend him, but
it was the honest truth in her eyes.

Seth smirked and shook his head at her
ruefully. “I could save a thousand lives and it still wouldn’t put
a dent in the penance I’m due, and Finn knows it,” he sighed and
turned back to the window. “Besides, Zoey, if I’m redeemed and move
onto another life, I forget everything I know now. That’s how it
works, you know. You move into the life stream and are reborn as a
new soul with a fresh start. That means I wouldn’t remember you.
It’s almost worth sinning more so I don’t forget. It’s been a while
since I’ve had a friend that I could trust. I’d hate to forget
her.”

“You might forget me, but I would never
forget you. I’d find you again in your next life and you would have
a friend again. Dominic says old souls carry an echo and even after
rebirth you can still see hints of who they once were, even if they
don’t remember it. I would see the hints and do everything I could
to make sure your next life was better than your first one,” Zoelyn
whispered as she returned to the stones once more.

 


* * *

 


Zoelyn paused at the entrance to the throne
room and stared in wonder at the colored lights and bustling crowd
inside. They were all spirits, but they were unlike any she had
seen before. All of them wore bright colored clothes and a few even
had painted faces done in whimsical designs. She had never seen the
throne room this brightly lit, and the spirits that filled the room
were usually somber creatures awaiting judgment. Half-turning, she
gazed up at Seth who had paused behind her. “What is this?” she
asked breathlessly as her eyes returned once more to the milling
spirits.

“The surprise. Death occasionally has its
benefits and this is one of them,” Seth answered with a smirk.
“This is an acting troupe and Finn is taking full advantage of the
fact that they are serving penance. In life they cheated, stole,
raped, and kidnapped. In death they have several different
punishments and one of them is entertaining the Lord of Death
whenever he decides they should,” Seth explained. He stepped past
her into the room and the spirits within shifted out of his way the
moment they saw him. He ignored them as he motioned for her to
follow and waved for her to take a place on the stairs by
Legacy.

Zoelyn smiled widely at Legacy but let her
gaze drift to where Seth had seated himself against the wall behind
the throne. With a nod to Legacy she continued past the child to
Seth’s side and sat down beside him.

“You will have a better view up there,” Seth
informed her quietly as she adjusted her coat beneath her.

Nodding she smiled at him then leaned back
against the wall beside him. “This makes more sense. If I don’t
understand what they are singing or telling stories about I can ask
you and you will know. Legacy would no doubt be just as confused as
I am,” Zoelyn replied with a faint shrug. There was no easy way to
say I’d rather be close to you without embarrassing herself
so she left the rest unsaid. She wasn’t sure if Seth even realized
how often she gravitated toward him.

“You would be surprised what Legacy knows.
For his age he is very well educated, but I see your point,” Seth
said with a nod then waved a hand toward a juggler that was
twirling flaming batons near the back wall. “That in itself is so
much more impressive when they are still alive. Kind of loses the
danger and excitement when you know it’s a dead man braving fire.
It’s not as if spirits are flammable.”

“I don’t even know how a spirit could juggle
so it’s impressive to me regardless if it’s dangerous,” Zoelyn
admitted with a smile.

“Powerful spirits can take on a physical form
similar to my own. These are by no means powerful spirits, but Finn
lends them power for the rare occasions he calls upon them. Today
is meant as entertainment for Legacy so it should be especially
good. By the looks of the room, he summoned every entertainer in
the Darklands for this,” Seth explained quietly.

Silence fell over the throne room as the
double doors opened and all eyes locked onto the Lord of Death as
he entered. Finn regarded the crowd with a wide grin, and then
looked to Legacy with eyes sparkling. “What will it be? A play?
Music? Maybe the acrobats?” he asked cheerfully and Zoelyn couldn’t
help but smile in response. Finn was quite possibly the last person
she could imagine being the Lord of Death. He was always kind to
her and seemed so vibrant. She didn’t know the full story of how he
had attained his status, but she knew better than to ask him. It
was obvious from her few conversations that it wasn’t a topic he
favored, and she enjoyed his company too much to intentionally make
him uncomfortable.

“A play and then the acrobats while they play
music,” Legacy replied happily as he rose to hug his father.

Seth snorted in amusement and nodded his
approval at the answer. “When Legacy is older the High Lords are
doomed. The child has wit and he will have the knowledge and skills
to support it. When he wants something, he will get it,” he
whispered to her.

“You heard my son. A play and then Acrobats
and music. It better be good entertainment too, or I’ll have you
singing to Fiona for the rest of the week,” Finn called loudly as
he dropped into his throne and lifted Legacy onto his lap. Leaning
over the side he glanced back at Zoey and Seth and grinned. “Glad
he brought you for the entertainment, Zoey. I hope you enjoy,” he
said quietly.

“Who is Fiona? I’ve heard him threaten you
with her before,” Zoelyn asked softly.

Seth snorted again and shook his head at her.
“Someone I hope you never meet, but if you do, I pray I’m there to
buffer for you. She is Finn’s advisor and she is a very bitter
creature.”

“Why would Finn choose someone like that as
an Advisor,” Zoelyn glanced up at him in confusion.

“It’s Hell, Zoey. Not even the Lord of Death
gets things exactly like he wants them. We all suffer here,” Seth
replied wryly.

The lights in the throne room flickered and
dimmed as several spirits moved forward. They bowed to Finn and the
lights above them strengthened as their costumes shifted and the
wall behind them took on the illusion of a sunlit meadow.

“A comedy, then, to lighten the heart of the
young Lord,” a woman proclaimed as she curtsied to Legacy and
smiled. “Listen, young Lord, and we will tell you the tale of how
the first Shifter came to be.”

Zoelyn grinned and settled back against the
wall as the actors began their penance. She had never seen an
acting troupe before, and even if these were spirits, it was still
impressive to behold. She glanced up at Seth and leaned her head
against his arm as she returned her attention to the actors. He
tensed for a breath then settled back once more and she could feel
his eyes on her. A faint smile touched her lips as she kept her
gaze firmly on the play. She didn’t need to see the look on his
face. She knew it would be a faint smile to match her own.


Chapter 18

 


Merro

 


 


“I can’t believe you released him from his
cell,” Neph grumbled as he dropped heavily into a corner chair and
watched Jala. She looked exhausted, and from the state of her armor
the trip hadn’t been nearly as easy as she had implied it would be.
Her bright shining chain mail was battered and torn and the leather
pieces of her armor still bore scorch marks.

Jala sighed and unbuckled her bracers,
dropping them onto the table with a loud clatter. “Valor is
devising punishment for him and I’m sure Noble will suffer from
it,” Jala replied quietly. She rubbed her wrists for a moment and
glanced over at him. “If it’s any consolation, Vaze agreed with you
and was voting we hang him.” She smiled faintly and shook her head
sadly. “Noble is a good man and I don’t think the thought of
treason ever crossed his mind. He has poor judgment, as he clearly
displayed with this incident, but he isn’t a traitor.”

“The Assassin spoke of killing your son and
rather than act on that, his mind was occupied with sex,” Neph
growled.

“That was arrogance, not compliance. If Noble
truly believed Legacy was in danger, he would have sacrificed his
own life to save my son,” Jala replied as she lowered herself
slowly to a chair across from him. “He thought he had her and could
have his cake and eat it too. We are all guilty of arrogance from
time to time, Neph.”

“You are too soft,” Neph grumbled shaking his
head at her.

“And you are too hard so we are both at
fault,” Jala countered with a faint smile. With a sigh she crossed
her arms on the table and laid her head down gently, still watching
him. “I hate dragons,” she murmured, her eyes half-closing.

“Nigel and Dresharn will be very displeased
to hear that,” Neph responded dryly.

“I hate their dragons. I love mine,” Jala
amended softly. “What did Jail say when you visited him?”

“I didn’t actually get a chance to speak with
Jail, but Dresharn said he would investigate the matter. It was a
wise choice sending Dresharn to assist in Sanctuary. He seems to
know a great deal about politics and subterfuge,” Neph replied
calmly. She looked ready to fall asleep at the table and he
wondered if he should leave her be. He hated the thought of her
being alone when she was obviously so weak, though. Even if Hemlock
wasn’t planning to move against her, there were plenty of others
that would, and the incident with the spy had proved clearly how
the security in Merro was lacking.

“He should know politics. He was Lady
Nerathane’s advisor for decades,” Jala said through a yawn.
Blinking several times, she sat up slowly and rubbed her face. “I
can’t remember the last time I was this tired,” she admitted with a
faint smile.

“As soon as Valor returns, I will leave you
to rest,” Neph assured her.

“As soon as I’ve rested, we move on Delvay,
so make sure you get sleep as well. Vaze said he gathered enough
information for an attack,” Jala informed him and glanced at the
door. “I know Valor has to be as tired as I am. He must really be
laying into Noble to be gone this long,” she sighed.

“Good. I hope he beats the little shit
senseless,” Neph grumbled.

“And I hope he finds a bit of understanding
and realizes at one point of his life he would have likely done the
same thing,” Jala countered with a smile.

“Finn, maybe, but not Valor,” Neph objected
with a frown. “Valor would have beaten the living shit out of
anyone that even suggested harming Legacy,” he added without a
trace of doubt in his voice. He had seen too much of Valor’s
loyalty and honor to believe anything else about the knight. In
Sanctuary, Valor had been Finn’s drunken shadow, but with Jala he
was a completely different man. He still had his faults, but they
did not even begin to compare with his strengths. Out of everyone
Neph knew, he couldn’t think of another person he would rather
leave to protect and care for Jala.

“You are probably right,” Jala agreed with a
nod. She turned her gaze toward him and Neph could see the sadness
written in her violet eyes.

