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Prologue

 


 


The choking sweet smell of rot filled the
darkened room with a pungency that made him want to vomit. Shade
would have complained, but he knew he was the source of the stench.
It didn’t seem right to complain about something he was causing.
The right side of his face felt like an overripe melon, and he
couldn’t even bring himself to look down at his leg. If not for the
chains binding his wrists and holding him tight against the rafter
he knew he wouldn’t be on his feet.

Even if the Blights had released him and
waved him toward the door he didn’t have the strength to escape.
That didn’t seem likely in any case however. He had been hanging
from the rafter for what seemed like days without so much as a word
from the Blights. He wasn’t really sure exactly how long it had
been, and he no longer cared to put thought into it. Everything
beyond his personal misery seemed trivial, even the passing of
time.

At first he had been energetic in his demands
to speak with someone about his mission, now he simply didn’t care.
All he really wanted now was sleep. The deep restful kind of sleep
that couldn’t be achieved while hanging from a rafter and slowly
rotting in the dark.

“Look at what you have done to us. Of all
of the arrogant idiotic things. What did you imagine would happen
when you lit that campfire? Did you think the Blights would
simply announce themselves and offer a parlay?” The voice
echoed through his skull like thunder and Shade flinched in
response.

The pounding of his pulse was agony enough,
but to actually hear a voice was excruciating. Licking his cracked
lips Shade lifted his head just enough to stare at the darkness
around him. The room was empty as far as he could tell through the
blurry vision of his remaining eye. His head slumped back to his
chest and his eye closed once more. It was too much effort to
bother answering the voice, and his throat was too dry for words at
any rate. If he wasted the energy for words it would be to plea for
water from his captors. Not that that would do any good, he had
already tried begging for water days ago or maybe hours, it didn’t
matter which. He certainly wasn’t going to waste his strength
answering whoever had chosen to taunt him with the same point he
had been kicking himself over since his capture.

“You think you can simply ignore me and
I’ll go away?” The voice grew louder with a note of anger
etched in its tones. “You brought us to this point with your
choices and brilliant planning and you will not ignore me on the
matter. I had things perfectly in control and we were safe under my
guard.”

Confusion welled in Shade’s mind as a choking
sob escaped his lips. The voice was a familiar one, but his mind
refused to give it a name. By rights the only one that should have
been able to make such accusations was the poor pitiful goblin he
had drug into this mess, and he knew it wasn’t the creature’s
thoughts tearing through his mind. Had the creature been able to
communicate mentally it would have done so in its requests for
food.

“Idiot. Does this help you
understand?” There was a long pause and for a moment Shade
thought his tormentor had finally tired of the game. “Open your
eye fool.” The quiet demand was impossible to ignore and once
again Shade forced his eye open. The shadows blurred before him
then sharpened just enough for him to make out a pair of black
polished boots in the dirty straw. Forcing his head up slowly Shade
let his gaze trail along the knee high boots to the fine linen
trousers and waistcoat. Swallowing heavily Shade paused and stared
hard at the dark blue and silver of the fine clothes, the colors of
house Morcaillo.

Bracing himself Shade forced himself to
continue until his vision rested on the man’s face, his face. In
every detail right down to the blue etched glasses it was his own
face he was staring at. His confusion doubled as he tried to force
his mind to sort through what he was seeing. It made no sense at
all to be faced with his double, unless of course the Blights
intended to use this duplicate to trick Jala. She would see though
it though, Shade was certain of that. This image of him was too
outdated. He hadn’t dressed like that in nearly a year, not since
the Academy.

“I’m not a Blight you twice damned idiot.
I suppose you could call me your voice of reason. You know the
little nagging voice that you have been ignoring for so long?
Can’t quite ignore me now can you?” The image of him leaned
closer and stared hard at his face as the words filled Shade’s
mind.

“Go away.” Shade croaked. The effort of
speaking and holding his head upright grew unbearable and he
allowed his head to slump to his chest. His gaze locked on the
shiny black boots once more, but his confusion was already fading.
It took too much effort to think, and it didn’t matter regardless.
If this was a trick Jala would sort through it. He didn’t have the
will or the energy to worry about it himself.

“So you can simply allow us to rot away
without even attempting to escape? I don’t think so.”
The voice was harsh and filled with disgust.

“Nothing else to do but rot.” Shade muttered
in a voice that was barely audible.

“I can’t believe you are still alive
Morcaillo.” The black boots vanished instantly at the sound of the
new voice leaving nothing but empty shadows in the place of his
double. It was as if the man’s quiet words alone had been enough to
banish the demon that had been tormenting him.

Shade struggled to raise his head once more,
but his strength was too far gone. The room had seemed empty, but
apparently he had been wrong. The faint scuff of shifting straw
rose from the shadows behind him. He tried to twist in his chains
enough to glance back, but his body refused to move. “Barely.”
Shade whispered to his unseen savior. He didn’t know if it was a
Blight or another captive, but it hardly mattered. Whoever it was
had saved him from further torment and he was grateful.

“I can tell. By the smell your wounds have
gone putrid, and you’ve been mumbling for hours. I can only imagine
the fever that must be gripping you right now.” The voice was soft
and cultured with faint hints of an Arovan accent.

“Fever.” Shade murmured and almost smiled at
the word. It explained the voice and his double so well. He had
heard of fever dreams before, but had never believed he would be
subject to them. It was so rare that anyone with Elder Blood was
ever reduced to the pathetic state that he was in now that most
never even considered the possibility. Typically if you didn’t kill
an Elder Blood swiftly, you didn’t kill them. Circumstances such as
his own current predicament were few and very far between. Most
Elder Blood weren’t stupid enough to allow themselves to be
captured as easily as he had been, and most would have fought to
the death before being hung like a slab of meat and forgotten.

“I told them you needed healing, but of
course they didn’t listen.” The man sighed and there was more
movement behind him. “I’d help you myself if my own bonds would
allow it. I’m not much of a healer as far as magic, but I know a
bit about binding wounds. I’m afraid you are well beyond that being
enough to help though. If you don’t get a healer soon I’m afraid
you are…” his words trailed off leaving the last word unspoken. It
hardly needed to be said though. Shade knew well enough how close
he was to death.

“Who?” Shade asked as loudly as he could,
which wasn’t much more than a harsh whisper. His voice sounded like
a croaking frog to his own ears, and he could only hope his fellow
prisoner could understand him.

“I’m not sure if you are asking who I am or
who I told you needed healing so I’ll answer both. My name is Caleb
Faulklin of Lord Micah’s Honor guard, or at least I was. I remember
you from the Academy, but I doubt you remember me. I was graduating
when you were arriving, and we only met once. As to whom I asked,
well the Blights of course. They are our current hosts in this
lovely place.” Caleb explained quietly.

The image of a young man with pale grey eyes
flashed in Shade’s mind at the name. Caleb had been soft spoken,
but memorable with short dark hair that frosted to white at the
tips and a quiet charm that seemed to hold women captivated. Shade
could remember the meeting quite well. It had been in a tavern near
the Arena. He had started out drinking alone and had ended the
night in quiet conversation with Micah Arovan of all people. They
had discussed everything from politics to current laws and had
parted on good terms despite the differences of their houses. Caleb
and Honor Hai’dia had been silent shadows behind the heir of Arovan
in the beginning. They had guarded over their young lord as if they
expected Shade to poison him, but by the end of the night they had
been relaxed and even offered their own thoughts on the various
topics.

“Always liked Micah. Respected him.” Shade
murmured softly. He wanted to say more, to offer condolences for
Micah’s death, to voice outrage over his murder, but he was fading
and he knew it. “Any words for him? I’ll see him soon.” He chuckled
weakly at his macabre words, but it was the truth and there was no
use denying it.

“Tell him I found her and she is safe. Tell
him that she doesn’t need my protection like he feared she would,
and that she misses him, but she will be fine.” Caleb’s voice
cracked with the words and he was silent for a long moment. “Don’t
tell him where you saw me. I want him to pass onto his next life
without the full truth. I want his spirit to rest peacefully. He
deserved that much. Micah loved her and this would break his heart
were he still living. It nearly broke mine when I arrived and I
wish he had never sent me after the bitch. I would have much rather
died in blissful ignorance beside him in Arovan.”

“Who?” Shade asked again. It wasn’t his
business, but the pain in the man’s voice had stirred even his
lethargic mind to curiosity.

“Onvalla, Micah’s wife. Though I promise you
he didn’t know what she was when he married her. I spent months
around the woman and never realized she was Blight, and now she
leads them. With luck the knowledge will die with us. I don’t want
my Lord’s reputation tarnished by his choice in love, and it would
be. After all, we set out to extinguish the Blights, not bed them.”
Caleb’s voice grew bitter and he fell silent once more.

Shade digested the news in silence. It
explained perfectly why Caleb was still alive and sounded in better
health than he was. Onvalla had known him personally, and it was
doubtful that Caleb had offered any more of a fight than he had
when captured. The bitter irony of the entire situation made him
want to vomit. Both of them had been sent to help the Blights in
one form or another, and both of them were rotting in the dark
because of it. Of course Caleb hadn’t actually known he was charged
with helping a Blight, which made his story even more depressing.
Both of them had walked blindly into their situation, and both of
them would likely die from it.

“Fate you cruel fickle bitch.” Shade muttered
as his eye closed once more. His mind slowly released its last
attempts at thought and everything began to fade to an empty fog.
The pain was finally fading away as well. The agonizing pounding of
his pulse was becoming a faint echo that was gradually slowing.
Rationally he knew he was dying, but it was blissful none the
less.

“God damn you fight! Don’t
surrender!” The voice broke through his thoughts once more and
Shade smiled faintly in response. Once again as he had done so
often lately Shade quietly ignored the voice of reason. He was too
far gone to argue or fight and he knew it, there was nothing else
to do but ignore it.

 


* * *

 


Pain tore through his body like daggers and a
sob broke from his throat. The dead are not supposed to hurt
Shade’s mind screamed as another wave of agony washed over him.

“Easy I’ve got you.” Caleb’s voice whispered
somewhere near his ear. “You are a tough little bastard Morcaillo.”
He added in a strained voice.

“He looks dead to me, not tough.” A woman
observed dryly from somewhere to his left.

“After what you have put him through he
should be. He is Morcaillo, Onvalla. A Delvay or Shifter could live
through this kind of treatment, even a Firym might be able to pull
through, but not one of the more fragile houses. Their strengths do
not lie in endurance.” Caleb scolded in a cold voice.

“He is Morcaillo as you say. So why should I
care if he dies?” Onvalla snapped back in a tone that held very
little patience.

“Because this particular Morcaillo was
Micah’s friend and he isn’t like the rest. This is Christian the
Shade. I know you heard Micah speak of him before. I know you
remember that name, Onvalla.” Caleb growled.

“The one Micah said could change House
Morcaillo if he led it?” Onvalla replied in a quieter tone. “Why
didn’t you tell me before now? It’s too late now. He is practically
dead.” Her voice held a note of regret and Shade wanted to slap her
for it. It was taking everything he had to focus on their words
rather than the jostling pain of his body, and every moment of
suffering he had endured was her fault.

“I tried to tell you Onvalla. I tried several
times to tell you or get him a healer, but your lackeys ignore my
words.” Caleb explained in frustration. “They would have continued
to ignore me if I hadn’t thrown such a bloody fit this time.” He
added in clipped tones.

“Be grateful they fetched me rather than
killing you for that.” Onvalla replied in a harsher voice. “I fail
to see what we can do for him regardless. He is too far gone now
and I have no healers. Blights have no need of healers.” Her words
echoed with superiority and Shade could hear the smile in her
voice.

“Slap her for that.” Shade mumbled hoping
Caleb could decipher his words despite the weakness of his
voice.

Caleb snorted back laughter as he gently
lowered Shade to the dirty straw covered floor. “I doubt that would
help either of us at this point.” He murmured quietly. “He wouldn’t
need a healer either if your people hadn’t been feeding him Tevrae
daily to keep him in this state. Give him the antidote and his
regeneration will do the rest of the work. I doubt he will get his
eye back or much of his strength, but he will live.” Caleb said in
a louder voice.

“Antidote?” Onvalla echoed in confusion.

“Yes Antidote. Did you not happen to glean
that particular detail when you were scanning minds? Nearly every
poison has an antidote and the one for Tevrae is fairly simple. Let
me out of this hole and I’ll be happy to show it to you.” Caleb
spoke in a carefully measured voice, but Shade could still hear the
seething anger in the man’s words.

“So you can escape? I don’t think so Caleb. I
can’t have you running back to your people with the knowledge you
have. It’s only for Micah’s memory that I have let you live this
long. I know he loved you like a little brother, but don’t make the
mistake of believing I share Micah’s sentiments. You were the one
that tracked my people down. If not for you hundreds of Blights
would still be alive. No one else can track us like you do, and
until I find out how you tracked us you are my prisoner.” Onvalla’s
voice grew colder with each word.

“And once you find out how I am what?
Dinner?” Caleb snapped back. “If you don’t get him the antidote he
will die and he could very well be the answer to your problems with
the Morcaillo. If he takes control of his house he can call back
his people and end their demands on your kind.”

Shade had to suppress a smile at the words.
There was of course no way that was the truth. He had about as much
chance of gaining control of House Morcaillo as Caleb had of
convincing Onvalla to save his life. Now didn’t seem the prudent
time to speak however. So he contented himself with staring up at
the shadowed ceiling and silently wishing someone would cut his
mangled leg off. With the pain coursing through it right now there
was no way an amputation could hurt any worse.