“I’m sorry I mentioned Finn,” Neph said
softly and wished he had considered his words more carefully before
he spoke them.

“It’s not that,” Jala said with a shake of
her head. She sighed heavily and smiled sadly. “Tomorrow I am going
to do everything I can to give you back your home, and it’s moments
like this that make me wish I wasn’t going to,” she held up a hand
before he could interrupt and her smile faded a bit. “It’s selfish,
I know, but I want you here, Neph. Tomorrow you will have Delvay
back and I will lose you again, and I am ashamed to admit how much
I’m going to hate it. I treasure every moment we have to talk, and
even if we fight, I know you are just trying to protect me. I am
surrounded by people that love me, Neph, and I shouldn’t be so
selfish, considering what I have, but you are the only one that
will get in my face and tell me how stupid I’m behaving.”

“Once I have Delvay back, I can try to awaken
the heroes. I think Zoelyn might be the key to breaking the magic
on them. The moment they draw breath again, I will be back here,
Jala, have no doubt of that. Merro is my home now, but Delvay is a
responsibility that I have to face before I can find my place
here,” Neph replied and smiled ruefully. “I just have to come up
with a way to get Zoelyn to help me. She doesn’t like me much.”

“Try asking her for help, Neph. That is
usually the best approach on such things. You can ask her after we
take the city. She will be with us during the fight,” Jala
suggested with a look of amusement on her face.

“Why in the hell will she be there? I can’t
count the number of times I’ve heard her say violence begets
violence. I can’t imagine her suddenly having a change of heart and
wanting to fight.” Neph’s voice was filled with confusion as he
tried to digest this newest information. He hadn’t even known they
were going to attack Delvay tomorrow and it seemed as though Jala
had already decided who all they were taking. That in itself wasn’t
too surprising, but the fact that Zoelyn was going dumbfounded
him.

“She wants to help me, Neph, and she won’t be
fighting. Apparently Seth has helped her master a few of her
talents, but the one she shows the most competence with is healing.
She asked if she could come along in case any of us were injured,
and her confidence in herself is so fragile right now that I didn’t
dare deny her request. I plan to have her tucked well behind us and
out of harm’s way the entire time,” Jala explained and turned as
the door opened.

Valor let out a long breath as he entered the
room and nodded briefly to the two of them. “I’m not sure which I
am angrier about - Noble being a complete moron or being kept from
my bed longer to punish him. I am so tired right now I think I
could sleep in my armor.” He closed the door behind him and
unbuckled his sword belt tossing it carelessly to the floor beside
the bed.

“You might be able to sleep in your armor,
but you aren’t going to,” Jala informed him with a smirk. “I am not
cuddling steel tonight.” “And I wouldn’t ask you to,” Valor agreed
with a smile.

“And I’m not going to listen to any more of
this,” Neph declared as he rose from his chair and nodded to them.
“Goodnight to you both; may you get the rest you deserve.”

Valor paused in unbuckling his armor and
watched Neph with suspicion as he approached the door. “Are you
sure that is Neph? That sounded way too nice to be Neph,” he
muttered.

Neph paused before opening the door and
looked back at Valor. Sighing heavily he leaned against the wall
and rubbed his face. “Valor, I’m not sure exactly when it happened,
but I realized as I talked to Jala that I actually do respect you
and it’s possible that I even like you as much as I do Jala. That
isn’t something that is easy for me to admit and I hate the words
I’m spewing right now, so when I offer you the courtesy I usually
reserve only for Jala, don’t comment on it please. Just accept that
I consider you a friend and don’t make me regret it.” He pushed off
the wall once more and nodded curtly as he stepped out into the
hall.

Normally he would have responded with
profanity or rudeness, but he couldn’t find it in himself to do it
today. Tomorrow he would be back in Delvay, and he would lose them
both again. He swallowed heavily at the thought and wondered if
Jala realized how closely she had echoed his own thoughts on the
matter. He hid his sadness better than she did, but it was still
there, and there was no way he would part ways with his friends
without their knowing how he truly felt. The world was filled with
chaos right now, and he had no way of knowing if he would ever see
them again after they left Delvay. Things were too uncertain to
know if any of them would survive that long.

 


* * *

 


“Three Magebreakers, twenty archers that I
could count, and about two hundred swordsmen. At least ten of them
were full Elder Blood.

This won’t be an easy fight,” Vaze informed
them all from his seat at the table.

Jala nodded slowly, her gaze moving over the
map of Valemuir in front of her. Glancing up, she caught Neph’s eye
and motioned toward the map. “This map is confusing,” she informed
him as she slid it toward him.

Neph grinned and nodded at her. “That’s
because most of the city is actually inside the mountain. It’s
confusing because it is built on levels,” he informed her as he
pointed to the largest open area on the map. “This is the area
above ground. The main wall is here, as well as a few buildings
that are used for curing meat or brewing. The snow cats have dens
there as well, but I doubt the Rivasans have left any alive.” His
finger slid across the map to the first level of the city. “The
main housing is here as well as the barracks. The entrance to House
Delvay is along the Northern wall. Some of the other houses have
multiple layers as well, but House Delvay is the only building in
Valemuir that extends all six levels below ground.”

“So, in order to take the city we have to
gain control of the courtyard area somehow and move through layer
after layer of several different houses,” Valor said with a
frown.

“If the Delvay had wards against Shadow magic
that would be the only approach. I only found one part of the city
that was protected from my magic, however, and it was only a single
room in House Delvay,” Vaze said with a smile. “So my idea is to
start on the lowest level of House Delvay and work our way upward.
With that approach, we should keep the element of surprise on our
side for quite a while. With luck we might even manage to take a
few of the Pure bloods out of the picture before the real fighting
erupts.”

Jala nodded thoughtfully, her eyes once again
on the map. “Aside from House Delvay, which houses on this map
extend the deepest into the ground, Neph?”

“The storage rooms go four layers. The ones
on the east wall are food and the ones along the north wall are
weapons and crafting materials,” Neph replied, moving his hand from
area to area as he spoke. “Other than that, House Zengael is the
largest building. It goes four floors as well, but doesn’t cover as
much space as the storage areas or House Delvay.”

“Do you want to take more with us, Jala?”
Valor asked with a raised eyebrow.

Jala seemed to consider the question as she
looked from Vaze to Zoelyn and then to Neph. “Ten Elder Blood could
be a problem,” she murmured and leaned back in her chair. “I don’t
want to take Sovann or Wisp. I might have, had Wisp not told me
this morning she was pregnant, so that kind of puts a stop to that.
I don’t want to endanger their child,” she exhaled deeply and
drummed her fingers on the table, then looked over to Vaze. “Do you
know where Sovaesh is?” she asked thoughtfully.

“The last I heard from him, he was in Rivana
trying to track down another Changeling,” Vaze replied with a
shrug. “All right, then. That only leaves one option,” Jala sighed
and smiled at Valor.

“Who?” Valor asked in obvious confusion.

“Dresharn and Jail are needed in Sanctuary
and Nigel and the Three Sisters are guarding Glis’s borders. Wisp
and Sovann are out of the question and Shade is negotiating with
the Blights. Sovaesh is busy, so I really have limited choices when
it comes to Elder Bloods that can help us. I’m going to summon
Vosha and we will take Dray with us as well. That gives us seven
pure blood and two Bendazzi on our s ide. So, nine to their ten. I
think we can pull it off,” Jala explained with a shrug of her
slender shoulders.

“Vosha is only a boy and Dray has no
experience with fighting. Zoelyn is going as a healer and you
neglected to count the twenty archers and two hundred swordsmen in
your calculations of even,” Neph pointed out with a smirk. He shook
his head at her with amusement and couldn’t help but feel a bit of
pride that she had so much faith in her people.

“Vosha may be young, but he is a young dragon
and he was raised by Dresharn and the Three Sisters. I have no
doubt he knows how to fight,” Valor pointed out with a smile and
nodded to Jala. “Might I suggest we take Foster as well. He is
Elder Blood as well, and his Earth crafting could come in handy
underground.”

“That works,” Jala agreed with a smile and
winked at Neph. “I didn’t count the others because I know we can
handle them without too much trouble. It’s the ones that have
strong magic that worry me.”

“So I will have Vosha summoned here and find
Foster,” Valor rose from the table as he spoke and smiled at Jala.
“Should be an interesting day,” he said with a smirk as he headed
for the door.

“Interesting, frustrating, and depressing all
rolled into one, I’m sure,” Jala murmured as her gaze found Neph.
He could see the sadness in her eyes once more and he smiled
faintly in return.

“I know,” Neph muttered before she could say
a word. “I’ll have Delvay back soon and I’ll lose you all in the
process,” he added glumly. His attention moved to Zoelyn who had
been watching them in silence. She had a look of apprehension about
her, but not fear. That was to be expected, though. She had seen
the aftermath of battle in Arovan and that had been horrible. This
would be her first time actually seeing honest fighting, though,
and he knew how she felt about violence. “Are you sure you want to
go, Zoey?” he asked quietly in a voice that was far kinder than he
typically used with anyone save Jala.

Zoelyn looked up at him silently and nodded
her head slowly. Her dark eyes were still filled with concern, but
he could see determination there as well. “I won’t fight, but I
will heal if needed,” she replied softly.

“No one expects you to fight, Zoey. Just stay
in the back, behind the rest of us, and you will be fine,” Jala
assured her with a smile. With a heavy sigh, she looked to Neph and
rose from the table. “Let’s kick these pigs out of your home, Lord
Delvay,” she said with false cheer as she nodded for them to
rise.

“You do realize I will be the one in front,
right, Jala?” Vaze asked as he rose.

“We shall see. Valor usually likes to be up
front with his bright shiny bull’s eye armor on, and you know I
can’t let him be the only target. I love him too much for that,”
Jala grinned and winked at him as she headed for the door.