“And why would he? Why would he relinquish
power over the Blights?” Onvalla demanded. There was a trace of
hope in her voice though, it was barely perceptible but it was
there. She wanted Caleb to answer her with something she could
believe.

Shade wanted him too as well. He hadn’t
actually expected the Blight to be persuaded, but from the sounds
of it she was. If Caleb could spin a good enough tale there was a
chance he could get both of them out of this mess.

“Because unlike most of us in this wretched
world Shade Morcaillo is a good man. I’ve heard his views on the
world and they mirrored Micah’s. He isn’t like the rest of the
Morcaillo and Micah respected him for it. You heard Micah talking
about what needed to change in Sanctuary and I know you heard him
say Shade Morcaillo was one of the changes. Put your prejudice
aside and think with an open mind, Onvalla. Your savior is dying
before your eyes and you are doing nothing.” Caleb’s voice rose
with emotion as he spoke.

The room fell silent for several breaths and
Shade wished fervently that he could see the look on either of
their faces. His body wouldn’t respond though and he knew it
without even trying, he was simply too weak. He wanted to know if
Onvalla was truly considering what Caleb had said, but most of all
he wanted to know if Caleb had truly meant his words. Shade had
spent his entire life being judged by the name Morcaillo, and now
finally when he was a breath from dying someone was judging him by
his own merits, and comparing him with a hero. Micah Arovan had
been a good man; no one could deny that, not even his enemies. To
be considered his equal in anything was more compliment than Shade
had ever received from anyone aside from Jala.

“Tell me what you need to save his wretched
life and I’ll have my people gather it. I promise you though Caleb,
if this is a trick you will both suffer for it and I will see you
dead for wasting my time.” Onvalla spoke the words grudgingly with
suspicion lacing every word.

“Doing the right thing is never a waste of
time. You were Micah’s wife, Onvalla. I would have thought you
would have learned that. If the rest of Sanctuary would just learn
that lesson we wouldn’t be in the mess we are in right now.” Caleb
sighed.

“Jala’s road.” Shade whispered as he allowed
his eye to close once more with a faint smile on his lips. He had
only met Caleb once before and yet the knight had saved his life.
There was hope for Sanctuary yet. If they could find more people
like Caleb Faulklin Jala would have all of the support she needed
to finish her quest.

 


* * *

 


“I doubt you will ever walk without a limp
again, and I think running is completely out of the question.”
Caleb observed as he leaned back from examining the scars on
Shade’s leg. The knight had a gaunt look to him from his time in
captivity, but still appeared to be in fighting shape. His clothes
were tattered and his hair was tangled and matted with filth, but
despite it all he still had the bearing of nobility about him. Most
would have given up by now, but Shade saw no signs of surrender in
Caleb’s dark eyes.

“It is what it is.” Shade murmured, but
couldn’t bring himself to look down at the leg. He knew it was
mangled just by the tightness of what remained of his muscles. He
didn’t actually need to see it to confirm that fact. “A leg I can
live without. The eye I will sorely miss, but my life is what
counts and I owe you for that. Thank you Caleb.”

“I have no doubts you would have done the
same.” Caleb replied casually as he stood and paced away from the
small pallet he had fashioned for Shade. The thick chain around his
ankle rattled across the straw covered floor as he moved and Caleb
sighed as he reached the end of the tether.

Onvalla had allowed Caleb room to move so
that he could tend to Shade, but she hadn’t trusted him enough to
leave him unshackled. She hadn’t bothered chaining Shade. It had
been clear that she hadn’t thought he would live through the night,
yet three days had passed and he still clung to life though he was
too weak to stand.

“Do you think she will talk to me?” Shade
asked quietly. By the expression on Caleb’s face the man needed the
distraction conversation would offer.

Caleb sighed and the troubled expression on
his face faded. He shrugged at Shade and shook his head slowly. “If
she were the woman I knew before I would say yes without
hesitation. Onvalla was different with Micah and you couldn’t have
asked for a sweeter girl. She isn’t though so I can’t say for
certain. The Onvalla I’ve seen here is harder and less predictable.
I think volatile might actually be the word I want.”

“Volatile. That doesn’t bode well for peace
negotiations.” Shade sighed. It had been three weeks since he had
left Merro on his mission by his best guess, and he had spent
nearly a week in Merro before he had even left. That gave him
perhaps two more days maybe three at most before Jala released the
borders and allowed Arovan and Glis to attack. He didn’t have time
for volatile. He had to act soon or it was all for nothing, and he
would be damned if he lost a leg and an eye for nothing. “I have to
talk to her Caleb. I’m running out of time for this.” Shade let his
desperation show in his voice in hopes that the knight would
realize how serious it was.

“Before what?” Caleb asked quietly. His pale
eyes had settled on Shade once more and he had a pensive look about
him.

“Before the High Lady Merrodin allows Arovan
and Glis to wipe the Blights out of existence. She gave me thirty
days to do this, and I botched the entire mission with my
stupidity. In my arrogance I believed I could reason with the
Blights if I could just find them. When they found me I realized my
mistake very quickly.” Shade explained in a quieter voice.

“Things must have changed a great deal more
than I realized if Lady Merrodin is determining what Arovan or Glis
can do.” Caleb mused and nodded his head slowly. “Rest for now
Shade and I’ll see what I can do to arrange a meeting. You will
need full strength to deal with Onvalla so sleep as much as you
can.”

“When you talk to them will you ask if they
ate my goblin please? I don’t want to ask Onvalla directly when I
see her, but I would really like to know the answer to that.” Shade
added hesitantly.

“Your goblin?” Caleb asked with a raised
eyebrow. By the concern on the knight’s face Shade could tell he
was about to check him for a fever again.

“My goblin.” Shade repeated with a nod and
smiled faintly at the knight’s bewildered expression. “It’s not
like the rest of its kind Caleb. I suppose it’s from the same sort
of broken mold I am. I’m not like a Morcaillo either, so it was
easier for me to give the goblin a chance. I know what it’s like to
be different.”

Caleb nodded slowly and a faint smile creased
his lips. “A goblin then. Yes I will ask if I get the chance. Don’t
hold your breath for it to be safe and sound though. They ate my
horse the day I arrived. Meat is scarce here and it’s a wonder we
haven’t been added to the menu yet.”

“Pray for the best and expect the worst. That
is the motto for life I think.” Shade murmured as he settled into
the pallet once more. Caleb was right he would need all of his
strength to speak with Onvalla. Just the short conversation with
Caleb had worn him out. He had expected to recover faster than he
was, but it seemed even Changelings had limits on what they could
endure and he was well past his own. By rights he should have died
and it still amazed him that he hadn’t. Fate apparently wasn’t done
toying with him yet.


Chapter 1

 


The Darklands

 


 


The life tether fluctuated again and Finn
frowned in response. He had grown used to sensing death amongst the
sunlit world, but he knew this soul, and he didn’t want it in his
domain. Shade Morcaillo had been enough of a pain in his ass when
Finn was alive and the last thing he wanted to do was try to judge
the man fairly in death. Aside from his own personal feelings on
the matter though, Shade was Jala’s ally, and because of that Finn
couldn’t allow him to die. His eyes narrowed as he focused on the
tether once more and tried to force it back away from his
domain.

It didn’t make sense for Shade to be so near
death. The man was a Changeling and by his birthright alone he
should have been able to evade nearly every danger life offered.
Yet he was closer to dying than Finn cared to think about.
Tentatively Finn searched for Jala’s tether and reassured himself
that she was well. The urge to scry on both of them was growing in
him, but he couldn’t waste the power to do it just yet. He needed
to hold everything he had to face what was coming and even the
small trickle of power he was sending to help Shade would be
considered wasteful by Fiona.

“Are you even listening to me?” Fiona
demanded and Finn slowly turned to face her with a look of
annoyance.

“I am now.” Finn announced with very little
enthusiasm as Fiona went back to adjusting his cloak and every
other detail she could think to check. She had been unbearable
since he had received the summons from the Divine, and she was only
getting worse now that the time had arrived to face them.

“Did you hear any of what I said? This is
important Finn.” Fiona sighed and moved around to stand in front of
him forcing him to meet her eyes. Her white armor had been polished
to a shine and her dark hair was pulled back in a tight pony tail.
If it weren’t for the blood stained cloak she wore, Fiona would
have looked positively respectable.

“I heard are you listening to me. The rest
well...” Finn shrugged one shoulder and smiled at her with as much
charm as he could force into the expression.

“They will all be there Finn. All of the
Aspects as well as the Divine and you must and I do mean must be
respectful. You will be outnumbered and your only prayer is to
charm them if you are still refusing to simply give them Seth. I
don’t know why you are protecting Seth anyway. He doesn’t deserve
your protection.” Fiona said in the tone of voice that was
typically reserved for disobedient children.

“We’ve discussed this topic well past the
point of my patience. I cannot seem to get my reasons through your
thick skull so let’s just leave it at I am protecting him. So
please drop it. As far as being respectful and outnumbered…fine,
I’ll be respectful.” Fiona stared at him in disbelief as he fell
silent and Finn raised an eyebrow at her in question. “What?” he
asked after a long moment.

“Did you really just agree to do the logical
thing so easily?” she asked quietly her eyes still wide with
wonder.

“Don’t say it like that Fiona. Damn you make
me sound like an idiot.” Finn snapped and narrowed his eyes at her
as Fiona continued to stare at him with an expression that
suggested he was just that.

“I’ve served you for nearly five years in the
Darklands Finn. Respectful is not a word I would use to describe
you, idiot however…” Fiona’s voice trailed off as she stepped back
from him and nodded her approval at his polished armor and thick
black cloak. “You are a handsome idiot though and you look more
Divine than I’ve ever seen you. Did you gather the power like I
told you to?”

“Yes Fiona. If I was holding any more power I
would likely explode. I am full capacity just like you said I
should be. Now let’s get this over with as quickly and painlessly
as possible. I have things here that require my attention and I
can’t afford to waste much time with this trial of theirs.” Finn
sighed and looked around his hall one last time. It seemed far too
empty to his eyes. He had gotten used to Legacy being around as
well as Zoelyn, but they were in the sunlit world once more. Even
Seth had been absent from the throne room for days, though after
their last talk Finn couldn’t blame the man. Perhaps one day
everything would return to normal, well as normal as life in hell
could be.

 


* * *

 


Finn had never been a religious man in life
and the sheer number of people in the room astounded him. He had
never realized there were so many Aspects before. The council room
was bowl shaped with benches lining all sides surrounding a pit of
sand at the bottom. Everywhere he looked someone was watching him.
The only place vacant was the sand pit. Every other corner of the
room was occupied. He let his gaze slowly wander through the crowd
and his eyes lingered on a red-haired woman that lounged on a
bench. She was dressed in tight leather clothes that barely
concealed any of her body and the expression on her face was
predatory. Her hand trailed down to the floor to brush against the
fur of a massive black wolf that lay near her feet. Several more of
the animals were curled around where she sat, but they were so
tangled together that he couldn’t get an accurate count of them.
“The Aspect of nature?” Finn whispered to Fiona hesitantly. The
woman certainly wasn’t what he had imagined the Aspect of Nature
looking like, but he approved regardless.

“Hardly. That is Olivia the Aspect of the
Wild, and she would rip you in half gleefully so quit staring like
a love struck child. She represents the savage side of nature and
is not known for a sunny personality.” Fiona rolled her eyes as she
spoke and gestured silently with one hand further into the crowd.
“That is the Aspect of Nature and I don’t think she likes you much
either. You are Firym and they tend to burn things and you are
death which while it is natural is still not a favorite of the
Aspects that are inclined to goodness.”

Finn followed the direction of Fiona’s hand
and smiled faintly at the indicated woman. She was exactly how he
had imagined she would be, with long dark hair and a flowing dress
that seemed almost transparent. Vines twined around her arms and
neck with soft hued flowers accenting the dark green leaves at
intervals. Two bright colored little birds flitted around her
occasionally landing on her shoulder or upraised hand. If not for
the scowl that was painted on her delicate face she would have been
the picture of serenity. Obviously Fiona knew what she was talking
about in regards to the Aspects, and it was just as obvious that he
couldn’t count on the Aspect of Nature for support.

His attention moved past her and through the
crowd once more. There were no friendly faces that he could see,
and even the ones dressed darkly were scowling at him. With a sigh
Finn glanced back at Fiona and motioned to the pit. “Is that the
speakers circle?” he asked quietly.

Fiona snorted back laughter and shook her
head at him sharply. “No Finn. That is where they will rip you
apart if you displease them. The sand is there to absorb the blood
so it can be gathered more easily. Silver blood is valuable even to
the gods.”

“Well isn’t that sweet.” Finn whispered
bitterly. His attention moved once more to the assembled Aspects
until he found War amongst the crowd. He wasn’t sure which of the
Divine had summoned him, but it had been Divine and not an Aspect.
There had been too much power in the demand for an Aspect and as
far as Finn knew War was the most powerful Divine right now aside
from perhaps himself.

Stepping forward Finn cleared his throat and
squared his feet. With a faint smile he calmly reached into his
cloak and produced a cigarette. He always smoked before a fight. It
was a habit from life that he couldn’t shake. Despite Fiona’s words
he knew there was no way to charm this crowd, so that only left one
option.

“I’m not sure which of you decided to waste
my time, but one of you did. I’d rather keep this as short as
possible so can the one who summoned me please speak up so we can
get this farce over with?” Finn spoke as loudly as he could without
yelling and his words echoed through the room.

“Finn!” Fiona hissed behind him with panic
thick in her voice.

Glancing back Finn smiled at her and winked.
“That was respectful in Firym.” He whispered before lifting his
cigarette to light it. Angry murmurs rippled through the crowd at
his words, but he wasn’t concerned. From what he had seen so far
the Aspects mirrored the Elder Blood in their behavior, and very
few Elder Blood were ever willing to back up their complaints with
actions. It was the outspoken ones that acted, and he had never
even heard of most of these Aspects which meant they weren’t
outspoken.

“You broke the treaty with the Elder Blood.”
The voice came from the back of the room, and it was a familiar
one.

Finn’s eyes settled on the speaker and he did
his best to keep the look of shock from his face. He didn’t know
the man well, but he did know him. He had never realized Lutheron
was Divine though. “I answered a prayer.” Finn replied after a long
moment of silence. “That isn’t breaking the treaty as far as I’m
concerned.” He added as the crowd began to mutter in
discontent.

“Your demon slaughtered an entire city of
Rivasans and you claim it was the answer to a prayer?” Someone
shouted from the crowd, but Finn couldn’t spot who it had been.

“Victory in battle and Death to my enemies
were Jala’s exact words and it was sent as a prayer to me. She even
kissed her holy symbol. How could I resist such a heartfelt plea?”
Finn spoke casually and allowed himself to slouch a bit where he
stood. If they realized he had no fear of them it would give them
pause. Anyone in their right mind would be terrified right now, but
oddly enough he wasn’t.

“Then you claim Seth acted on your behalf? I
was under the impression that you didn’t realize what he was doing
until it was done.” War’s voice rose above the crowd and the Divine
stood from his bench. His eyes were locked on Finn and his
expression was demanding. It was clear that Fiona had already
reported to him and War knew the truth of the matter.

“Miscommunication I’m sure. Seth acted
exactly as I wished him to and I have no regrets for his actions.
Three prayers were sent from that battle and he answered all three
with his attack.” Finn replied in a tone that brooked no argument
on the matter.

“You have put all of our temples in danger
with this!” A voice screamed from the crowd.

“There is no way we can stand against the
Elder Blood if they turn on us.” Someone else offered from the
opposite side of the room.

“Kill him and appease the Elder Blood.” A
woman yelled from the back and Finn gave up trying to see who was
speaking. There were simply too many people in the crowd.

“I support his actions.” A blond haired man
bellowed over the noise and rose to his feet. The crowd silenced at
once and all eyes turned to look at the newest speaker. He was
dressed in a fine blue suit and he looked too slender to offer much
help in a fight, but his voice was clear and filled with power. He
bowed his head slightly to Finn and offered a faint smile. It was
the first hint of good will that Finn received since he had
arrived, and he took it as a very good sign.

“Fortune?” War asked in confusion as he
turned to look up at the Aspect. “You support breaking the treaty?”
War paused and shook his head at the Aspect in obvious confusion.
“Fortune you have more temples than any other Aspect. You have more
to lose from this than anyone else.” He pointed out calmly as if
Fortune must have somehow misunderstood what he was doing.

“If not for Seth’s intervention Delvay would
have been lost. If you care to remember Delvay is one of our
strongest sources of power. With things as chaotic as they are now
we can’t afford to lose their faith.” Fortune paused and looked
around at his assembled peers. “Do you think the Rivasans would
have honored us as Delvay did? I may have the most temples, but I
know where the most faith lies. I would trade twenty of my temples
for one shrine in Delay without hesitation.”

“Was the survival of Delvay worth the fall of
the gods?” Lutheron asked in a quiet voice that seemed to carry
throughout the room. “They will burn our temples and kill our
priests for this. We have seen their anger before the treaty and we
know how cruel the Elder Blood can be.”

“Do you have a personal grievance with me
Lutheron? You have been a thorn in my ass since I met you in Firym.
I believe at that time you were trying to convince Jala that I
wasn’t worthy and now you are trying to convince the Aspects that
I’m not worthy.” Finn called loudly and stepped another few feet
closer to the edge of the sand pit. “Did I bed your sister or
something? I know before I met Jala I frequented quite a few houses
of ill repute so I suppose anything is possible. Or is it just
jealousy that fuels your words?”

“Jealousy?” Lutheron demanded in an
incredulous tone. By the expression on his face Finn knew his words
had struck home.

“They say in Sanctuary that we were nearly
equals. I would imagine that would get under your skin a bit.” Finn
pressed with an arrogant smile on his face. He was skilled enough
at taunting that he knew Lutheron would fall into the trap he had
set. If life in Sanctuary and his time in the arena had taught him
anything, it was how to talk shit. An angry opponent never fought
well, unless they were Firym or Delvay of course, and Lutheron was
neither.

“There is no comparison between the two of us
boy.” Lutheron snarled. His posture had stiffened and one hand had
dropped to his sword.

“Exactly what I said when I heard the gossip,
but the people of Sanctuary still insist that had you been just a
bit faster you could have been my equal. I thought it was rubbish
personally and I’m glad to hear you agree.” Finn finished with a
wider smile. People with arrogance were so easy to bait, and
Lutheron was his equal in that regard at least. With luck he could
finish this fiasco with a quick duel against Lutheron and the
matter would be resolved. That was of course under the theory that
the Divine had trial by combat as the Elder Blood did. Finn’s smile
faded a bit and he glanced back at Fiona. I really should have
asked her about that point before I started down this path he
realized belatedly.

“Do you think this is just a game boy?”
Lutheron snarled as he started down the stairs toward Finn. “Do you
think this is like your days in the Arena and those assembled as
simply your crowd to amuse?” he continued speaking his voice
dropping in low tones as he took each stair with a methodical pace.
“Do you not realize the very real danger you have created for your
fellow Divine and Aspects with your careless actions?” Lutheron
shook his head in disgust and his gaze trailed over the crowd. “My
brothers and sisters did not gather to listen to your flippancy.
They gathered to determine your fate boy, and with every word you
bring yourself closer to death.”

“Well there is some irony considering my
current role in life.” Finn responded dryly and snorted with
amusement. “It’s pretty obvious you are the one that wants me dead
Lutheron.” Finn began as he stepped to the ledge of the sand pit.
“So why don’t we settle this between the two of us? If you win I’m
dead and you are apparently happy. If I win you shut the hell up
and spend your free time sticking your nose up someone else’s ass.”
Finn finished as he dropped lightly down to the sand landing with a
cat-like grace. He flipped his cigarette to the side as he locked
his gaze fully on Lutheron. More murmurs had broken out through the
crowd, but this time they were filled with confusion and amazement
rather than anger.

“Wait!” A new voice called from the crowd
before Lutheron had a chance to respond. The crowd shifted as the
man moved forward quickly. He was dressed in dark leather with a
heavy cloak covering most of his face, and Finn couldn’t remember
seeing him in the crowd until now. More muttering rose as the man
weaved his way through benches and dropped lightly to the sand
beside Finn.

The hood on his cloak fell back as he landed
giving everyone a full view of his well-tanned face and sandy hair.
Rings lined both of his ears and another was pierced through his
left nostril. That combined with the sandy stubble of beard and
dark clothes gave the newcomer the perfect image of the bard’s tale
rogue. Finn could very easily picture the man as the highway man
that swept naïve young women off their feet, but he really didn’t
look the hero sort which made his current actions rather
confusing.

“Who in the hell are you?” Finn murmured
softly as the man raised his hands to silence the crowd.

The man winked at him, but turned back to the
crowd without giving answer. “My Lady would speak before this
progresses any further.” The man called loudly and the noise of the
crowd turned to a positive rumble of shock.

Even Lutheron seemed taken aback by the words
and Finn turned his attention slowly back to his newest ally. “Who
exactly do you serve?” he asked in bewilderment. By the reactions
of the assembled gods it must be someone terrifying, and yet the
man beside him didn’t seem threatening at all. He wasn’t even armed
as far as Finn could tell.

“He serves me.” A soft voice answered from
behind him and Finn turned at the sound of it. The woman was small,
barely coming to his chest in height. She was dressed in dark blue
silks that seemed to cling to her delicate form with matching
streaks of the color lacing her short dark hair. Rings glittered
from every finger and tiny silver hoops adorned her ears, but other
than that she seemed to carry no other metal. There was no sign of
sword or daggers and by her appearance she looked even less
dangerous than the man that served her. She smiled at Finn impishly
and bowed slightly in his direction with a flourish that belonged
in a noble’s court. Standing once more she locked her blue eyes on
him before slowly trailing past him to the waiting crowd. “I rarely
come to these gatherings. I do hope you all remember who I am.” She
began in a voice that seemed almost musical to Finn’s ears.

“What do you want?” Lutheron demanded and
there was a trace of unease in his voice. It wasn’t fear, but there
was definite uncertainty in his expression and tone.

“Ahh I see you remember me at least.” The
woman chuckled and shrugged her slender shoulders. “I want to
intervene before you do something stupid Lutheron. Your plots and
schemes are so important to you that sometimes you fail to look at
the grander picture. For example if you happen to kill sweet Finn
here, do you have someone to take his place as the Keeper of souls?
Is there someone waiting on the sidelines to take up the mantle of
Death that I’m not seeing?” She cocked her head in question and
slowly turned a full circle as if searching the crowd for her
answer. Clicking her tongue quietly in thought she slowly shook her
head and turned her attention back to Lutheron. “It’s an important
role you know, especially now with everyone in the sunlit world
killing as quickly as they can.” She added with a sad little
smile.

“Death can easily be replaced and no doubt
with someone more competent than Finn Sovaesh.” Lutheron replied
coldly.

“Really?” The woman asked in sheer
astonishment. “I doubt that.” She added and waved a hand lightly to
her right. The air shimmered for a moment and then cleared
revealing Seth’s dark clad form. The demon’s eyes narrowed as he
took in his current surroundings and he looked to Finn with
questioning eyes. “Seth Avanti you have served Death for longer
than most of us have held power. Tell me in your honest words does
Finn Sovaesh do his duties well? We all know you for the creature
you are, and we all know you will speak bluntly, especially now
that you have lost your gift with Charm magic.”

Seth hesitated and it was obvious from the
expression on his face that he had thought Finn had turned him over
for his crimes. His posture slowly relaxed as he regarded the woman
who had summoned him and he nodded slowly. “At first he was
confused by his new role as anyone would be, but since he has
mastered his powers he has done more to help the fallen than his
predecessor ever did, and Finn is not showing favoritism in his
judgments as she did.” Seth began and sighed heavily with a glance
of apology at Finn before he continued. “With the exception of Jala
Merrodin that is, aside from that however Finn has done his duty
well. More souls have been returned to the lifestream under his
watch than I have seen return in the past three hundred years, and
they are from all countries not simply the ones he favors. While
Finn Sovaesh may personally hate the Rivasans he does not allow his
feelings for them to mar his judgment of their souls. Penance is
delivered fairly and is not abused as it has been in the past.”
Seth finished and bowed his head to Finn.

“Do you believe the Domain of Death would do
better with another master?” The woman asked with a smile.

“Place another in Finn’s place and I will
kill them and take the mantle myself. I will only serve Finn
Sovaesh. I will not accept another master. Make your peace with
him, or deal with me, your choice.” Seth answered coldly.

“Thank you Seth.” The woman murmured happily
and waved her hand once more. The demon vanished from the pit
almost instantly and her eyes rose to Lutheron once more. “Seth
would be much more complicated to deal with I think. He knows you
personally Lutheron and he doesn’t like you much as I recall.”

“I can’t say that I blame him.” Finn muttered
sourly. Things had definitely taken a turn in an unexpected
direction and he wasn’t sure what to think of his ally. She had
seemed charming right up until she had summoned Seth. That action
in itself had annoyed him far more than Finn cared to admit. She
was helping him of course, but he hadn’t asked for the help, and
she had no right to summon his people.

“You have heard my case and the valid points
I have to make. Now let me tell you the outcome of this.” The woman
turned in her circle once more smiling at the assembled Aspects.
“Regardless of what you decide you will not kill Finn Sovaesh
today. He has my protection and there is nothing any of you can do
against my powers. I am taking him home now, and you can all piss
and fume till you turn blue for all I care. This is done and the
verdict is not guilty.”

The sand beneath Finn’s feet rocked as her
voice fell silent and the entire room faded from his vision as
vertigo washed over him. He was standing in his own throne room
when his vision cleared. His benefactor was seated comfortably in
his throne while her servant reclined comfortably on the steps
before her. She smiled at him and winked.

“You owe me, Finn.” She said sweetly.

“I didn’t ask for your help, and I’m not even
sure that was truly helpful. I think you may have pissed them off
even more than I did.” Finn snapped as he searched the room quickly
for Fiona. The last thing he wanted was one of his own left behind
at that assembly.

“She is safe in the Darklands, but not in
here. I didn’t want to listen to her. Fiona has such a sour
disposition these days.” The woman sighed and sat up straighter in
the throne. “I may have pissed them off, but I gave them plenty to
think about, and with me at your back they won’t be so quick to
trouble you again.”

“Who are you?” Finn demanded in exasperation.
Everything had moved so quickly since she had arrived he felt like
the room was still spinning. He really couldn’t say what he thought
of the entire situation, but he was fairly certain it wasn’t
good.

“Exodus. Forgive me for not introducing
myself. I thought beginning my act with introductions would steal a
bit of my thunder, and I needed my presentation to leave them
spinning in their seats.” Exodus smiled apologetically and shrugged
at him.