Neph shook his head again and let out a long
sigh. “I wish just once you would remember how dainty you are
Jala,” he grumbled as he followed her from the room.

“Tell that to the dead dragons in Seravae,
Neph. I don’t think they considered me dainty at all,” Jala replied
with more arrogance lacing her words.

 


* * *

 


Neph leaned back against the wall and watched
in silence as Vosha tried his best to impress Zoelyn. The boy was
wearing chain and leather armor that had obviously never seen
combat, but that didn’t seem to dampen his attempt to appear as a
seasoned warrior to her. He had spent the last ten minutes of
preparations informing her how he had learned from the Three
Sisters, and then tryied to dazzle her with stories about the
campaign in Avanti. Shaking his head, Neph looked away and wondered
exactly how long it would be before the poor brat realized Zoelyn
was anything but impressed.

“Someone really should have warned him that
she is a pacifist,” Valor muttered and Neph smiled in response.

“Or that she can kill him with a touch when
he annoys her enough?” Neph offered quietly.

“Not to mention the Blight that is no doubt
beside her planning on how best to get rid of his competition,”
Valor added with a snort of amusement, then fell silent as Jala and
Vaze entered the room.

Jala smiled at them and glanced back at Vaze
before clearing her throat. The room fell silent at once with all
eyes on her. Her eyes lingered on Neph for a moment and he smiled
in response. “All preparations have been made and everyone has been
briefed on this mission. This may look difficult at a glance, but I
have faith that we can accomplish this,” Jala began in a clear
voice. Gently she lifted her amulet and kissed both sides paying
homage to War as well as Death with her action. “Victory for us in
battle and death to our enemies,” she intoned quietly and looked to
Vaze. “Ready when you are.”

Vaze nodded sharply and moved to her side. “I
will be taking us in near the bottom of the city. I will also be in
front when we move. I know how to scout, the rest of you don’t,” he
paused and looked at Jala with narrowed eyes. “If you try to move
past me I will stab you in the ass,” he warned in a lower voice
then smiled at her and winked.

“Feel free to attempt to stab my ass. I’m
confident in my armor,” Valor replied with a smirk.

Turning slowly, Vaze regarded the knight
dryly for a moment before motioning everyone forward. By his
expression, it looked as though Vaze wouldn’t mind making the
attempt regardless of armor. “Closer to me, so the shadows can
reach you all,” he ordered.

Neph waited for a breath and watched as
Zoelyn moved without hesitation to stand at Jala’s side. He still
couldn’t believe the girl was truly going with them. She hated
violence and yet she looked eager to go to battle. With a slight
shake of his head, Neph moved to join the rest of them and watched
in silence as the shadows thickened around them.

Mixed feelings rose in his chest as he
considered the outcome of the day. He had no doubt that they would
win the fight and recapture his city, and part of him was elated
with the thought. The other part wanted to run screaming back
upstairs and lock himself in his room, refusing to move. Once today
was over, he was High Lord Delvayon rather than simply Neph, and he
wasn’t at all sure he was ready to face that.

Vertigo washed over him and he pushed his
doubts away as Merro faded to darkness. The stones of Delvay loomed
around them as the shadows parted and he stared in silence at his
childhood home. It had been so many years since he had stood in
these halls. He felt eyes on him and glanced to his side to find
Jala watching him with a knowing look in her eyes. She smiled
faintly and gave his hand a gentle squeeze.

“Temporary,” Jala whispered as Vaze stalked
toward the stairway door. “Temporary,” Neph agreed softly with a
nod.

“For Delvay,” Valor said with a smirk and
moved forward with Foster to stand behind Vaze. Both knights drew
their swords as they waited patiently for Vaze to signal the
advance.

Vaze glanced back at them with a scowl as
they approached and pointedly looked toward their metal shod boots.
His eyes narrowed and he shook his head slowly in disgust as he
motioned for them to hold back. As silent as the shadows he
summoned, Vaze pulled the door open and slipped up the darkened
stairwell to scout.

Several minutes of silence passed before a
concussive boom echoed from the floors above. Neph’s eyes snapped
upward as dust floated down from the stone ceiling. Whatever had
just detonated had been massive and he wasn’t sure if it was a
spell or mundane explosives.

“Move!” Valor bellowed as he sprinted up the
stairs. Foster followed without hesitation, taking the steps two at
a time in an attempt to reach Vaze and support him.

Jala watched them both with a worried
expression before glancing at Neph. “They never should have spotted
Vaze,” she said with concern lacing her words before she moved
quickly to the staircase.

“You think they were expecting us, then?”
Neph asked as he fell into step beside her. “I don’t see how they
could have known,” Jala replied with a quick shake of her head.

Another explosion shook the building and
Jala’s pace quickened to a run in response. Neph could see the fear
on her face and knew it was for her companions and not for herself.
He had never seen Jala fear for her own life as much as she did for
others.

The door ahead of them still swung loose on
its hinges from where Valor had passed through and Neph could see
fire filling the room beyond. The ring of sword blades echoed back
to them with a frequency that spoke of brutal combat.

“Jala leave! Do not come in here!” Valor’s
voice rose frantically through the sound of combat.

Glancing over at her, Neph grinned and shook
his head. “It’s always good to ignore Valor.” The others had
gathered behind them nervously and were watching him and Valor for
any sign of what they should do. “Vosha, you are a dragon, but are
you the fire breathing variety of dragon?” Neph asked as he pulled
up his strongest shields.

Vosha shifted and shook his head quickly.
“No, actually I haven’t exactly mastered my draconic breath yet,”
His reply was hesitant and it was obvious the boy didn’t want to
admit his failings in front of Zoelyn.

“Impress Zoey later, Vosha. Once we are out
of here,” Jala snapped. Her own shields were in place now and he
could see her readying her first spells. Neph knew she wouldn’t
listen to Valor. How could she, after all. Jala was simply not the
sort of person that could walk away and leave a friend to die, but
then, neither was he.

The tempo of swords picked up again, followed
by a grunt of pain and Jala looked ready to bolt through the door.
Moving swiftly to her side, Neph grabbed her by the arm and shook
his head quickly. “Fools rush in, and your fool already rushed in.
We have to use logic here. Once we move inside we stay beside each
other and use our shields together. If mine starts to fail I’ll
drop back behind you to bolster it until I can strengthen it. The
same goes for you. Got it?” He spoke quickly and glanced once more
at the fire in the room then back to Zoey and the two boys. “Jala,
the two Bendazzi and I are going in first. Hang back here and help
where you can. This is going to be bad, kids so if you don’t come
in we won’t blame you. Staying alive is your only priority right
now and we don’t expect the help.” He looked at Zoey as he spoke.
Normally she was the most mature of the three, but right now she
looked terrified. She gave a quick nod in response to his words,
but didn’t budge from where she stood.

“Vaze, fall back! Fall back!!” Foster’s voice
rose to nearly a scream and Jala tensed beside him. Another
explosion rocked the room and the ceiling shuddered once more.

“They are going to collapse the whole place
on us!” Jala snarled as she glanced up at Neph. “You ready? I’d
much rather kill them before they have a chance to do the explosion
thing again.”

“Let’s kills some Rivasans,” Neph agreed as
he moved slightly ahead of her and glanced into the room. “A lot of
Rivasans,” he amended as his eyes quickly scanned over the figures
moving in the room. An arrow thudded into the door beside his head
and he pulled back hastily. “You have your ward against missiles
up, right?” he asked quickly.

“Of course. You taught me to sleep with that
damned spell active,” Jala snapped back. Her eyes were on the arrow
and she had paled a bit at the sight of it. “Is it all of them at
once, Neph?” she asked in a quieter voice.

“Looks to be that and more, Sweety. We aren’t
leaving them, though. I won’t budge from here anymore than you
will,” he replied quickly as he leaned through the door once more
and then back quickly. “We move in and we go right as fast as we
can. There is a small group of swordsmen there waiting for us, but
with the Bendazzi we should be able to kill them quickly enough to
gain purchase in the room.” Jala nodded in response and Neph let
out a sharp breath before nodding back to her. “Let’s kick these
pigs,” he mumbled as he drew on his own magic and pushed forward
into the room.

Arrows slammed into their shields the moment
they passed through the doorway. Neph did his best to ignore the
steady clatter off his shields and the wall behind him as he closed
on the waiting swordsmen. The Rivasans had turned to face them and
stood ready with their swords behind a make-shift barrier of
crates. From what he had seen of the room as they entered the
entire place had been staged with the scattered barriers. There was
no way this was anything but an ambush, and that meant Merro had a
spy. The plans had only been made this morning, and the room had
been a private one. That meant the spy had to be in Jala’s inner
circle. The thought settled in his mind as he unleashed his first
spells on the Rivasans. Everyone that had been in that room was a
friend of his with the exception of Vosha, and he highly doubted
the young dragon was the spy.

Pushing the thoughts away, he focused again
on the battle and drew on his magic once more. They needed to push
farther into the room and find a position that offered them some
kind of advantage. The options were limited, however. He could hear
Jala unleashing spell after spell behind him and the stream of
arrows seemed to have slowed. That at least helped. With the
archers out of the picture he didn’t have to worry so much about
his shield failing.

A blur of white moved past him and Neph
paused his next spell as Marrow sprinted toward the Rivasans with
Emily close behind him.

The Bendazzi slammed into the enemy with
savage growls and rending claws. Just the sight of the attack would
have sent most running, but to their credit, the Rivasans held
their ground and moved in to attack.