“Exodus.” Finn repeated dumbly as he tried
frantically to determine what Aspect the woman must represent. “Why
did you help me and what do you want in return?” he asked in a
calmer voice.

“I helped you so you would help me. As to
what I want…” her voice trailed off and for the first time since
she had arrived in the sand pit she seemed unsure. A slight frown
creased her full lips and she rose from the throne. “I have power
amongst the Aspects, but as far as my followers go… Well they are
not powerful in a worldly sense, but more of a personal sense. They
are capable individuals, but no one of significance in the grand
scheme of things. You however have very powerful allies in the
sunlit world.”

“Jala.” Finn concluded with a frown. He
didn’t like where this was going at all. With a sigh he nodded for
her to continue, but he doubted he would like what she had to
say.

“Jala and Nephondelvayon, and others.” Exodus
agreed with a quick nod. “You see the problem is this. I have many
of my followers locked away and they pray to me to save them, and I
can’t, I’ve tried.” Her voice cracked with genuine pain and she
shook her head quickly fighting back tears. “Each prayer from them
is like a knife in my gut and I have tried everything I can to save
them short of a personal rescue, and you saw how the Aspects react
when we get personally involved in mortal affairs.” She waved a
hand toward the man still sitting on the stairs and stared at Finn
with a look of pleading on her face. “Nix is the finest of my
servants and he is the most capable sneak I know and even he hasn’t
been able to free them. He has tried half a dozen times to answer
their prayers and I’m afraid if he continues trying I will lose
him. You must understand, Finn, Nix is my Seth, I cannot part with
him. I would be utterly lost.”

“And you think Jala or Neph can succeed where
he has failed?” Finn asked in confusion. Neither of his friends
were the least bit sneaky and the thought of sending Jala into
danger was not one he would even consider. She lived with enough
danger in her life and Finn wouldn’t ask her to endure more.

“I believe they have enough political power
to pull strings in the mortal world. I am truly desperate here or I
would never even consider resorting to something as distasteful as
the legal approach.” Exodus explained. She rubbed her face and
turned away from him as she paced toward one of the walls. “Close
to a dozen of my most devoted and one of my most powerful followers
are rotting away in chains and with every day that passes their
faith in me diminishes. If you cannot help me with this I will go
myself and to hell with the Aspects opinion on the matter. I’m not
even sure how much longer Charm will last in captivity. He has been
there so long and his prayers are so weak now. If I delay much
longer he may be in your domain soon.”

“Charm?” Finn repeated and the image of the
wiry little Fionaveir sprang to his mind almost instantly. A faint
smile creased his lips as he realized what Exodus was asking was
something he could help her with, but she was requesting the help
of the wrong people. Shade Morcaillo was the ideal person for the
job. He was friends with Charm and he owed Finn whether he realized
it yet or not. “It’s amazing how everything seems to just fall into
perfect place at times.” He murmured as he relaxed against one of
the pillars lining the room. “Let me make sure I have this
perfectly straight before I go any further with this. You are the
Aspect of Thieves and you have a dozen or so cut purses locked in a
prison that you can’t breach. You want me to send one of my friends
in to rescue them. Am I correct in what I have deciphered from your
words?”

Exodus nodded slowly. “More or less I
suppose. I am the Aspect of Elusion, the Patron of the rogues and
the Mistress of the clean escape, but most consider me just as you
have by only one of my virtues. And yes, you have understood me
perfectly.”

Finn smiled at her and nodded once. “Just so
we are clear for the future. You didn’t need to bother with the
theatrics. Had you simply asked for help I most likely would have
helped you.” He paused and his smile grew wider. “And I will help
you with your problem, but it’s not my friends you need for this
job. The one this requires is most certainly not my friend, but he
owes me.” He snorted with amusement and shook his head. “A favor to
repay a favor to repay a favor. What a complicated mess.” Finn
added with a sigh. “Give me time to settle things in my domain and
I will see that your people are freed. Just one thing Exodus.”

“What’s that?” Exodus asked in a brighter
voice. It was obvious his words had done wonders to lift her
spirits.

“I will consider you an ally for now, but if
you ever summon one of my personal servants again without my
permission I will become your worst enemy.” Finn warned in a firm
voice that left no room for doubt. His smile had faded and her
expression grew wary in response.

“I’m sorry for that. I should have thought
better on it and I understand your anger completely. Had another
god summoned Nix I would have been furious.” Exodus admitted with
chagrin. She bowed her head once more to him in respect. “Please
forgive my transgression. Much like Lutheron, I don’t always
consider the consequences of my plans. It seemed like a very good
idea in my mind, but I see what a poor choice it was now.”

“Then we’re good.” Finn agreed with a hint of
his former smile. “As long as we know where we each stand there is
little chance of offending each other in the future.”


Chapter 2
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Sweat trickled down Shade’s forehead as he
focused every ounce of will he had remaining on his mangled leg.
The flesh around the wound was the color of a corpse and felt like
leather under his hand. Swallowing heavily he redoubled his effort
to force his body to shift, silently pleading that his Changeling
gifts could return his strength to the limb. As it was walking was
nearly impossible and fighting was something he wouldn’t even
contemplate. Agility had been his strong point, and now he needed
Caleb’s help just to cross the room without falling.

The sound of the door latch broke his
concentration and Shade collapsed back onto his pallet breathing in
ragged gasps as Caleb entered their shared prison. The Arovan was
trussed so tightly in chains that his steps were mincing. The
Blights that had been acting as escorts for the knight pushed him
the rest of the way into the room silently and the thick door
thudded shut behind him followed by the clicking of several bolts
being thrown into place.

Even with the chains the Blights didn’t trust
Caleb to stay where they put him. Shade knew for a fact their
security measures weren’t meant for him. Every one of the guards
knew how poorly he moved now and that escape simply wasn’t an
option. If he was going to get out of here, it would have to be
from Onvalla’s release.

He watched Caleb expectantly waiting for the
man to speak first. The Knight had been trying to secure a meeting
with Onvalla on his behalf, but by his expression it didn’t look
positive. Caleb was typically mellow from what Shade had seen, but
at the moment the man looked like he was barely containing
fury.

The silence between them stretched as Caleb
slowly crossed the room his expression growing darker with each
chain rattling step. Wordlessly he sat down a few feet from Shade
and stared hard at the thick iron chains around his ankles. His
breathing slowed and the muscles in his shoulders relaxed as he
visibly forced his temper back down. After another long moment he
looked over at Shade and nodded his head faintly. “You have your
meeting.” He announced quietly in a voice laced with disgust.

Shade watched him carefully noting the anger
that still lurked in the man’s eyes. He didn’t know Caleb as well
as he knew some, but after days in the same small prison he knew
the man well enough to know something was seriously wrong. “What
did it cost you?” he asked softly.

One corner of Caleb’s mouth turned up in a
half smile and he raised an eyebrow at Shade. “Another man might
have started off the conversation with a thank you, or babbling
about what they should say at the meeting. You however look at me
and ask me what it cost.” Caleb observed in a calm voice.

“I’m already up to my balls in debt to you
Caleb. I’d like to know if the debt has risen to my neck. By your
expression it wasn’t an easy feat to accomplish. As for the Thank
you, well that is probably how I should have started, poor manners
on my part. Thank you Caleb, but I’d still like my question
answered. Do I owe you another life boon for this?” Shade returned
softly.

“When you leave I go with you and we are
even. I don’t care if I have to carry you out of Glis on my back. I
leave when you do and there will be no debt between us. I’ve lost
too much time here already.” Caleb replied. He leaned back against
a pillar and his gaze rose to the shadowed rafters above them. “You
were at the last stand weren’t you? The final battle in
Arovan.”

Shade blinked a moment at the abrupt change
in topic and nodded silently. He frowned as he realized Caleb’s
eyes still hadn’t left the rafters and he cleared his throat
quietly. “I was. It was a nasty bloody brutal affair.”

“When you were near the Arovan camps did you
hear any mention of survivors from the fall of Amdany?” Caleb asked
as he continued to stare above them as if the shadows themselves
held the answers to his questions. “Granger returned with reports
from Arovan today and he says the entire city was lost. I want to
know if he is speaking the truth. Has Arovan really fallen so
far?”

Shade’s frown deepened as he tried to
determine the best way to answer the question. He couldn’t read the
expression on Caleb’s face, and his voice was utterly devoid of
emotion. “I’m not exactly on speaking terms with many Arovan. I am
Morcaillo after all. I didn’t hear any word of survivors, but then
I didn’t hear much from any Arovan aside from Valor Hai’dia and
Valor wasn’t exactly in his right mind at that point.”

“Little Valor survived and Honor died. What a
sick twist of irony that is.” Caleb sighed and shook his head
slightly as his eyes closed. “Don’t get me wrong. Valor is one hell
of a fighter, but Honor had more spine than his brother from what I
remember. Valor backed down too easy and was always being pressured
into stupidity.”

“I only met Honor once in Sanctuary. I didn’t
know him or Micah well, but I know Valor well and he has a spine
now. You might be impressed when you see him next, I was. I hated
what he was with Finn. Valor was a drunken womanizer with no mercy
in his heart for anyone, but beside Jala he is like an entirely
different person. I think he was lost in Finn’s shadow and it took
Jala to pull him into the light.” Shade said with a heavy sigh.

“I met Finn twice. The first time he lost,
the second time I lost, and Micah forbade a third meeting.” Caleb
opened his eyes once more and smiled sadly. “Now Micah is dead,
Finn is dead and we are stuck in this hell hole. What I would give
to have the simple problems of my youth back. If my biggest concern
right now was an arrogant Firym I would feel blessed.”

“It could be worse.” Shade offered with a
faint smile of his own. “My father wants to kill me, I’m outlawed
in nearly every land, and Jala sent me on a suicide mission.”

“My family was in Amdany.” Caleb returned in
a somber voice that wiped the smile instantly from Shade’s
face.

“Mother and father?” Shade asked quietly. It
was a delicate topic and he didn’t really know if he should pry,
but sometimes talking about a problem was the only way to help.

“My wife and two children as well as my
sister.” Caleb corrected softly. His gaze returned to the rafters
once more and he took in a long slow breath as if trying to steady
himself. “I would have had them safely from the city, but Micah
called me back to active duty before Arovan was ever in jeopardy. I
have been fighting in Glis since the beginning of this all, and
haven’t been home in over a year. Then word reaches me that I don’t
have a home and my two closest friends are dead and I can’t even
return to Arovan to learn the truth about my family. They might
have escaped, they might have died, and I have no way of
knowing.”

“I didn’t know you were married, though I
should have guessed by the short hair. That’s an Arovan tradition
that I tend to forget. You have my sincere condolences for your
losses and I will pray that they were survivors and I simply didn’t
hear of them. As I said, I’m not exactly a popular person in Arovan
and they might have simply not spoken of it while I was around.”
Shade spoke softly and watched Caleb with new found understanding.
All of those quiet moments he had caught Caleb staring off into the
darkness with such a bleak expression suddenly made sense. Shade
had thought the man had been grieving for his lost friends, but now
he understood the full extent of the man’s pain and his composure
through it all was mind boggling.

“The short hair is only popular in some
regions and it’s not a well-known tradition.” Caleb murmured and
his hand rose to his ear. “They took my earrings when I was
captured. I’m not sure if they simply wanted the silver or if they
thought I could somehow make use of them to escape. Perhaps they
thought they held magic that would assist me, I don’t know. The
Blights are not generally good with using magic or identifying it.”
Caleb added with a trace of bitterness and let out a heavy sigh.
His gaze turned to Shade once more. “I will do whatever it takes to
get out of here. If Onvalla is unwilling to listen we will find
another way, but I can’t take living in ignorance any longer and
you are strong enough to escape now. Between the two of us we might
be able to outwit Granger. I have to know for a certainty if they
live or if they are dead.”

“I can barely walk Caleb.” Shade objected
weakly. By the sound of Caleb’s voice he didn’t think the man would
listen to logic on the matter, but he had to try.

“As I said, I will carry you out of Glis on
my back if I have to. You still have your magic don’t you?” Caleb
pressed firmly.

Shade nodded, but remained silent. He
recognized the look in Caleb’s eyes. It was stubborn determination.
Nothing he said at this point would talk the Arovan out of escape,
and in all honesty if Onvalla didn’t listen to reason then escape
likely was the best option for them both. Even if they died in the
attempt it was better than rotting away in their pathetic little
prison.

“Then I will do the running and you use magic
to slow our pursuit. If I can make it to the Gaelyn border then not
even the Blights can stop us. I know Gaelyn better than anyone
alive.” Caleb said softly as his gaze turned to the locked door.
“And if any of you little bastards are listening, run and tell
Onvalla my plans. Maybe, just maybe it will make her more inclined
to listen tomorrow.”

Or maybe it will make them more inclined
to kill us tonight. Shade mused, but kept the thoughts to
himself. From what he had seen in the past few days, Caleb had
enough trouble sleeping without thinking along that path.

 


* * *

 


The sunlight of the morning was nearly
blinding after weeks in the shadowed prison. Shade blinked quickly
to clear his eyes and studied his surroundings. It had been late
evening and his mind had been clouded with pain when Granger had
first dragged him in, but now he had a clear view of the Blight
Hive and what he saw amazed him.