With a quick flick of his fingers, Neph
altered the spell he had been about to hurl to a smaller effect.
His first few attacks had been larger spells designed to hit
multiple enemies and do as much damage as possible. He could no
longer risk that kind of magic with the Bendazzi so close to his
enemies, though. A slender shard of ice formed at his command and
hurtled toward the closest enemy. In the dim light it would be
difficult to spot such a small projectile, but the effects would be
deadly enough if it found its mark. So far, he had yet to do any
real damage to the swordsmen because of their spell shields, but
the shields had to be close to breaking by now. He had unleashed
enough damage on them in the first moments of the fight to bring
down the average shield on anyone.

“Magebreakers,” Jala hissed behind him. “They
are siphoning my spells before they can hit,” she added in a savage
growl. He felt her back press against his as she borrowed his
shields for a time. “They are siphoning my shield, too,” Anger
laced her every word and he couldn’t blame her for it at all.
Considering what had happened at the battle in Arovan, Jala
Merrodin had more right to hate Magebreakers than anyone else.

“Do you know where they are?” Neph asked
quickly as he released a Windscythe at a man that had been closing
on Marrow.

“I can’t pinpoint them. I think they are
scattered in the room rather than together,” Jala answered, then
pressed closer against him as a wave of fire washed over them. Heat
tore at his shields, but his spells of protection held. He wasn’t
sure how much longer he could count on that, though. With the
amount of damage they were taking from arrows and occasional
spells, combined with the Magebreakers draining, things did not
look good.

“You good?” Neph called quickly without a
glance back. He didn’t have time to glance back. More Rivasans were
closing on them and they were about to be surrounded without much
of a prayer of getting out of the mess. Magic roared from his hands
as he sent his most destructive spells arcing toward the
approaching enemies only to watch in bitter disappointment as the
siphons drained the spell just before it reached its target.

“For now, but I’m not sure how much longer I
can say that,” Jala replied in a pained voice. “Valor is still up,
but Foster is down and I can’t see Vaze anywhere.”

The sound of fighting rose behind them as she
spoke and he heard Jala inhale sharply. “What? Did things just get
worse?” Neph snapped as he sent several spells in rapid succession
at the closest Rivasans. With luck the Magebreakers wouldn’t be
able to drain so many at once and a few of them would actually hit
their mark.

It was incredibly taxing to use magic in that
fashion, but he didn’t see many other options beyond drawing his
own sword and charging into the combat as Valor had. He didn’t even
consider that approach. Valor was more skilled with blades and he
was having difficulties; for Neph it would be a much different
story. Magic was his strong point and his best chance lay with his
spells.

“Dray and Vosha just joined the fight and
they are actually clearing a path to Valor. They have already
dropped at least six Rivasans,” Jala replied finally. By her long
silence Neph knew she had been too busy with her own barrage of
spells to answer quickly. would have arranged forces behind them as
well to cut off retreat.

“Zoey is trying to get to Foster, I think,”
Jala muttered through clenched teeth. Fire roared over them once
more and he heard a hiss of pain escaped her lips as she fell back
between him and the wall. “They hit my bloody shields right before
that wave,” she explained quickly, though Neph didn’t truly need
the explanation. He understood perfectly. His own shields had
faltered and pain coursed through him from the fresh burns, but
then that was a good thing for him.

Renewed power rushed through his limbs and he
stepped farther in front of Jala and spread his hands. With gritted
teeth he refocused himself and split his spells to form two waves.
He could hold back Jala’s opponents for a few moments and buy her
time to recover, but he couldn’t keep it up long. It was incredibly
difficult to cast two spells at once and even harder to send them
in different directions. Most mages never mastered the talent, let
alone the ability to cast in rapid succession such as he was doing
now.

Another explosion ripped through the room
behind him and the air broke with a feminine scream. Neph’s throat
clenched at the sound, but he forced himself to keep fighting. The
scream had to have come from Zoey. He could feel Jala against his
back and knew she was still fighting. “How bad?” he gasped, but
Jala didn’t have a chance to answer. The moment the words left his
mouth the room grew icy cold and the shadows themselves seemed to
come alive. Hope rose in Neph’s chest. It had to be Vaze joining
the fight, he was the only Shadow mage left on Sanctuary.

Screams of pain rose like music behind him
and the Rivasans drew back quickly with expressions of uncertainty
painted on their faces. Swallowing heavily, Neph dared a look over
his shoulder just in time to see a flash of black before two
Rivasans hit the ground bonelessly near Valor. “What the hell?” he
snarled as he pulled his attention back to his own problems and
used the distraction to land several more spells. “Why the hell
didn’t Vaze do that sooner?” he snapped. If the man had been
holding a card as powerful as this he should have acted sooner and
perhaps Foster and Zoey wouldn’t be lying on the ground
bleeding.

“That isn’t Vaze,” Jala whispered hoarsely
behind him. There was fear in her words, though he couldn’t
understand why. Another scream tore through the air behind him and
then there was utter silence. Not even the sound of clashing blades
broke the stillness.

The Rivasans ahead of him backed away quickly
and Neph’s spells slowed as he tried to figure out what had caused
the expressions of terror on their faces. Even with the added help
the Rivasans still held the advantage of numbers. It made no sense
for them to be retreating. Movement caught his eye and Neph barely
glimpsed a flash of black as three of the Rivasans ahead of him
dropped to the ground. Another breath and two more were bleeding on
the floor beside their comrades.

“What the hell?” Neph repeated, but this time
his words were filled with confusion rather than anger. In just the
short time it had taken him to speak more enemies were sprawled on
the floor and the remaining Rivasans were scrambling for the door
in full retreat.

“Seth,” Jala murmured behind him.

The Rivasans had packed themselves into a
corner in their blind fear and even as they struggled to escape,
Seth was moving among them. With each breath another body hit the
floor. Neph let his magic fade and fell back against the wall
beside Jala. He had never seen anything like the display before
him. Even Finn Sovaesh hadn’t moved with the kind of speed Seth was
showing, and Neph had never seen anyone show such brutal efficiency
with killing.

In moments, the room was utterly still and
silent. Seth stood for a long moment with his back facing them. His
daggers were lowered to his sides now and blood dripped from the
blades in a steady stream.

Jala stirred beside him and Neph glanced over
at her and knew his own face was a mirror of hers. She had paled
drastically and her expression was caught somewhere between relief
and terror. Licking her lips, she looked up at him with uncertainty
lighting her violet eyes and then back to Seth. She had said once
that she trusted the demon, but then she had never seen Seth fight
before.

It was difficult to smile and welcome someone
after watching them massacre an entire room of people, even if the
people were your enemies. It was more than just the killing,
though, Seth’s posture alone screamed fury and even Neph was unsure
if they should speak to the demon. If Seth turned his anger on
them, Neph had no doubt they would all die. After what he had just
witnessed, he wasn’t sure if anyone on Sanctuary could live through
Seth’s unleashed anger.

Silently Seth turned and replaced his daggers
to their place on his belt. His gold eyes lingered on them for a
breath and Neph could feel the anger and hate wash over him. His
attention moved past them to Zoey’s crumpled form and the demon
stalked toward her. He knelt at her side and his black gloved hands
brushed her pale hair back from her face gently before he lifted
her into his arms and stood once more.

“You were supposed to protect her, Jala. She
was your ward and trusted you to keep her safe.” Seth’s low voice
shattered the silence of the room and Jala stirred once more.

“She wanted to be here, Seth. I didn’t ask
her to come; she asked me if she could,” Jala replied softly. Neph
could hear guilt thick in her voice as she spoke and knew the
demon’s words would weigh on her mind for a very long time.

“If she dies, there is no return for her
Jala. She is Undrae and she doesn’t have the option of returning as
we do. You should have protected her better. I trusted you to take
care of her,” Seth pressed in the coldest voice Neph had ever
heard.

“Jala is not at fault here. Zoelyn knew the
risks and chose to come anyway,” Neph snapped as he stepped forward
once more to shield Jala. Facing the demon was the last thing he
wanted to do, but he wouldn’t simply stand in silence as Jala was
wrongly blamed. It had been Zoelyn’s choice to come and Seth had no
right to lay all of the blame on Jala.

“You?” Seth snarled in fury. “You dare to
bring my attention to you after what you have done?” he continued
and stalked toward them. Seth’s gold eyes were locked fully on him
and Neph could see the Demon’s anger rising once more. “Do you
think I don’t know what you did, Delvay? Did you think I wouldn’t
discover it was you?” he hissed.

“What is he talking about?” Jala asked
hesitantly and gazed up at Neph in confusion.

Neph shook his head slowly in bewilderment,
but remained silent. He had no idea what Seth was talking about,
but now didn’t s eem like a good time to correct the demon.

“What am I talking about?” Seth asked loudly,
his gaze flashing to Jala for a breath before they snapped back to
Neph with renewed fury.

“If not for Neph, she wouldn’t exist. He
created her as she is and left her to fend for herself,” Seth
growled as he stopped just in front of them. His arms tightened
around Zoelyn’s still form, pulling her closer to him. “It took me
a while, Delvay, but now I know it was you. I had suspicions, given
your talent with dark magic, but I didn’t truly believe that you
would create a Broken one,” he finished in a disgusted voice.

“That spell failed,” Neph whispered, shaking
his head at Seth as realization dawned on him. He had only used the
forbidden magic once in an attempt to return life, and it had been
a bitter failure. The demon had to be wrong. If he was right, Neph
wasn’t sure how he could ever live with himself again.

“What?” Jala whispered beside him and he
could hear disgust in her voice. “Neph, that spell requires a
sacrifice,” she added with a note of pleading in her voice. She
needed him to tell her Seth was wrong, but he wasn’t sure he
could.

“The spell didn’t fail, Neph. Did you truly
believe a little half-blood whore’s child was a worthy sacrifice
for your sister?” Seth snarled as Neph paled and backed away once
more shaking his head in denial.

“The spell failed,” Neph repeated hoarsely.
“I waited for the entire day and she didn’t rise. It failed.”

“It takes longer for a Broken one to rise,
but they still rise. The girl you killed to raise your sister was
unworthy and you know it. You can hear the truth in my words and
you know I’m right.” Seth paused and glared at him with more hate
than he had ever seen before. “Zyi was stronger than most Undrae
I’ve known, though. When they found her wandering, she still held
fragments of herself. She tried to tell them who she was, even as
her memories were fading. The name Zyi Delvayon was too much for
her, as weak as she was, though, and the best the hunter could make
out was Zy Lyn. So Zoelyn was born by your abandonment. Because of
you, she has suffered.” Seth paused once more and his gaze turned
to Jala. “And because of your failure to protect her, she is
suffering more. You are both unworthy of her and I am taking her
with me. Neither of you faded with his last words and the room
returned to silence.

The icy breath of the air faded, but Neph was
too stunned to take notice. He had lived for the past seven years
believing Zyi was forever lost from him, and the knowledge of what
he had actually done was like a hammer to his stomach. Wordlessly,
he raised a hand to his face and rubbed his eyes. He wanted to deny
the accusation, but Seth’s words had made too much sense. He didn’t
know anyone else that knew as much Forbidden magic as he did, and
the area they found her in was very close to where he had attempted
the spell in Gaelyn.

“Tell me he was wrong, Neph,” Jala whispered
beside him. Neph looked over at her slowly and swallowed heavily at
the desperate pleading that was written so clearly on her face.
“Tell me he was wrong, Neph,” she repeated more firmly when he
remained silent.

Neph looked away from the accusation in her
eyes and let his attention trail across the corpse littered room.
Valor lay sprawled near the wall and the sight of him made it very
apparent how important his answer was to her. Had Jala been
thinking clearly she would have been rushing to her husband’s side,
but instead she was standing frozen and waiting for him to
speak.

“You should see to Valor,” Neph said at last
and the words faltered in his mouth. He was still too stunned for
conversation and wasn’t truly sure what he could say. He wouldn’t
lie to Jala, but he wasn’t ready to speak the truth either.

“Tell me he was wrong, Neph!” Jala repeated
once more with anger rising in her voice. “Tell me you didn’t cast
that spell. Tell me you didn’t sacrifice an innocent. Tell me you
didn’t abandon her in Glis!” With every word spoken her voice
gained volume and Neph felt his own anger with her words.

Rounding on her he matched her glare fully
and narrowed his eyes. “Tell me you wouldn’t have done the same to
bring back Finn, Jala!” he snarled and shook his head at her as his
emotions rose past the point of reason. “If I had taught you that
spell, you would have moved in a breath to return him, no matter
who you had to put to the knife.”

Jala blanched at his words and shook her head
slowly as sadness washed over her face. “I don’t think you know me
at all, Neph,” she whispered as she backed away from him slowly
with tears brimming in her eyes. “And I know I don’t know you,” she
added in a hoarse voice. Her hand rose to her face and wiped away
the first of the tears. “Death gave me that option, Neph. She told
me I could bargain souls with her for Finn’s life, but the only
life I would have traded for him was my own. I would never kill an
innocent intentionally and I would never sacrifice another’s life
to salve my own wounds.” She shook her head sadly and more tears
poured down her pale face. “We are done, Neph. I may forgive you in
time, but for now I can’t even stand to look at you.” Her words
were barely coherent through her sobs and Jala shook her head once
more as she quickly crossed to Valor’s side. “Marrow, find Vaze,”
she ordered in a thick voice.

Neph watched her in stunned silence as Jala
gathered her wounded and prepared the spell that would return them
to Merro. He couldn’t find words to make things right between them
no matter how desperately he tried. His mind simply refused to
work, and all he could do was watch in silence as the only people
that truly mattered to him left him alone in the fallen city. His
gaze moved slowly across the corpse-littered room to the
flame-darkened walls and finally the door. It was fitting he
supposed. Delvay reflected exactly what he felt like inside: dead,
empty, and broken.

“I never once claimed to be a hero, Jala. You
are the only hero in Sanctuary. The rest of us are all damned,”
Neph whispered to the empty room as he slowly slumped against the
wall. Silently he slid down to rest heavily on the floor and pulled
his knees up against his chest.

He knew he should be moving now to release
his people from stasis and fortify the city, but that would have to
wait. His shoulders shook as the first of his tears broke and a
muffled sob escaped his throat. If he woke his people now they
would put him to the sword for weakness, and he wasn’t sure he
would even try to stop them. Death sounded better than life to him
at the moment, and the only thing that was keeping him from that
path was the knowledge that Seth was waiting below. Madren had been
right. He did have penance coming and the thought of Seth
delivering his punishments was too much for him to face in his
current frame of mind.


Chapter 19

 


The Darklands

 


 


The vertigo of the transport spell made her
stomach heave and Zoelyn fought back the desire to vomit. She had
been crouched near Foster when the explosion hit and the blast had
caught her full on the side. Pain laced every part of her, but the
worst was her throbbing head. With every step Seth took, the pain
grew worse and she knew he was trying to be gentle. It was taking
everything she had just to remain conscious, but she knew enough
about healing to know sleep was her enemy right now. Head wounds
were dangerous and by the gummy feeling on her scalp and the raw
pain, she knew the gash on her scalp was a serious one.

“Do you have any idea what you have done!” a
woman screamed as Seth pushed the doors of the palace open. It
wasn’t a voice Zoelyn knew, but it was one she would remember
forever. Just the volume alone made her want to sob, but the anger
filling the words kept her silent.

“Get out of my way, Fiona. I am not in the
temper to deal with you,” Seth warned in a low voice. He shifted
Zoelyn carefully to one arm and placed his free hand on his dagger
hilt to emphasis his words.

“The Divine are not to partake of mortal
struggles and you slaughtered an entire city of Rivasans. They will
tear Finn apart for your actions, you selfish bastard!” Fiona
snarled and Zoelyn caught a glimpse of the woman as she moved
directly into Seth’s path. She was pale with dark hair and would
have been beautiful if not for the twisted expression of fury
covering her face. Fiona’s hand dropped to her sword hilt and she
shook her head slowly at Seth. “You will not simply walk away from
this, Seth. You will pay for these sins with your miserable
existence. I have watched Finn let you run wild these past few
months, but I will not let this pass. You have gone too far.” Her
voice dropped lower as her anger gave away to resolve.

“You will allow me to pass and see to the
girl before we settle things,” Seth corrected with a snarl.

“Let him pass, Fiona.” Finn’s voice silenced
them both. He hadn’t spoken loudly, but there was a power to his
voice that neither of them could ignore. “Seth, see to Zoey,” Finn
ordered as he approached. “Fiona, this will be resolved on my
terms, not yours,” he added as he stopped between the two of them.
His tanned face was creased with worry, but he smiled down at
Zoelyn despite his obvious stress. “You will be fine,” he promised
softly as he motioned once more for Seth to go.

“Finn, you can’t simply let him walk from
this. Do you realize how bad this is?” Fiona hissed as Seth pushed
past her and continued for the tower stairs.

“What is going to happen to you?” Zoelyn
whispered as the voices behind them faded. Seth had picked up his
pace and she missed Finn’s response entirely, but from Fiona’s
words she doubted it could be good.

“Nothing,” Seth assured her with a smile and
she could see the lie on his face. He wasn’t scared, but he did
seem uneasy. “Don’t forget, I saved Jala’s life with my actions as
well, and Finn can forgive a lot when Jala is involved,” he added
with a faint smile.

“I don’t want you to suffer for me,” Zoelyn
murmured with a soft shake of her head. She regretted the action at
once and a soft whimper escaped her lips as the pain
intensified.

“I will be fine, Zoey,” Seth promised as he
paused in front of his door.

Zoelyn had no idea how they had reached his
rooms so swiftly, but she was grateful they had. Her head was
throbbing and she was growing dizzier by the moment. Closing her
eyes, she slowed her breathing and tried to center herself as Seth
carried her into his rooms. Nausea rose in her stomach once more
and she clamped her mouth shut until the feeling passed and by the
time she finally reopened her eyes, Seth was laying her gently on
the bed. His hand brushed against her hair softly and she tried to
keep from flinching from his touch.

“It’s a bad one, but it will heal. You will
have a scar from it, though,” Seth murmured as he examined the
wound more closely. He straightened and let out a harsh breath.
“Let me gather a few things and I will get you stitched up so you
can rest.”

She watched him in silence as he left the
room and her mind returned to the last moments of the battle as she
stared up at the ceiling.

Seth’s accusations rang in her mind and she
swallowed heavily at the memory of his words. It had been Neph that
had cursed her, but from what she had overheard it hadn’t been
something that was done in malice. Zyi Delvayon, the name echoed in
her mind and something stirred deep inside her.

According to Seth, Undrae never remembered
their previous lives, but something about the name blossomed in her
mind. Déjà vu coiled around her as she focused on the thought, and
an echo of earlier pain returned to her mind. The memory was foggy
with most of the details lost in a haze, but she could remember the
pain clearly, and a distant voice promising her that everything
would be fine.

Her gaze rose once more as Seth entered the
room and she watched him approach in silence. He had a small box
tucked under his arm and the expression on his face was distracted
as he dragged the chair from the center of the room to the bedside.
His eyes met hers for a moment as he carefully set the box on the
bed beside her and flipped it open. “This is going to hurt,” he
warned her softly as he pulled a small needle and some thread from
the box.

“I’ve had worse,” Zoelyn whispered faintly
and Seth looked up at her with a glint of amusement in his
eyes.