To the casual eye it looked like any other
village, and likely it had been just that before the Blights had
invaded. Small houses dotted each side of the road, and from what
he could tell his prison had once served as a barn. Trees
surrounded the entire clearing and flanked the sides of the path in
regular intervals. It looked too serene for Blights. Everything he
had seen of the creatures before mirrored the goblins in behavior,
but this place was well maintained and mirrored human behavior.
Judging by what he knew of the creatures and from what he had seen
in Eldagar when he had rescued Charm from the hive there, it made
no sense for them to be living in this fashion.

The rattle of chains behind him drew his
attention and he watched in silence as Caleb was led from the barn
by four Blights. Two stood behind the man holding chains attached
to his ankles while the two on each side of him had a firm grip on
the arm chains. Shade shook his head slowly and silently noted the
wary expressions on the Blight’s faces. Even with the measures they
had taken against the man, Caleb still unnerved them. He made a
silent note to ask the Arovan what exactly he had done to earn
their respect so thoroughly, but that seemed a topic better kept in
private. He doubted the Blights would appreciate that particular
line of conversation.

“Start walking Morcaillo.” One of the Blights
ordered roughly and pointed toward the tree lined path. She was a
stout woman with broad shoulders that were thickly corded in
muscles and Shade knew without a doubt she would have been a tough
fight for him when he was in his prime. In his present state he
would be nothing more than a minor annoyance for her if it came to
a fight.

With a slight nod he studied the dirt path
leading further into the village and silently cursed the tangled
tree roots that crisscrossed it as far as he could see. Letting out
a slow breath he began hobbling in the indicated direction. Within
two steps his foot tangled in a root and it took everything he had
to remain on his feet. Biting back several colorful words Shade
steadied himself once more and began walking again, trying
desperately to ignore the muffled laughter behind him. He could
feel the blush on his face and knew if they could see his
humiliation it would only increase their amusement. The only choice
he had was to ignore it and continue on if he wanted to keep any of
his dignity.

“And you wonder why I call you monsters.”
Caleb snarled behind him with genuine fury in his voice. “Remove my
chains and allow me to help him. You know I’m not going to run. I
set this damn meeting up, why would I run from it?”

“Not on your bloody life bastard.” One of the
Blights hissed and all sounds of amusement behind him faded
away.

Shade smiled faintly and silently thanked
Caleb. Once again his voice had silenced tormentors. It seemed to
be a talent the Arovan held. “I’m fine Caleb. I can do this.” Shade
assured him quietly as he continued on. Though in truth he wasn’t
entirely sure that he was fine, each step wrenched at the scars on
his back and leg painfully. He knew the exercise was good for him.
The wounds were too far healed for the movement to help much, but
maybe it would grant a bit more mobility if he was lucky.

Noise to the side of the path caught his
attention and Shade watched in amazement as a Blight moved a small
herd of goats past them. The simple sight of a Blight caring for
animals rather than devouring them was enough to keep his attention
riveted on the spectacle rather than the trail and it cost him
dearly. His foot caught in another root and the muscles in his back
screamed in protest as he went down hard on one knee.

Cursing himself for a fool Shade remained
frozen in place as he inventoried his newest pain. His knee was
split open he could tell that without looking and the muscle in his
back was torn again. Slowly he drew himself back up and stretched
his back to its fullest despite the flare of pain it brought.

This could be a blessing in disguise he
realized with a faint smile. He didn’t have Tevrae in his blood
anymore and it was possible that his regeneration would heal the
muscles in his back to a point that walking would be easier. He
would still be lame in his leg, but without the added burden of his
back wound it would have to be better. It was almost worth the
renewed laughter behind him, and if his suspicion about his back
was correct it might be the answer to their escape. If Onvalla
didn’t listen to them, he could possibly improve the condition of
his leg, with a bit of self-mutilation and regeneration. The
thought sickened him, but it was an option he had to keep an open
mind about. If Caleb had to carry him from Glis their chances were
slim, but if they could both run there was a chance that escape was
possible.

“May you all rot in the Darklands.” Caleb
snarled and his words were punctuated by the snapping of chains.
Within a Breath Caleb was at his side and his arm was bracing him.
Broken chains dangled from his wrists and ankles and the expression
on his face was positively murderous. “Bloody heartless bastards.”
Caleb muttered as he ducked low enough for Shade to get an arm over
his shoulder.

Once again the laughter behind him had died
and Shade glanced over his shoulder to the Blights and then back to
Caleb. All four of the guards wore nervous expressions, and none of
them seemed inclined to recapture Caleb. “You mean you could have
broken your chains at any point and yet you are still their
prisoner?” Shade whispered.

“How far do you think I could have made it
with the forest this infested with Blights with no provisions or
weapons?” Caleb asked quietly as he half-carried Shade down the
trail.

“Valid point.” Shade murmured his gaze
dropping once more to the ground. Twice was enough, he wasn’t about
to let another tree make a fool of him.

“Two hundred miles in case you were genuinely
curious on that point. I’ve escaped three times so far, and that is
likely the only reason you are alive currently. If Granger hadn’t
been hunting me down, he never would have stumbled across you.
That’s the reason I wasn’t in the prison the night you were brought
in. Your arrival bought me extra time and I was five miles from the
Arovan border before he caught me that time. That was the two
hundred mile jaunt, the other two times I barely made it fifty
miles. Three escapes and all three times it was Granger that caught
me.” Caleb said with a smirk.

“You sound half way fond of the man. I
thought you hated all Blights.” Shade observed quietly.

“I hate some of them for what they do. I
don’t hate the race itself. Granger has been decent to me despite
the trouble I’ve caused him, and I have to respect his skill. There
aren’t many that can track me down when I don’t want to be found.
I’m not saying he is a drinking buddy, but I don’t despise him by
any means. All three times he has accepted my surrender without a
fight. Had I been closer than five miles to Arovan, I might have
fought him the last round, and I really can’t say which of us would
have won. Granger is formidable and I was unarmed.” Caleb explained
as he carefully hauled Shade over a washed out spot in the path.
“Careful here the rocks are loose.” Caleb warned quietly as he
lowered Shade fully back to the ground once more.

“I miss paved roads.” Shade muttered sourly.
It was humiliating to be in the state he was in, and Caleb’s
presence was the only thing that made it remotely bearable. If not
for the Arovan he would be crawling to Onvalla’s door and he knew
it. If he had even managed to get a meeting with her in the first
place, and that in itself was doubtful. He wasn’t sure what Caleb
had done to secure this meeting, but the Blights had given the
Arovan the opportunity to try and they barely gave him a second
glance.

“I miss more than I can bear to think about.
My family and friends, my city, good hot meals, bathing, soap, by
the Aspects I miss soap. Clean clothes, my weapons, and my horse.”
Caleb’s voice trailed off with a sigh and he shrugged his free
shoulder. “We will have some of it back soon though.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone speak
so lovingly of soap before. It was almost like a yearning in your
voice. You could sing love ballads that would have women weeping
and all you would have to think about would be soap.” Shade teased
in a pathetic attempt to pull Caleb’s mind back from the depression
he could see growing in the man’s eyes.

“I’ve been in captivity for months Shade. I
have creatures living in my clothes and hair that have been
thriving there so long I’ve got names for them. I do love soap and
I could sing ballads for it right now. I would settle for a dunk in
a watering trough if the bastards would allow it, but they seem to
delight in keeping me in filth. I’m so envious of the mages that
learned cleaning spells right now it’s pathetic. I will learn every
spell of that nature I can once we are out of here.” Caleb replied
dryly.

“If any of your pets crawl off onto me would
you be so kind as to tell me their names so I can tell them to
return to you?” Shade asked with a smirk.

“Bitey and Itchy have already migrated and I
doubt they will return. You are greener pastures than me at this
point, too much competition over here and you likely smell better
than I do.” Caleb returned with a completely serious expression on
his face despite the bizarre nature of the conversation.

“You could tell me the sky is purple and it
was raining frogs yesterday with a straight face couldn’t you.”
Shade mused with a faint smile.

“Lizards, the frog rains don’t hit Glis until
closer to winter.” Caleb replied calmly and glanced at Shade his
expression still serious. “It’s an art that too many Elder Blood
master. I can lie like a dog and make it sound the honest
truth.”

“Not a very knightly sentiment.” Shade
replied with a snort of genuine amusement. He could see Caleb
becoming the closest friend he had very easily. The man never
ceased to amaze him, and someone with his talents would be a very
good ally to have.

“I never once said I was a knight Shade. You
just assumed I was. Every time I’ve heard you refer to me as a
knight I’ve had to repress a chuckle. I couldn’t even pass the
knight exams with my magic. I don’t qualify as a knight for several
reasons.” Caleb smirked and shook his head at Shade with a hint of
a smile on his face.

“But you said you were in Micah’s honor
guard.” Shade objected.

“That doesn’t make me a knight Shade. You
really don’t know who I truly am, do you?” Caleb asked and his
smile widened.

“Caleb Faulklin.” Shade offered dumbly with
an expression of utter confusion written clearly on his face.

“Strangers call me Caleb. My friends called
me Grim, and everyone else knows me by other titles. If we live
through this I’m sure you will hear them from time to time.” Caleb
returned cryptically.

“Which do you prefer?” Shade asked as Caleb
drew them both to a stop in front of a two story house. His gaze
lingered on the brightly colored flowers beside the stairs and he
shook his head silently. It seemed so wrong for daisies to be
sprouting near the house that belonged to the most dangerous woman
in Glis.

“Caleb is fine for now.” Caleb announced
quietly and he glanced behind them at their Blight escort. Turning
back to Shade he nodded toward the house. “Don’t let her appearance
fool you Shade. Be on guard in here. Onvalla is not as she appears.
She is a serpent and she is deadly.”

“Watch your tongue Faulklin or I’ll cut it
out.” The stout guard warned as her hand dropped to her belt to
settle around her dagger hilt. She seemed the most vocal of the
guards and Shade decided she must be the leader of the squad or
simply the biggest fool. With the caution the other Blights had
shown it was obviously a very bad idea to pick a fight with Caleb,
but then they were close to Onvalla’s house now. It was possible
the entire area was filled with Blights and they just couldn’t see
them. That could very easily explain the woman’s new found
boldness.

“I’d love to see you try that, Liadra.” Caleb
shot back with venom lacing every word. His grip on Shade loosened
as he half-turned to face the Blight. “My opinions are my own and I
will voice them as I please. You have taken everything else that I
have, but that is still mine and I won’t surrender it.”

“Is now really the time for this?” Shade
asked quietly. The last thing he wanted was his meeting for peace
with Onvalla to start with a brawl outside her front door.

“At the risk of sounding petulant, she
started it.” Caleb muttered sourly.

“I’d say childish was a more fitting word
than petulant, but as you like.” Shade sighed and pulled back from
Caleb as he turned to face the stairs. He let out a rough sigh and
hobbled closer to grip the railing as he studied the rough wooden
slats and pondered exactly how he was going to accomplish this
without further humiliation.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to have
help with that?” Caleb asked quietly.

“I will be damned if I am going to be carried
into this meeting. I don’t have much pride left Caleb, but I have
too much to stomach that. I’d rather swallow a dagger than be
carried.” Shade snapped in a tone that rang with more petulance
than Caleb could ever match.

“As you like.” Caleb replied and Shade could
hear the smirk in his voice without even turning to look.

Shade’s foot had barely settled on the first
step when Caleb moved swiftly up behind him and tossed him over his
shoulder like a sack of grain. Blood rushed to Shade’s face as
embarrassment and anger warred for control of his mind. In two
quick steps Caleb cleared the rickety stairs and swung Shade down
from his shoulder.

“Dignity aside Shade you are not as capable
now as you once were, and the sooner you come to terms with that
the better off you are. You will need help from now on, and we
don’t have the time to waste for you to learn that lesson on your
own.” Caleb spoke before Shade could even open his mouth.

Anger roared in Shade’s mind, but he forced
it back down. No matter how much he hated it and wanted to deny the
words there was a bitter truth to what Caleb said that he knew he
couldn’t ignore. Swallowing heavily he bit the inside of his cheek
until his anger faded. Nodding slowly he cleared his throat. “Thank
you, Caleb.” His voice was colder than usual, but the words were
genuine. It was difficult for him to say, but he knew it needed to
be said. Had the Arovan been trying to humiliate him it would have
been different, but Shade knew Caleb had acted with good
intentions.

Caleb stared at him for several breaths and
shook his head slowly. “You are a strange one, Morcaillo. Even
Micah would have punched me for that.” He said quietly.

“Just Shade please. Don’t call me Morcaillo.
I’m not the sort to lose my head to anger, even when I probably
should. You were helping me, and no matter how hard it is to
accept, you are right. For now I am crippled and for now I do need
help.” Shade managed to keep his voice calm despite the bitterness
the words summoned in his mind. It wasn’t Caleb’s fault he was
crippled and it wasn’t right to take it out on him. He had no one
to blame for his problems beyond himself, and Onvalla. If not for
her Tevrae doses he would have healed, but he couldn’t dwell on
that. He was here to make peace with her for Jala’s sake and he
couldn’t allow his own personal grievance to risk his mission.

Turning slowly he pushed open the door of the
house and froze as his eyes landed on the woman inside. She had
been standing near the window when the door opened, but turned to
face him at the sound. He had been expecting someone in armor and
perhaps with facial hair by the sound of her voice the night she
had visited the prison, but the woman before him was stunning. Her
long golden hair fell in waves across her shoulders and her face
was that of an innocent maiden with perfect full lips and pale
skin. Wide blue eyes followed his every movement as he stepped
fully into the room. She looked too delicate to wrestle a child to
the ground and yet she was the current leader of the most savage
race on Sanctuary.