“Have you now? That’s a story I haven’t heard
from you. I thought you were safe in Glis while Dominic cared for
you,” Seth said quietly as he threaded the needle.

“It was in Delvay and the cold was almost as
bad as the wounds. The winters in Glis were harsh, but nothing can
match the cold of the mountains in Delvay,” Zoelyn whispered and
Seth froze. “I can’t hate him for what he did to me,” she added
after a long pause.

“You shouldn’t remember anything,” Seth
whispered as his golden eyes searched her face. “Undrae never
remember who they were.”

Zoelyn ignored the words as more memories
surfaced and tears rose in her eyes. “My brother did everything he
could to save me, and nearly died in the process. I can’t hate him
no matter what magic he used to call me back. At least he loved me
enough to try, no matter how wrong it may have been.” Her words
faded as she wiped the tears from her eyes and she smiled bitterly
as she met Seth’s gaze once more. “I didn’t want you to find my
past, but now that you did, I am so grateful. It’s just as painful
as I feared it would be, but there is comfort in it too. My life
has been hard, but I was loved, and that is something I shall never
forget or cast away.”

“Zoey you shouldn’t remember any of this,”
Seth repeated and shook his head in confusion.

She snorted in amusement and ignored the
flash of pain it caused. “You said I was stronger than other Undrae
and I understand why now. I’m Delvay, Seth, and while I never
understood what my father meant in life, I do understand his words
now. The Delvay are as strong as the mountains and I have finally
found my strength. Thank you, Seth. Without you I would have been
lost forever.”

Seth stared at her for a long moment before
nodding slowly. “I’m not sure I will be able to adjust to calling
you Zyi,” he admitted quietly.

“I don’t I want you to,” Zoelyn replied
softly. “I may remember who I was, but that doesn’t mean I want to
return to that life. I think for now I’m content with being Zoey
and learning from the memories of Zyi’s mistakes.” She smiled at
him again and carefully pulled her hair back from her head wound.
“Would you mind? I remember what it is like to die now, and it’s
not something I want to repeat.”

Seth shook his head sharply as he stirred
himself from his thoughts and nodded to her quickly. “Of course,”
he whispered as he leaned forward to examine the wound again. “It
shouldn’t take long if you don’t squirm while I’m stitching,” he
informed her quietly as he wiped away the worst of the blood with a
damp cloth.

“I won’t move a muscle. I promise,” Zoelyn
murmured as she closed her eyes once more. Her mind returned to the
faint echoes of her former life and she pushed all of her focus
toward the memories to block out the pain. In time, she might even
remember why she had died in Delvay. For now, all she could
remember about it was betrayal, but she wasn’t sure who had
betrayed her.

 


* * *

 


The sound of the door opening brought Zoelyn
from her rest. She blinked the sleep from her eyes quickly and
struggled up from the blankets to gaze at the doorway, hoping to
see Seth. Her eyes found Yasny instead and she forced a smile on
her face despite the disappointment. It wasn’t that Yasny’s company
was bad. It was the simple fact that she had barely seen Seth in
the past few days. If it hadn’t been for the dragon’s visits, she
would have gone mad from worry.

“No, it’s just me. Sorry to disappoint you,”
Yasny said with a smile as she closed the door behind her and moved
closer to the bed.

“I’m never disappointed to see you, Yasny.
It’s just I haven’t seen him all day. Is he OK?” Zoelyn replied
softly as Yasny settled on the bed beside her. She knew Seth was
still facing punishment for saving her in Delvay, though he
wouldn’t tell her exactly what his punishment was.

“He is fine, as far as I know,” Yasny assured
her. Gently the dragon pulled her bandages back and leaned closer
to examine the wound on her head. “I think you will be able to take
that bandage off today. You heal fast, girl,” she announced with a
smile.

“I’m glad to hear that. It itches horribly,”
Zoelyn muttered as she stretched and shifted to a more comfortable
position. “I’m sick of being in bed,” she added with a sigh. She
wasn’t sure exactly how long she had been confined to the room, but
she was more than ready to get up. With luck, she might even be
able to find Seth and put her worries about him to rest for a
while.

“I don’t know. You still seem pale,” Yasny
said doubtfully.

“I haven’t had any magic. Of course I look
pale,” Zoelyn laughed and motioned toward the dresser. “Seth
usually leaves a bag of stones over there for me, but I haven’t
been able to get up to reach them. Would you mind bringing them
over?”

Yasny glanced back at the dresser and rose
silently. After several long minutes of fumbling on the dresser she
glanced back at Zoelyn and shook her head softly. “I don’t see a
bag here and I don’t follow what you mean about stones or how that
would make you pale,” she said with confusion clear in her
voice.

“Mage stones. My hair and eyes take on the
color of the magic I absorb. Seth usually gives me mostly Shadow
magic. He says the black hair makes it impossible for others to
know what power I have at my disposal,” Zoelyn explained with a
frown. It wasn’t like Seth to forget something as important as the
stones.

“Well that is simple enough. I can craft
stones for you if you need the energy. I’m afraid I can’t do shadow
magic, but I can fashion others,” Yasny replied with a smile and
moved back to the bed once more. “I think it would do you good to
get out of bed for a while and if a bit of magic is all it takes
I’m happy to help,” she murmured as she began crafting stones and
dropping them in front of Zoelyn.

“Thank you, Yasny. I’m lucky to have you to
help,” Zoelyn grinned and picked up the first stone eyeing the deep
red color. She had never absorbed much in the way of fire magic.
Jala generally crafted stones of pure arcane magic, and Seth’s
stones were always dark in color.

Yasny gazed up at her hesitation and smiled
widely. “I know it isn’t dark like you are used to, but fire is the
easiest for me. Besides you will make a stunning redhead and what
man doesn’t love a girl with red hair?” Her tone held a note of
teasing to it and Zoelyn blushed in response. No matter how hard
she had tried to hide her affection for Seth, Yasny had seen
through it easily on her first visit.

“He doesn’t see me that way,” Zoelyn muttered
as she absorbed the first stone and savored the rush of power
through her weakened body.

“Then we need to open his eyes,” Yasny
announced with a playful grin. “And I am just the one to help you
with that,” she added with a wink and rose from the bed as Zoelyn
lifted the next stone. “Let’s see if Seth left you any other
clothing in here aside from the leather armor. Something a bit more
feminine would work nicely.”

“I don’t know Yasny,” Zoelyn began hesitantly
but the dragon waved a hand in dismissal before she could
continue.

“Nonsense. Seth should be grateful that
someone like you cares what he thinks and he is my friend after
all. If he is too blind to realize you care for him, it is my
solemn duty to open his eyes to the fact,” Yasny informed her
sweetly as she began pulling the dresser drawers open one by one.
“Ahh, ha!” she called happily as she pulled a long green dress from
the dresser and turned to face Zoelyn with triumph written clearly
on her beautiful face. “It’s a bit old fashioned in cut, but
beggars can’t be choosers and this color will look wonderful with
the red hair.”

Zoelyn stared at the dress for a long moment
and then smiled widely at Yasny. “I never even bothered looking
inside the dresser. I always just assumed it was empty. I can’t
believe Seth left dresses for me.” She rose unsteadily from the bed
and took the garment from Yasny. The soft velvet of the dress slid
through her fingers as she held it up before her and gazed into the
mirror. Yasny was right. The emerald color of the dress did look
splendid next to her red hair and she couldn’t help but keep the
smile from her face. “It is so beautiful,” she breathed as she ran
a hand down the front of the dress, admiring the delicate stitching
that lined the bodice and skirts.

“You are so beautiful,” Yasny corrected
softly and smiled at her once more. “Well, get changed, girl. With
luck, I can get your hair fixed and have you perfect by the time
Seth returns, and won’t he be surprised to see you looking so
beautiful. There is no way he will be able to ignore you after
this,” she promised.

 


* * *

 


Seth slumped against the door as the last of
the visions in the room faded. Anger and grief warred in his mind
as he waited for the seal on the door to release. He wasn’t sure
how much more of his past he could face, but Finn had been adamant
about the penance. Considering his actions, though, Seth supposed
it was the most lenient punishment the Lord of Death could give,
and despite the pain of remembering, he was grateful. Relief washed
through him as the door gave behind him and he stumbled into the
hallway. Quickly, he rubbed his face and did his best to erase all
signs of anguish from his features. Zoey would be awake by now and
he didn’t want her to see him looking so pathetic.

“Are you OK, Seth?” Her voice brought his
head up sharply and he stared in stunned silence at her form in the
doorway of his rooms. It was like looking at a ghost and after the
time in penance it was a fresh wound that he couldn’t ignore. The
dress she wore had been Dashara’s and her hair was the same deep
red. He had never seen Zoelyn’s hair any color but black or white,
and she had never fixed it as she wore it now. His gaze trailed
across the delicate braids and then down to her face and his shock
gave away to anger. There was no way she could have done this by
accident. There were just too many details for it to be
unintentional.

“What are you doing, Zoey?” Seth asked coldly
as he met her eyes and held her gaze.

“I came to find you.” Her voice was hesitant
and a wave of confusion crossed her features.

Uncertainty rose in his mind and his anger
wavered. “Why are you dressed like that?” he asked cautiously. He
tried to keep the desperation from his voice. He needed her to
answer in innocence. He didn’t want to believe she was
intentionally trying to cause him more pain, not after everything
he had put aside to keep her happy. It had taken all of his will to
stay rational when facing Neph, but he had done it for her. Despite
what he thought of the man, he knew Zoelyn cared for everyone she
had lived with in Merro.

“I wanted you to notice me,” Zoelyn murmured
and took another half-step into the room. “I was afraid you only
saw me as a child, and I wanted you to see me as more,” she added
in a voice that was barely above a whisper.

“What else could I see you as, Zoey? You are
a child, though you have never showed it as clearly as you are now.
Do you not realize what I am, you stupid little girl?” Seth
snarled. She flinched at his voice and he instantly regretted his
tone. This was not something he could face rationally right now and
he knew simply walking away would be his best option, but he
couldn’t take his eyes from her.

A breath of desire rose in his chest and his
anger redoubled. He didn’t need this, not with everything else. He
already cared too much for her, though he hadn’t realized it until
she had been wounded. The sheer terror that had seized him when he
saw her fall had prompted his actions, despite how wrong they were.
To save her, he had been ready to face any punishment Finn chose,
but once she was safe, that knowledge had terrified him. If he let
this go farther, Zoelyn was one step closer to becoming a memory to
haunt him in his room of penance. That’s always how it worked.
Everything he ever cared for ended up dead and the only way to save
her was to push her away now.

“I know what you ar, Seth,” Zoelyn answered
at last. He could see the courage it was taking for her to speak,
and a part of him twisted in disgust for his actions. “You aren’t
what they call you, Seth. I know you better than that. You aren’t a
demon,” she added and took a hesitant step toward him.

“Do you?” Seth snapped, his eyes flashing
once more. The desire to comfort her was so strong it almost
crushed his anger, but he forced it down. All he had to do was look
at her now and remember Dashara to know how it would end for her if
he caved in now. He knew she cared for him, and he had fed on that
to reach his goals. He had never even considered that he might grow
to care about her, though. He had thought he was past that.

“I do,” Zoelyn replied and took another slow
step toward him. “You saved me and you have protected me. You
aren’t what they say you are, Seth,” she added with a bit more
confidence in her voice.

“You don’t know me, Zoey,” Seth hissed as he
grabbed her arm and pulled her closer. He had to act now before he
lost his nerve. Turning quickly he pressed his palm flat on the
raven carved door and willed it to open. “You are about to, though,
and maybe it will bring you to your senses,” he snarled as he
shoved her into the room in front of him. He had never shared his
memories before, but this was the quickest way he could think to
save them both. Once she saw what he really was she would be
disgusted, and once he saw that look on her face he could quit
caring about her.

Focusing his will he summoned the earliest of
his memories. “Do you want to see me as the child whore, Zoey?” he
asked as images of a much younger Seth formed. “Do you want to know
how I served the Avanti in the beginning?” He grabbed her by the
jaw and held her face, forcing her to watch as the child image of
him writhed beneath his former master with tears coursing down his
small face.

“I don’t want to see this, Seth,” Zoelyn
cried and tried to pull away from him.

“How about how I killed them all for that?”
he whispered in her ear as the illusion skipped ahead to show the
mangled bodies of everyone he had killed that night. Even the
servant’s children had died under his blade. He had spared no one.
“Perhaps you would prefer to see how I killed my mother?” He forced
the memories ahead to show her the arena where he had fought and
his mother’s pathetic corpse lying below him. He hadn’t shed a tear
for her when he killed her, but his eyes were growing glassy now.
It was taking more effort than he had thought it would to force the
room to show what he wanted. It was designed to play all of the
memories fully, but he couldn’t handle that now and he knew it. He
was already too close to breaking.

“Seth, why are you doing this?” Zoelyn
whimpered, as she pulled on his arm again, desperate to escape his
vice-like grip on her jaw.

“Because you say you know me, Zoey,” he
whispered. He called on the memories again flashing it forward to
the cities he had leveled beyond the barrier. She grew silent in
his arms as she watched him slaughter countless people with a
savage smile on his face. Then seemed to wilt in his arms as images
of disemboweled women and children washed through the room and he
pushed the images past to the most painful. “Maybe you would rather
watch how I let Dashara die?” His voice was softer now and he could
feel her tears coursing over his hand as he held her in place to
watch Dashara being tortured. “I didn’t move a muscle when they
skinned her,” he hissed with as much ice as he could summon to his
voice.

“Enough!” Finn’s voice rang out through the
room and the illusions faded at once.

Seth turned slowly to face the Lord of Death
and wasn’t sure which fact amazed him more. Finn’s presence in the
room, or the sheer power that had echoed in his voice.

Finn glowered at him for a long moment before
motioning to Zoelyn. “Release her, Seth,” he commanded with enough
power in his voice to send most denizens of the Darklands scurrying
for shelter.

Seth’s fingers relaxed and he stepped back
from Zoelyn wordlessly, still staring at Finn in mute fascination.
He had never seen this side of Finn and he wasn’t sure what to make
of it.

“Come here, Zoey,” Finn ordered in a softer
voice.

She rushed to his side at once and Seth felt
his stomach coil at the fear on her face. It was what he had
wanted, but it still hurt to see. He swallowed heavily as Finn
pulled her close to him and wrapped an arm protectively around her.
A flicker of jealousy rose in Seth and he knew he had no right, but
emotions never acted with logic.

“I’m sorry I let this go so far, Zoey. Are
you 0K?” Finn asked softly as he gently pressed a hand under her
chin and forced her to meet his eyes.

Zoelyn sniffled and nodded slightly, but the
hurt on her face was evident.

“She is fine, Finn. I didn’t hurt her,” Seth
snapped before he could stop himself. He didn’t want her comforted
by Finn. He could barely stomach seeing her wrapped in his
arms.

Finn glanced up at him and back down to
Zoelyn and smiled warmly at her. “She will be OK now. She is too
strong to break from something like this.” He spoke in a soothing
voice and Seth bristled further.

Seth knew that voice and that smile. It was
one of his own tricks, and to watch Finn using it on Zoey was too
much. “I said s he was fine, Finn. Leave it at that,” he snarled as
he took another step closer.

Finn glanced back up at him and smiled
coldly. Leaning down he kissed Zoelyn gently on the forehead and
Seth’s anger broke at the sight. He was moving before he even
realized what he was doing with his dagger in his hand. Raising the
blade, Seth drove hard for Finn’s side and nearly fell as Finn
caught his arm in a vice-like grip and stared hard at him. The Lord
of Death had barely moved a muscle to block him and Seth realized
with growing dismay that Finn had baited him and had been waiting
for the attack.

Finn held his gaze as firmly as he held this
arm and smirked. “When you have calmed down, Zoey I want you to
remember this moment. Replay all of this in your mind and ask
yourself who was being the child today,” Finn said coolly as he
slowly twisted Seth’s arm forcing him to drop his dagger. “Jala
will welcome you back with no questions, Zoey, and you will be safe
there,” Finn promised as he summoned the magic to send her from the
Darklands.

Seth watched in silence as she faded from the
room and tried to forget the look of betrayal that was on her face.
She had trusted him, and it had been so long since anyone had
trusted him.

“She didn’t deserve that, Seth, no matter how
disappointed and scared you are,” Finn said quietly once she was
gone. Slowly he released his grip on Seth’s arm and shook his head
at Seth’s confusion. “It must have been difficult to keep your
temper in check once you realized it was Neph that raised her. I
know that had to be devastating to your plans.”

“What?” Seth stammered, eyeing Finn with
suspicion. He had believed Finn was oblivious to everything, but he
was quickly realizing how wrong he was. “Why would that disappoint
me?” he pressed, wondering exactly how much Finn had figured
out.

Finn smirked in response and shook his head
slowly. “Because Neph was my friend in life and he wouldn’t move
against me now. I’m not stupid, Seth. You were searching for a way
out of hell and there are very few sacrifices that would be worthy
of a creature as powerful as you. I dare to say, it likely would
have taken a Divine for you to retain your memories and not become
an Undrae yourself,” Finn explained in a calm voice.

“Why did you allow it, then, if you knew what
I was doing the entire time?” Seth demanded. It made no sense to
him that Finn would simply sit by and do nothing when he obviously
knew that Seth had planned to betray him.

“Because Zoey needed your help and I thought
perhaps she could help you,” Finn answered with a heavy sigh and
gazed around the room sadly. “I was apparently wrong, though.”

“Help me?” Seth stammered and backed away
from Finn shaking his head. “There is no help for me,” he added in
a harsh voice.

“Do you know why I don’t feed you souls,
Seth?” Finn asked quietly. He glanced at Seth as he spoke and
smirked again. “I have been forcing you to face this room and
hoping that one day you might come out of here saying look what
I did, rather than look what they did to me.” Finn
finished and rubbed his face.

“You are saying all of this was my doing?”
Seth snarled as his anger flared once more. “You think I wanted to
warm a pedophiles bed?

You think I chose to serve the Avanti? I was
a slave, Finn!”

“Life offered you shit, but look what you
made of it, Seth. Your mother handed you over to that monster so
you would live and you slit her throat in thanks,” Finn growled
back and whirled on Seth.

“She let him abuse me. She deserved to die!”
Seth’s voice rose with his anger and he glared at Finn with pure
hatred.

“She wanted you to live,” Finn repeated
coldly. “Do you think my own mother wanted to be raised by the
Avanti? I highly doubt it, but you allowed her to be taken as a
child because you knew even though it would be a harsh life, she
would live. Do you think she could slit your throat, knowing you
were her father, and not shed a tear for it?” Finn moved closer and
shook his head slowly. “She couldn’t. I promise you that.”

Seth stared at him and his anger faltered. He
had never compared his own actions with that of his mother. All he
had been able to focus on was how she had allowed him to be abused
and he had never considered why she had allowed it. Finn’s words
hit too close to home, though. He had known the same pain with
Davahni and had no choice other than to allow her to be taken.