Her long skirts swished silently against her
legs as she stepped closer and then froze as Caleb entered the
room. Her full lips curved into a smile and her face lit with
delight. “Ah how the mighty have fallen. Did you enjoy yourself
Caleb when you were arranging this meeting?” she asked in a honey
sweet voice.

“I did what I had to do and nothing more.”
Caleb replied in a voice so filled with hatred that Shade cringed
at the sound of it.

He glanced back at the Arovan and wondered if
he should have asked the man to wait outside. This conversation was
going to be difficult enough without Caleb’s anger, and the man had
already declared he wasn’t willing to keep his opinions to
himself.

“Oh Caleb don’t be like that.” Onvalla
purred, but her expression was anything but friendly. She was
gloating and it was obvious that she was enjoying Caleb’s anger. It
was like watching a child bait a bear, and Shade knew it would end
just as poorly if he didn’t do something soon.

“Milady Onvalla I know you and Caleb have bad
blood between the two of you, but I really think we should press
onto business rather than prodding each other’s wounds. What I am
here to discuss is important to everyone in this room and more
important than personal grievances.” Shade spoke just loud enough
for his voice to carry and took pains to keep his tone as
respectful as possible despite his own feelings. In truth he wanted
to punch her in the face for taunting Caleb almost as much as he
wanted to stab her for leaving him hanging in a barn to rot. He
sighed heavily and silently prayed she wasn’t scanning his mind, by
her expression though she didn’t seem to be, unless of course she
was as good at acting as Caleb was.

“Such pretty words.” Onvalla snapped her eyes
flashing back to land on him. She did nothing to hide the loathing
she felt for him and Shade felt his hopes sinking further.

She had too much prejudice in her heart to
hear anything he said unless he could think of something really
good, really quickly. He had dealt with hard negotiations in
Sanctuary before during his time as the ruling lord of his quarter
of the city, but he had never entered into a negotiation with so
many cards against him. He was disfigured, stunk worse than a
sewage soaked corpse, and was wearing torn and filthy clothing.
There was no way he was going to charm anyone in his current state,
especially not someone that already hated him simply for the blood
pulsing through his veins.

“I was sent here to offer peace to your
people, Lady Onvalla. I’m not trying to flatter you with pretty
words, it’s simply the truth. This is more important to me than any
personal feelings I have, and if you truly care for the well-being
of your people it should be just as important to you.” Shade
pressed and knew the moment the words were out of his mouth that he
had chosen poorly.

Her expression darkened and she stalked
closer to him her delicate hands clenching into fists. “Liar.” She
hissed. “Filthy Morcaillo liar. You say Jala Merrodin sent you to
make peace. The same Jala Merrodin that provided the gods accursed
glasses that allow my people to be seen? Do you know how many of my
people have died because of those glasses?” Onvalla pressed her
voice growing louder with each word and the threat in her eyes was
deepening with every step.

“One more step and I’ll be forced to restrain
you Onvalla.” Caleb warned. “I won’t kill you, but I will stop you
from killing him.” He added as he took a step closer to Shade.

Relief washed over Shade at the words and he
took a slight step back toward Caleb. It might look like cowardice
in Onvalla’s eyes, but it was practical in his. Even if she was
slight of build he didn’t want to fight her, and he wasn’t sure
that he could even dodge her blows.

“At the time Jala provided those glasses your
people were raiding without mercy Lady Onvalla. Jala took what
measures she deemed necessary to protect her people and allies. At
that time she believed your people to all be evil and animalistic
in nature. She has learned better since then and regrets her
ignorance on the matter. Her offer for peace is genuine and I
promise I’m no liar on the matter. Tell me what I can do to prove
myself to you please. We are running out of time on this.” Shade
spoke slowly and calmly and knew he only managed to keep his nerves
from his voice due to the fact that a very large and very
intimidating Arovan was standing just behind him. He was on
delicate ground and he knew it, but the fact that the Blights all
seemed to fear Caleb did a lot to build his confidence. Even if he
was useless in a fight right now, Caleb quite obviously wasn’t.

Onvalla glared at him for a long moment and a
smile slowly formed on her lips. If anything the expression was
even more unnerving than her anger. She was about to name a price
and Shade knew just by the look in her eyes that it would cost more
than he was willing to pay. “You want to prove yourself Morcaillo?”
She asked coldly and slowly nodded at him. “Fine then, I’ll give
you that chance. Bring me the head of the one that killed Micah and
I will listen to this Jala Merrodin’s terms. Prove you are genuine
by killing a Rivasan and avenging Micah. The Morcaillo and the
Rivasans are allies, and if you want to prove that you don’t serve
House Morcaillo than this is the best way I can think to prove
it.”

“I’m no Assassin, Lady Onvalla.” Shade
objected weakly as his thoughts spun from her words. That was quite
possibly the last thing he had expected her to ask and even as he
spoke his mind was desperately scrambling over how impossible the
task was. He had two days at best, he was crippled, and he didn’t
even know for a certainty which Rivasan had killed Micah. It was
doubtless one of the High Lord’s countless sons, but he didn’t know
exactly which one, and he wasn’t sure that anyone truly did.
Several of the Rivasan leaders had escaped the Last Stand in
Arovan, and it could have been any one of them that swung the blade
against Micah and Honor.

“Fetch our gear and he will do it.” Caleb
said firmly behind him and Shade whirled to stare at the Arovan
with wide eyes.

“I said nothing about you going, Caleb.”
Onvalla hissed her eyes narrowing as she stared past Shade.

“You lost a husband you ran away from
Onvalla. I lost two men that were closer than brothers, my sister,
my wife, and my children. You think you want revenge and I think
you have no idea what revenge truly is. You may want the Rivasan
that killed Micah dead, but I want every last one of the flame
hearted bastards dead. I want their country in ruins as mine is. I
want them screaming in pools of blood before me, Onvalla. I want
Kevala’drin and you will only be able to stop me from
delivering it for so long. I will have their blood.” Caleb’s voice
was filled with passion as he spoke and he moved closer to the
Blight with every word. By the time he fell silent he was bare
inches from her and staring down with the expression of a fanatic
on his face.

“I didn’t run from him because I didn’t love
him Caleb. Don’t make my pain sound less than yours. I ran because
I had to. I was pregnant Caleb, I had no choice. I couldn’t let him
discover I was a Blight, especially not with you in his house. Do
you remember how many dinners I sat through listening to you brag
about slaughtering my people. Do you have any idea how many nights
I watched you return drenched in blood that I knew wasn’t your own?
How could I admit to what I was knowing Micah’s hatred and knowing
you would kill me for simply existing?” Onvalla’s voice rose as
well and to Shades astonishment there were tears forming in her
eyes.

“I don’t hate you for being a Blight. I hate
you for being a liar, Onvalla. Had you not lied to him in the
beginning matters would be different between us. Maybe you should
have shown him honesty and you wouldn’t have had to run!” Caleb
snarled back as his anger sprang to life once more. “Micah gave you
everything he was and you gave him lies and ran when he needed you.
You knew he couldn’t follow you. Sebastian’s life depended on him
staying, and so he sent me to follow you, and now everything I had
is gone because of it. You are as guilty of Micah’s death as the
Rivasans are. If not for you I would have saved them all!”

“You arrogant bastard do you really believe
you could have stopped an entire Rivasan army?” Onvalla growled
back with equal venom.

“I believe I could have talked my sister from
fighting as well as Micah. I believe I could have led them all from
the city before the Rivasans even closed to fighting distance, and
if you think about it clearly you will realize I could have as
well. They all listened to me and no one knows that area better
than I do. Had it come to fighting though you know I would have
made the difference that spared Micah. Had I been there he would be
alive.” Caleb replied coldly.

Shade glanced between the two of them and a
faint smile rose on his lips as he fully digested everything that
had been said. It wasn’t that the topic was a pleasant one at all,
but he finally saw his chance, finally he had enough knowledge of
the situation to negotiate. Jala you tricky bitch, did you know
what you were doing or is this just more of the luck that seems to
favor you? Carefully he wiped the smile from his face and
cleared his throat. “Lady Onvalla. Where is your child now?” Shade
broke in loudly and his words seemed to stun them both to silence.
To his amusement they both turned to look at him with matching
expressions of disbelief as if they couldn’t believe he had the
audacity to interrupt them.

“Dead.” Onvalla said quietly and brushed a
stray tear from her cheek. “He learned of his father when he
scanned my mind and thought me a coward for running. He left for
Arovan as soon as he was old enough to travel to join his father in
the fighting. I haven’t seen him since. I’ve sent Granger to search
for him, but there has been no sign. He is dead, and I don’t even
know who killed him, the Rivasans, or his father.” Her voice was
monotone as she spoke and there was no trace of anger left on her
face, only grief. She turned away from them both and paced slowly
back to the window.

“All the more reason for you to allow me to
accompany Shade, it’s just another reason to kill them, Onvalla.”
Caleb growled.

“And what would stop you from returning to
Arovan and leading your people back here once Rivasan has suffered
your wrath Caleb?” Onvalla demanded in a weary voice.

“I said Kevala’drin Onvalla don’t
pretend like you don’t know the word. You know full well what it
means. Aside from that however my promise to Micah would keep me
from leading them back here. Even if he didn’t know what you truly
were his order was to guard you and protect you from harm. I swore
I would and I keep my word no matter if it means protecting a lying
bitch that I’d love to kill myself.” Caleb replied coldly.

Shade sighed and cleared his throat once
more. “Lady Onvalla I don’t think your son is dead.” He broke in
again and it was hard to keep the smile from his face when they
both turned to look at him with the exact same expression of
disbelief.

“What?” Onvalla gasped her eyes widening as
she stared at him searching for any sign of deceit.

“I believe I’ve seen him very recently.”
Shade paused and frowned. “Well not exactly seen him per say, but
you know what I mean. I believe I know where he is, and if I’m
right he is safe and unharmed.”

“Where?” Onvalla demanded.

“Say Caleb can join me for this little
mission and I’ll be happy to answer that.” Shade returned
calmly.

“Liar. You have no idea where my son is you
are simply trying to trick me.” Onvalla snarled.

“Too right. I’m trying to trick you into
allowing me to take an obvious psychopath with me on a mission I
have absolutely no desire to go on so I can win your trust enough
that you will actually listen to me when I tell you I’m trying to
save your bloody people’s lives.” Shade said dryly and shook his
head at her slowly. “Really Onvalla if I was trying to trick you
why wouldn’t I simply say I would trade you the information in
return for my release and forget all thoughts of the suicide
mission you want to send me on? It’s different when Jala sends me
on this sort of mission. She is a friend and you would be amazed
the lengths I will go to for friends, but you and I are hardly on
the suicide mission part of our relationship. When you ask it’s
just insulting.”

“Once you leave here I have no guarantee you
will return even if you say you are going on the mission. If I
allow you to take Caleb it’s almost assured you won’t return. I’m
better off keeping him as hostage. You seem to have grown fond of
each other in your captivity. ” Onvalla argued and Shade nodded
once in agreement.

“So send one of your people with us for
assurance. Send Granger, he seems capable enough.” Shade
offered.

“So you can have Granger killed once you are
back with your own people?” Onvalla snarled and shook her head at
him with anger growing in her eyes once more.

“Then send twenty of your bloody people with
us. Whatever helps you sleep at night.” Shade snapped in
frustration. “The point I’m trying to make is if you agree to my
one request. I kill the damn Rivasan for you, and I will tell you
where to find your son. All I ask is that you allow Caleb to help
me, because I quite obviously can’t do it alone in the current
state I’m in.” Shade pushed his crippled leg forward to emphasis
the point and stared hard at her. “It’s the only way you will get
anything you want. I will sit here prisoner and wait for Arovan to
destroy you before I leave here without Caleb. He saved my life as
you well know, and I won’t leave him to rot here.”

Onvalla glared at him for a long moment
before turning back to the window. The silence in the room
stretched for long moments before her shoulders slumped in
resignation. “Give me your word that you will return here Caleb. I
don’t know the Morcaillo enough to trust him, but I know you keep
your word.” Her voice was so low the words barely carried across
the room.

“I give you my word that Morcaillo will
return Onvalla, I can’t promise more than that and you know it.”
Caleb replied softly.

Onvalla nodded slowly and turned from her
window. Her gaze moved across the room to rest beside a small table
in what had seemed like a vacant corner. “Granger fetch the gear we
took from them as well as the goblin. Our guests will be leaving
today.” She ordered in a voice that was filled with trepidation.
Her eyes returned once more to Caleb and her expression was somber.
“I was a fool to lie to him Caleb, and I will be the first to admit
it. Fear can make many people into fools though, and no matter how
much I regret it I can’t take it back. I kept you prisoner here for
the same reason, because I feared you, and as you say it is likely
my fault they are dead because of that.”

“If you are truly going to lead here Onvalla
you can’t be governed by fear.” Caleb spoke calmly and for the
first time since he had entered the room there was no anger in his
voice.

“Hatred and anger are my counselors now. Fear
is an old friend that has been put aside. Make them bleed Caleb,
not for any love you have for me, but to salve our mutual pain.
Rivasa must fall. It was my intention to move against Rivasa
myself, but I can’t with the Morcaillo still dominating my people.
I have to break the hold they have over us first, and then I will
finish what you start.” Onvalla’s words rang with promise and she
smiled bitterly. “It’s the whole reason I fought so hard for
leadership here. I never intended to attack Arovan, and I had to
ensure my people didn’t either. Their bloodlust will be channeled
to the ones that deserve the pain. First Rivasa, and then whatever
remains of Morcaillo.”

“Please don’t take any steps down that path
until after we speak again Lady Onvalla. I understand your pain and
hatred, but revenge is a one way path. You are leading your people.
You have to look at the broader picture if they are going to have
any future at all.” Shade said with a note of pleading in his
voice. If the Blights attacked Rivasa all hell would break loose
again, and the world was in too delicate of a balance to risk
that.

“I make no promises of that. I have people
hunting the Morcaillo now and if they finish before you return I
will move against my enemies.” Onvalla replied coldly. She let out
a deep breath as her eyes locked onto his. “Now tell me where to
find my son if you truly know where he is.”

“The last time I spoke with him he was living
safely with High Lady Jala Merrodin. I will warn you though she has
another Blight living with her as well. If you send your people
there to take your son back with force, they will be found and they
will likely die. If you want to speak with the boy I would highly
suggest you approach Jala directly and politely rather than attempt
to trick her. She has a temper to match your own Lady Onvalla, and
she holds grudges for a very long time.” Shade answered with a
faint smile.

He could feel Caleb’s eyes on him as well and
he knew by the expression on the man’s face his words had held just
as much interest for Caleb as they had for Onvalla. He just wasn’t
certain what interest Caleb held in the boy though. It was possible
he had just endangered Dray’s life with his words. There was a
chance Caleb would want Dray dead to ensure Micah’s secret remained
buried, but he didn’t think that was the sort of man Caleb was, and
he was praying he was right on that matter.

 


* * *

 


“If you had a Spell Hawk in storage the
entire time, may I ask why exactly we just walked three hours
before you chose to use it?” Caleb asked in a weary voice.

Shade glanced back from his ship and smiled
weakly at Caleb as he pried the goblin off his leg for the fifth
time. He had chosen a clearing several miles from the Blight
village to unveil his ship, and no doubt Caleb was thinking it was
a splendid waste of time to walk when they could have simply flown.
Considering his constant wrestling match with the goblin during
their walk, Shade supposed it had wasted more time than he had
intended. The creature had been frantic when it had been brought to
him by Granger, and it seemed to think Shade would disappear if it
wasn’t clinging directly to him.

With a sigh Shade looked around the forest
and wondered how many sets of eyes Onvalla had watching them. “On
the ship and I will explain.” He promised as he drew a pair of dark
glasses from his coat pocket and scanned the trees around them.
There was no way he was letting a Blight slip onto his ship since
Onvalla hadn’t ordered one to accompany them.

Caleb sighed and gave a quick nod before
stepping onto the Spell Hawk and was already seated before Shade
closed the door. The goblin scrambled to the back of the ship with
wide eyes and Shade grinned before tossing it some food. With luck
the creature would content itself with eating for most of the trip
and he wouldn’t have to worry about flying with a goblin on his
face or shoulders.

Shade gave the ship another quick glance just
to be sure he hadn’t missed anything before he moved forward and
sat slowly down in the pilot seat. He took several moments to
simply savor how good it felt to be in control of something again,
no matter how fleeting that sensation might be. Once he was off of
his ship again his life would be in chaos and he knew it. There was
so much expected of him right now that it made him want to scream
or hide.

“Well?” Caleb asked as the silence in the
ship grew.

“Did you hear about the bombing of Eldagar?”
Shade asked with a faint smile.

“I did. The largest hive of Blights was wiped
out there in a single day, and by rather unconventional means.”
Caleb replied slowly and by his expression Shade could tell he knew
what he was going to say next.

“That was me, on this ship, and I was worried
some of the Blights might remember that particular day. Considering
how pissy Onvalla was about the glasses that allowed Blights to be
seen I really didn’t think she needed to know exactly what I had
done against her people.” Shade explained with a shrug.

“Bloody hell. Are you sure none of them
followed us here? I can’t believe Onvalla would simply let us walk
out without spying on us the entire way.” Caleb asked softly as he
turned in his seat to stare at the empty ship behind them.

“None that I saw and these are the accursed
glasses she was so upset over.” Shade assured him as he placed his
hands over the control panel. “Now there is a shower and plenty of
soap in the back room of this ship. Feel free to partake of it
while I get us the hell out of here. I’m going to warn you upfront
though. I’ve never flown this weakened or with one eye so the ride
will be a bumpy one.”

“As long as you don’t crash I don’t care how
rough the voyage is.” Caleb returned with a sigh and rose from his
chair. “Soap is too much temptation. I will return shortly.” He
announced as he disappeared into the back of the ship.

Shade smiled and focused himself on the ship
pouring as much magic as he dared into it. Normally a long voyage
was no issue for him, but this time out he was going to have to
pace himself. For some reason his magic wasn’t as strong as it
typically was, and it wasn’t returning with the speed he was
accustomed to. The ship lifted gently from the clearing and he kept
it as steady as he could as they slowly rose above the tree tops.
The last thing he wanted to do was throw Caleb from the shower or
hit another tree with his ship.

“I have seen you looking better.” The voice
came from the seat Caleb had so recently vacated and it was so
shockingly familiar that Shade nearly planted the Spell Hawk
directly in a very large pine tree.

Inhaling sharply he fought to bring the ship
steady again and then glanced over quickly at the passenger seat.
“You are supposed to be dead.” Shade said with dismay as he stared
at Finn Sovaesh in pure shock. He was dressed differently than
Shade had ever seen him, in dark chain armor and a black cloak, but
there was no mistaking who it was.

The corners of Finn’s lips creased with his
typical arrogant smile and he raised his eyebrows twice. “Funny you
should mention that given what I came to speak to you about.” Finn
drawled and his smile widened. “You were very close to death
recently too, Shade. In fact you were right on the boundary, only a
breath or two from crossing over weren’t you?”

Shade stared at him for a long moment and
then forced his eyes back onto the ship’s view screen. “How would
you know that?” he asked and glanced back to the back of the ship.
Had it been anyone else he would have assumed they had learned
through scrying on him, but Finn Sovaesh was terrible with magic
and everyone knew it. Shade’s attention flicked between the back of
the ship and the passenger seat once more and he groaned inwardly.
He wasn’t sure if he was praying Caleb would return or hoping he
wouldn’t. He couldn’t decide if he wanted to see Finn get his ass
kicked or if he wanted to hear everything Finn had to say.

“I was dead, now I’m Death, and you were
nearly dead, but I didn’t allow it. Do you know what that means
Shade?” Finn replied calmly. He seemed amused by Shade’s glances
toward the back of the ship and chuckled when Shade looked at him
in confusion. “Well first of all it means I’m a Divine now and no
matter how much Grim may hate me, he won’t be able to so much as
bruise me. Second it means you owe me a life boon and I’m here to
collect.”

“Bloody buggering hell. Is there one single
individual in all of Sanctuary that doesn’t want something from
me?” Shade snarled as his shock gave away to anger. “Seriously? You
are a god and you are making demands of me? This is the sickest
joke I’ve ever bloody well heard. It’s ridiculous. Why would I ever
consider doing anything for you? I hate you. You know I hate you.
Why would you even ask me to do anything for you?” His voice rose
with each word as his frustration grew.

Finn sighed with exaggerated annoyance and
gave Shade a withering look. “The feeling is mutual, but if not for
me you wouldn’t be alive now would you? You know you were too close
to death to live. You know it had to take more intervention than
your pathetic regeneration to save your life. Given what you are I
really would have thought you would have improved your regeneration
by now. It’s rather sad actually.”

“Really? Is now really the time to criticize
the use of my birthright?” Shade growled and shook his head at
Finn. He let out a long slow breath and stared at the view screen
as he wrestled his emotions back under control. “I don’t have time
for your favor Finn. I’m already in the middle of two other favors
for people that I like more than you.” He said after a long
silence. “And in case you don’t know what the hell I’m talking
about, that was a pretty big insult because I really don’t like
Onvalla.”

“I know what you are talking about. I watched
your little drama unfold in Glis. Your passion is so touching
Shade. You know I really do think you will save the whole world.”
Finn said in a voice laced with sarcasm.

“I’m willing to bet Divine or not that I can
still bruise you, and interrupting my shower is reason enough for
me to try. Keep being an ass Sovaesh, test my patience further.”
Caleb’s voice was low and filled with warning.

Finn slowly turned in his seat and Shade
found himself glancing back as well. Caleb stood just beyond the
door of the back room still dripping wet from the shower. He wore
black uniform pants and had a towel wrapped over his shoulder with
no sign of a weapon on him, but he still looked ready for a fight
if Finn chose to rise from his seat.

“Now is really not the time Grim, and I don’t
want you in hell any more than I do Shade. So it wouldn’t be in my
best interest to kill you should you decide we should fight. Why
don’t you sit down, shut up, and listen instead? I have a few
things to say to you as well.” Finn pointed sharply at an empty
chair as he spoke and then turned back to Shade.

“My friends call me Grim and you are nothing
I would consider a friend. I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t
use the title.” Caleb snapped as he dropped into the indicated seat
with an expression of annoyance on his face.

“Shall I call you the Black Bastard then or
Bloody Huntsman?” Finn growled in response.

Shade’s eyes widened at the words and he
slowly glanced back at Caleb once more. He knew those titles.
Everyone in Sanctuary knew of the Black Bastard of Arovan or the
Bloody Huntsman, he simply hadn’t realized Caleb Faulklin was
either. He hadn’t even realized the bastard and the huntsman were
the same person for that matter. It made the reputation even more
infamous. If the stories about either held any truth at all Caleb
Faulklin really was a psychopath as he had suggested to
Onvalla.

“You aren’t really?” Shade began quietly and
his voice trailed off as he glanced from Caleb to Finn and then
back to the view screen.

“What you didn’t realize you were giving a
ride to the Bloody Huntsman Shade? Didn’t you wonder when he told
you his friends called him Grim? That isn’t exactly a nickname that
one gives to a sweet tempered individual.” Finn said dryly.

“This is neither here nor there. I sincerely
doubt you came here to discuss my reputation.” Caleb snapped with
obvious irritation.

“Quite right, I have gotten a bit off track,
back to business then.” Finn conceded with a faint nod, but his
smirk was still present. It was clear that he found Shade’s current
dismay entertaining. “The favor can wait a moment. I have a
question for you first Shade. Do you know what Kevala’drin
means?”

“This is none of your affair Finn.” Caleb
snarled and half rose from his seat.

“The bloody hell it isn’t my affair. I rule
hell, Huntsman, and where exactly do you think you will end up? I
know the truth about you even if the bards of Arovan fill their
lives by telling lies about you. I know what you truly are. If you
continue down this path you will die and I will make you my pet
when you do.” Finn roared and the power of his voice drove even
Caleb back to his seat. Finn’s green eyes flashed with anger and he
turned back to Shade who was once again staring at him in utter
shock.

“I have no idea what Kevala’drin
means.” Shade admitted meekly. He had thought Finn was bluffing
about being a Divine right up until his anger had shown. Now he was
certain it was the truth. He had never seen so much raw power in
anyone, not even Jala.

“It is an old Glis term. It means the
Final Reckoning. Your new found friend intends to commit
suicide in a very colorful manner.” Finn explained calmly and
glanced back at Caleb once more shaking his head with disgust.

“I intend to deliver vengeance for Micah and
my family.” Caleb growled.

“And you will die for it, but I have a very
compelling reason for you to change those plans.” Finn said with a
sigh.

“I sincerely doubt there is anything you can
say that will change my mind.” Caleb argued stubbornly.

“Really? Let’s try. Syrah still lives.” Finn
shot back without pause.

All color drained from Caleb’s face at the
words and Shade glanced quickly between the two of them before
turning his attention once more to flying. “Who is Syrah?” He asked
quietly.

“Syrah Khalia Faulklin, his daughter.” Finn
answered simply his gaze still locked on Caleb. “She is being held
in Rivasa at the Citadel in Prendington. I don’t know of her
condition beyond the fact that she is not close to death. I wish I
could say the same for Evanell or Ryven, but they were both lost in
Amdany. I’m sorry for the losses you have endured Caleb, but you
haven’t lost everything.” Finn’s voice had taken on a gentle
quality that Shade had never heard him use before, and the
expression on his face was filled with sympathy rather than his
typical smirk. Swallowing heavily Finn shifted in his seat to face
Caleb more directly and cleared his throat quietly. “Look, we have
always been at odds, and I know this likely won’t mean much to you
coming from me, but I know what it’s like to lose everything. I
also know what it is like to have one thing left to grasp onto.
Syrah is your lifeline here Caleb, grab on and hold tight. You have
a reputation across Arovan for being a hero, and Syrah could really
use a hero right now more than a martyr. For once you need to truly
be what the people of Arovan believe you are.” Finn paused and his
expression looked almost pained for a moment. With a deep breath he
leaned closer to Caleb’s chair and his expression became one of
such sincerity that Shade almost doubted it was truly Finn. “You
can’t throw your life away. You are needed. I don’t know if you
have noticed or not, but most of the heroes are dropping like
flies. I was trying to be a better person before my death, Caleb,
but I failed, and I’m out of the game now for the most part. You
could be what Arovan believes you are, and they need you to be that
now more than ever.”

“I can’t change my course now. I told Onvalla
I would make them bleed. I can’t break my word.” Caleb muttered
hoarsely. His face was still far too pale and his grey eyes had an
almost vacant look as he leaned heavily back in his seat shaking
his head slowly. “Syrah has been their captive since Amdany fell…”
Caleb muttered weakly. His voice trailed off and he shook his head
slowly.