“Do you think Dashara would have suffered as
much as she did if you hadn’t forced Donrey’s hand with your
actions?” Finn continued and the illusion of Dashara shimmered back
into view. “She was freeing slaves, Seth. Do you think this is the
death one earns for freeing slaves? I don’t. It was your actions
that led to this. Your nightly hunts on the Avanti that brought
Donrey to this point. He might have forgiven Dashara, if not for
your vengeance. How many did you kill in her name without uttering
a word about it to her?” Finn paused, waiting for an answer, but
Seth could only shake his head in response. “It was never about
making a better world to you. It has always been about vengeance,”
Finn sighed and shook his head with disgust.

“Why does it even matter to you?” Seth
whispered hoarsely. Guilt was settling firmly on his shoulders and
it wasn’t an emotion that he was familiar with. He had never wasted
the effort on remorse and had always believed what he did was
justified no matter how brutal it was.

“Because I echo Zoelyn’s sentiments about
you, Seth. I want to see you redeemed and I have been doing
everything I can to push you down that road. I’m not your former
master. I don’t want you to serve for eternity,” Finn answered
sadly.

“Why?” Seth asked softly.

“Because when I look at you, I see what I
would have become had Jala not appeared in my life. I was well on
the way to being you, and I know you can change, Seth. I did.” Finn
smiled and shook his head as he sighed heavily. “Besides, Fate has
something in store for you. You might be blind to it, but I’m not.
Everything is circling around you, Seth. It can’t be a coincidence
that all of these things are happening. I mean, what are the odds
of your son raising the only Undrae that has existed in centuries.
Something is coming, Seth, and you will have a role in it. I’m
certain of that.”

“I truly hope you are wrong,” Seth murmured.
The way he felt right now, he didn’t think he could face anything
else. Finn’s words rang with too much truth and he had a lot to
consider. His mind circled back to Zoelyn and his guilt increased.
With shoulders slumped he leaned heavily back against the wall and
shook his head at Finn. “I don’t think I could face more right
now,” he admitted quietly.

“Good. Then you are finally on the right
path,” Finn nodded with approval and stepped closer to Seth. “You
know, in time, she might forgive you. With Zoey, it probably
wouldn’t even be that much time. She is a sweet girl. However…”
Finn paused and pressed his hand firmly against Seth’s chest. White
fire coursed through Seth’s veins at the touch and when the Lord of
Death pulled his hand back, Seth could feel his magic weaken. “You
can do it without this. I think you have done enough damage with
your Charm magic. If you want her trust back, Seth, earn it,” Finn
finished as he stepped away from Seth.

Seth gaped at him and slid down the wall to
sit. He shook his head at Finn slowly and swallowed heavily at the
thought. “I don’t even know how to talk to someone without using
the Charm.”

“I suggest you learn, then,” Finn began as he
headed for the door. “Consider what I’ve said, Seth. I have to
serve my own penance now so you should have plenty of peace and
quiet to think.” “What?” Seth asked in confusion.

Finn paused by the door and smiled back at
him. “Did you honestly think the Aspects and other Divines would
let your actions in Delvay slide? It’s time to pay the piper, Seth,
and I’m not sure how long it will take me.”

“You could have simply given them me,” Seth
stammered as he rose to his feet once more. “I acted without your
permission and you didn’t have to claim the blame for this.”

“I didn’t have to,” Finn agreed with a nod.
“But that’s what friends do, Seth, and you are more than simply a
friend. You are family.”


Epilogue

 


Delvay

 


 


Neph settled back on his throne and stared at
the empty room dismally. Two days had passed since Jala turned her
back on him and he had yet to find motivation to do anything. The
only true accomplishment he could claim was cleaning the dead from
the city and that had been a simple matter of magic. The rest of
the time he had spent in thought and nothing that had crossed his
mind had been good. As far as he could tell, no matter what he did
he was fucked. Even if he woke his people from stasis, there
weren’t enough of them to hold the city when Rivasa attacked, and
he knew they would soon. By now, rumors of the attack had surely
reached the High Lord of Rivasa and he had to know how weak Delvay
was once Merro returned home.

Muffled clatter from the courtyard beyond
pulled him from his thoughts and Neph stiffened in his chair. That
had been hooves, he was certain of it. Standing slowly, he moved to
the door and braced himself for what was coming. He had known there
would be an attack and the only thing he could do now was fight
until he had nothing left to give. Closing his eyes, he summoned
the memory of Jala’s face and seized the pain that rose in his
chest for focus. Magic hummed through his veins and he pushed the
doors open wide in front of him.

“I’d really appreciate it if you would
release all of that magic.” Madren’s voice rose from the courtyard
beyond.

“Madren?” Neph gasped in shock and the magic
faded from his mind instantly. He couldn’t fathom a single thing
that would bring the High Lord of Goswin to his door. In all the
time he had known Madren, Neph had never once thought he would be
happy to hear that voice, but he was.

“Thank you, Neph. I really didn’t want to be
cooked in my armor,” Madren called in response and stepped slowly
through the doorway into the inner city. He was armored in shining
plate with a massive sword across his back and looked nothing like
the fragile boy Neph remembered from the city.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Neph
demanded, though there was no anger in his voice, only
confusion.

“Protecting my ally,” Madren answered calmly
and gazed around the empty hall curiously. His dark eyes found Neph
once more and his expression softened. “Anthe saw what was coming,
Neph, but I couldn’t say anything then. No one would have listened
to me,” he explained and shrugged. “So I remained behind in Arovan
and did what I could to ensure Jala had full support from those
Lords so when the time came she wouldn’t need me. I knew I would be
needed here.”

“Madren you don’t even like me, remember?”
Neph pressed as he stared at the man in wonder.

Madren smiled and let out a short sigh. “I do
at times, Neph. Besides, you aren’t the only one that knows how
important this city is. Goswin and Delvay have been allies for a
very long while if you remember correctly and it’s not just your
Grandmother that cast the spell to contain the Veyetta, if you
recall. My Grandfather helped with that as well and I know what
must be protected.”

Neph stared at him gape-jawed and tried to
pull his thoughts back into order. Just when he had been mastering
his own confusion, Madren had sucker punched him with another wave
of shock. “I thought only Delvay knew about that,” he admitted
quietly.

“And I never thought I would have to admit to
knowing,” Madren replied with a shrug. “But here we are, and from
the looks of things we have a lot to do. I have to admit I expected
you to have your people released by now.”

“I couldn’t face them yet, and I really
didn’t see the point in forcing them to die beside me when Rivasa
showed up,” Neph said quietly. His own gaze moved slowly around the
room and then back to Madren. Slowly he shook his head and smiled
faintly. “I can’t believe how much I have underestimated you.”

“Probably not nearly as much as I have
underestimated myself in the past. Thanks to Anthe, I think I
finally have it all together.” Madren glanced over his shoulder and
then back to Neph. “I’ve brought five thousand with me, but most of
them are guarding the border. Anthe is in charge there and she has
promised that the Rivasans won’t pass without paying dearly for it.
That should buy us time to get the city repaired and get your own
people situated.”

“Thank you, Madren,” Neph said quietly. After
the way he had treated Madren in the time he had known him, he
couldn’t believe that he had moved to help at all. Had he been in
Madren’s place, he doubted he would have.

“We are allies, Neph,” Madren replied with a
smile. “And if we work quickly enough we might manage to get this
done before your sister arrives,” he added quietly with dark eyes
locked on Neph’s.

“What?” Neph stammered once more. Madren had
certainly grown adept at keeping people off balance in the short
time he had been in Goswin.

“In Anthe’s visions, Zyi returned to Delvay
and woke the heroes. Anthe is very rarely wrong, and even though I
am confused as to how your dead sister will arrive I can see there
is a chance of it by the expression on your face,” Madren
explained.

Memories surfaced in Neph’s mind of his last
days with Zyi and her tear filled words the night she left home.
Maybe one day you will lead here, and I can come home again.
The words had seemed unbelievable at the time, but now they echoed
clearly with truth. He was the High Lord of Delvay now and Zyi was
finally coming home. His throat tightened at the thought. “I don’t
even care if she can awaken the heroes. It’s enough to have her
home finally.” Neph spoke softly and wiped his face before the
first of the tears could form. Looking up, he smiled at Madren and
bowed his head. “Thank you, Madren. I was on the brink and if not
for you I don’t think I could have pulled back.”

Madren nodded once and gazed around the room.
“That’s what friends are for, Neph. I know you have never
considered me a friend, but I hope that changes in the future. I
have enough enemies in life and there are too many people that
simply don’t care. What I need is a true ally and Delvay has always
been just that.”

“And always will be,” Neph promised quietly.
He looked slowly around the room once more and calculated
everything that needed to be repaired. There was so much, but with
Madren’s help he could probably have it done within a week. Nodding
once, he summoned his traveling bag and dumped it on the floor in
front of him. The storage gems clattered noisily to the cobbles and
Neph stooped to pick one up. He paused before opening it and
grinned at Madren. “I have to warn you. They still don’t think much
of me as a leader and they most likely won’t be in a very good
mood.”

“I’ve dealt with you when you were pissed,
Neph. I doubt there is anything they can say or do that will shock
me,” Madren replied with a smirk.

“Well here we go, then,” Neph murmured as he
cracked the first gem.

“All hail High Lord Nephondelvayon,” Madren
said softly and bowed in Neph’s direction.

“Words I never thought I would hear,” Neph
muttered quietly as he cracked gem after gem. For the first time
since Jala left, he felt a glimmer of hope building in his chest.
The first step was securing Delvay. He wasn’t sure what would come
after that, but perhaps Zoelyn would offer suggestions. She had
always been wiser than he. He had just never truly listened to her
before. It wasn’t until after she was gone that everything she had
said made sense, and now he finally had a chance to prove that he
understood her. The Delvay he rebuilt would be a place just like
she had dreamed of, where you could speak the truth without fear
and no one was forced into a life he didn’t believe in.
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