“Make them bleed, but do it in a fashion that
you can live through, Caleb. Save Syrah and then do what you have
always been so god damned talented at and help Jala save everyone
else.” Finn pressed and looked back to Shade. “He is quite possibly
the most stubborn man alive, and I don’t have time to persuade him.
I’ll leave that in your hands. As to what I need from you… well
it’s a favor for an Aspect, but you have interest in it. It seems
several of her followers are being held in prison in Sanctuary and
she can’t seem to get them rescued. I need you to be a hero too and
save her followers.”

“I can’t even step foot in Sanctuary. Every
bloody person in that city knows I’m a wanted man.” Shade
objected.

“Then I highly suggest you change your
appearance before you go. One of the prisoners goes by the name of
Charm. I believe you know him, and I believe you owe him. So suck
it up Shade and be a damn hero and save him.” Finn snapped in
annoyance as he rose from his chair. He glanced once more at Caleb
and let out a heavy sigh. “I promise you Huntsman if you are stupid
enough to make that little girl an orphan I will have you serving
me for eternity. You can take your Grandfather’s place amongst my
demons since Jala and Valor saw fit to kill Nasurai when they
visited the Darklands.” Finn whispered as his form slowly faded
from the ship.

Shade sat in utter silence for long moments
trying to digest everything he had just heard. Charm was
imprisoned, Caleb was the Bloody Huntsman, Caleb’s daughter was a
Rivasan prisoner, and most terrifying of all Finn Sovaesh was the
Divine of Death. He didn’t think he had ever been flooded with so
much bad news at once before. He slowly glanced over at the
passenger seat as Caleb dropped heavily into it.

“Bloody Huntsman eh?” Shade muttered
quietly.

Caleb nodded slowly and let out a long sigh.
“I’d like to say it’s been a while since I have done the sort of
butchering that earned me that title, but that is exactly why Micah
pulled me out of retirement.” He confessed in a low voice. “He
needed someone who could spread fear amongst the Blights, and as it
turns out I scare just about everyone including the Blights.”

“Did you really kill a Serpent with your bare
hands in the Amdany harbor? One of the legends about you says that
you did, but I always thought it was bullshit.” Shade asked in an
effort to calm Caleb. The man was still far too pale and looked as
though he might pass out at any moment.

Caleb swallowed heavily and nodded his head
slowly his eyes still staring blankly ahead. “It tried to swallow
me when I was knocked over the rail in the fighting. I objected.”
His voice seemed almost mechanical as he answered and he raised a
hand to rub his face as he fell silent.

“And Nasurai Blackwolf is your Grandfather?
So you are Sebastian Blackwolf’s brother? I don’t understand how
you have the name Faulklin then and why you are from Arovan.
Shouldn’t you be with your own house?” Shade let his full confusion
show in his voice as he tried once more to draw Caleb back with
conversation.

Caleb looked at him slowly and lowered his
hand from his face his expression shifting from grief to bitter
amusement. “Why do you think they call me the Black Bastard Shade?
Sebastian is my half-brother and I live in Arovan because High Lady
Blackwolf can’t bear my presence in Glis. The sight of me is a
constant reminder to her that her husband was unfaithful so I was
exiled. I suppose I’m grateful she didn’t have me killed as a
child.” Caleb explained and then paused as he rubbed his face once
more. “Lady Faulklin is my Aunt on my mother’s side, and was kind
enough to give me a home as well as her name. My birth mother’s
name is Blue Bess, perhaps you have heard of her. She was at Amdany
and the final stand, and if you didn’t meet her there perhaps you
have seen her with High Lord Blackwolf serving as his Herald.”
There was pain in his voice as he spoke and Shade could tell it was
an old wound that refused to heal.

“I’m sorry I pried. I was confused that’s
all.” Shade offered softly and let out a sigh of his own. “We can
get your daughter back you know. Once we finish in Merro we will
head straight to Rivasa and you can be the hero Finn was talking
about without dying.”

“Merro? Why in the hell are we going to Merro
first?” Caleb demanded with an almost frantic look on his face.

“Look I know you don’t want to leave her
there any longer than you have to, but I have to see Jala before we
can go. I have to be healed first, Caleb. I cannot stress how
important this is. My magic isn’t what it should be and I am
crippled in more than the obvious ways you can see.” Shade paused
and ground his teeth in frustration as he contemplated what he was
about to say. Glancing over at Caleb he grimaced slightly and let
out a quick breath. “My turn for confession and I’m going to pray
you don’t gut me for it. I had planned on telling you before Finn’s
visit, but I have to admit finding out who you truly are is giving
me a bit of pause.”

Caleb’s eyes narrowed at his words and Shade
felt his throat tighten at the sight. He wasn’t comfortable with
sharing any secrets, but for Caleb to understand fully he needed to
know everything.

“Out with it then.” Caleb pressed and Shade
nodded slowly in response.

“The Morcaillo are Changelings, Caleb. Right
now I can’t shift the areas that were wounded, the flesh is dead,
which means my birthright is useless. If I can shift my forms this
mission will be much easier, but if you are saddled with a cripple
as a partner in this rescue slash assassination than I think we
will both be standing on Finn’s door step awaiting a very dismal
eternity as his personal bitches.” Shade explained quietly.

“A Changeling.” Caleb repeated with a note of
distaste in his voice. He nodded slowly and let out a heavy sigh.
“You know you are supposed to be pure unholy evil right?” he
muttered sourly.

“I was supposed to be a lot of things. I’m
afraid I’ve been a disappointment on every last one of them
including the unholy evil part. I just didn’t turn out the way
father hoped.” Shade sighed.

“Merro first then.” Caleb agreed with a faint
nod as he leaned further back in his seat. “Then we both get to be
heroes.” He added with a snort of disgust.

“In the stories the heroes always triumph.”
Shade offered with a shrug.

“In reality they suffer more than anyone else
and usually die horribly at a young age.” Caleb countered.

“Oddly enough I have always preferred fiction
to reality, so I’m going to stick with my version.” Shade replied
quietly. He glanced down as the goblin wrapped its scrawny arms
around his leg and settled beside his chair. “Just perfect, me, a
goblin, and the Bloody Huntsman of Arovan against an entire nation
of bloodthirsty flame-hurling madmen. Wonderful.” He muttered.

“If you listen to the stories about me I
could handle the entire nation of Rivasa with one hand tied behind
my back and blindfolded.” Caleb offered dryly.

“Any truth to those stories?” Shade asked
hopefully.

“My mother is a bard and writes most of the
stories about me. What do you think?” Caleb replied sourly and gave
a long sigh.

“I think by the time we reach Rivasa I will
have a plan that keeps us both alive to see this through. It may
not be conventional, but I promise it will work. My only concern is
you actually following my plan.” Shade said with a smile.


Chapter 3

 


Sanctuary

 


 


Heavy boots rang on the marble floors behind
him, but Remedy ignored the sound. It was most likely just guards
making their rounds, and none of his concern. The quarry he
followed was silent as she moved, and she was already slipping
around another corner ahead of him. He paused long enough to fish a
sprig of mint from his pocket and chewed on it as he continued down
the hall. A cigarette would have been much more satisfying, but
given his current life it simply wasn’t possible. The mind cloud he
was using to keep himself from being detected in the palace could
persuade people to ignore the smell of mint, but smoke was another
thing entirely. Smoke was visible in the air, mint was not.

Faramir’s steps slowed and he paced himself
to match hers. He didn’t want to get too close to her. Despite the
mind cloud there was still a slight chance she might detect him,
and that would destroy several weeks of spying.

When he had been captured in Rivasa he had
thought there might have been a chance of corruption in the
Fionaveir. Then Shade had echoed his thoughts on the matter which
raised his suspicions further. However when important people began
disappearing from the Fionaveir ranks he knew without a doubt there
was corruption, and it was only recently that he had managed to
trace it all back to Faramir.

That in itself was disquieting. Faramir was
married to the leader of the Fionaveir, and Caspian didn’t seem to
notice any problems. Either she was lying very well to her husband,
or Caspian was involved in the corruption. Remedy calmly pushed
that thought away and let out a long slow breath. If he was going
to save Symphony he would have to face it eventually, but for now
all he needed to worry about was what Faramir was up to currently.
She had seemed pensive all morning, and there were several times
when her expression had shifted to fury without warning. Had anyone
else been present, Remedy might have believed it was a part of a
conversation that he had missed that had shifted her mood. She had
been alone all three times however, which meant she was in mental
communication with someone, and the news she was hearing wasn’t
pleasant. Now all he had to do was follow her long enough to try to
get some indication of what was wrong.

Faramir paused in the hall ahead of him and
turned to look back over her shoulder. Remedy froze in place, even
going so far as to hold his breath. It was ridiculous of course.
The nature of his magic didn’t make him invisible. It infiltrated
the minds of those around him and simply forced them to ignore him.
It wasn’t as if he had to be silent. If his magic was functioning
as it should, his quarry wouldn’t acknowledge any noise he made.
Faramir made him too nervous though. In the past few days he had
seen a side of her that he had never noticed before in all of his
years living amongst her with the Fionaveir. She was acting more
devious and some of the magic she had used when she had believed
she was alone were spells that there should have been far beyond
her mastery. Faramir simply wasn’t that great of a mage, at least
she hadn’t been from what he had known about her. The Faramir he
knew was an archer and a damn good one, but not a mage.

She turned once more and walked a few steps
before stopping in front of a door. Turning slowly Faramir scanned
the hallway once more and slowly stepped into the room. It took
every ounce of speed and stealth that Remedy possessed to slide
through the door before she could close it behind her and the
action put him much closer to Faramir than he wanted to be. Her
eyes narrowed as the door clicked shut and she turned slowly to
stare about the room with searching eyes. Once more Remedy found
himself holding his breath until her attention passed over him.

“I’m losing it.” Faramir whispered softly and
shook her head slowly as she moved to the far side of the room.

It was a bedchamber Remedy realized with a
start, and from the location they were at in the palace it must
have been one of the rooms reserved for visiting dignitaries. By
the looks of the furnishings and linens it hadn’t seen much use
yet, but then that was understandable. From what he had heard in
the halls lately the entire world was still fighting, and he
doubted any dignitaries had time to spare for an overnight visit at
the palace.

Faramir walked slowly across the room and
placed her hand against the wall. A slight grating noise grew in
the stones and a panel slowly slid back. Remedy stared at the
hidden tunnel for a long breath as the full extent of his latest
revelation slowly sank in. He hadn’t even realized the palace had a
network of hidden tunnels, and it likely meant there was no place
safe for him to drop his guard. Who knew how many tunnels there
were or how many spy holes might be in the walls. Even when he
thought he was alone in a room, there was a very good chance he was
still being watched.

He barely managed to rein his thoughts in as
Faramir stepped inside the shadowed hall. With a silent prayer for
luck he slipped in behind her hoping there would be enough room in
the tunnels for him to stay out of her reach. His magic would work
flawlessly, unless she happened to brush against him rather than
the stone wall, or she was a better mind mage than he was. If she
had strong mind magic she would detect him at close range.

This is a mission better suited for
Vaze. Remedy thought for what must have been the thousandth
time. He wasn’t a spy, and he wasn’t used to skulking. The
Fionaveir had always sent him on missions of diplomacy or at times
to gather information from certain individuals with his charm. Vaze
was the one they relied on to skulk. Remedy had never before had to
rely on stealth this much, and it quite honestly wasn’t his strong
point.

Vaze was gone though, and everyone else was
acting too strangely to trust enough to approach. Lutheron seemed
aggravated all of the time, and Symphony existed in a sort of haze
that he had never seen her in before. The few times he had managed
to glimpse the Empress she had been oblivious to everything and had
simply nodded to Faramir for most of the conversation. The only one
that left was Caspian, and he was acting the strangest of them all.
It had been his idea to clean the streets of Sanctuary, and Caspian
was going about it with the fervor of a fanatic. If the rumors in
the halls were to be believed the prisons were overflowing with
petty criminals, and there was talk that the executions would start
soon.

Faramir stood in the shadows of the tunnel
watching the panel as it slowly slid back into place. The shadows
deepened to near pitch darkness and Remedy silently back stepped
several feet from her. He had darkvision, but it wasn’t the best. A
shifter would have been able to see in these conditions as clearly
as if it were a bright moonlit night. He could barely make out
Faramir’s form and the stone walls, and all details were completely
obscured. He couldn’t even tell what expression she had on her
face. He listened intently as the faint scuff of her boot sounded
on the floor. She was walking at a quick pace and to his vast
relief it was away from him. Had she chosen to walk toward him
there was no way he could have avoided brushing against her, the
tunnel was simply too narrow.

With grim determination he fell into step and
tried to keep up with her as best he could. Once again he found
himself wanting to trade places with Vaze. Vaze could see in pitch
black better than even a Shifter. Which brought another interesting
point to mind…Faramir shouldn’t be able to see clearly in darkness
either. With the pace she was setting she could either see
perfectly, or she had been this way so many times it was familiar.
Either way it was unsettling. Faramir was a powerful member of the
Fionaveir council and Symphony’s chief advisor. There was no reason
someone in her position should have been skulking through tunnels.
If it was spying on the ranks of the Fionavier than she should have
had an underling she could trust enough to do the job for her.

They walked for what seemed an eternity,
though Remedy knew it was likely closer to half an hour before
Faramir stopped once more. He shuffled silently to a stop and shook
his head in disgust with himself. He had nearly walked into her
back before he realized she was no longer moving. He could barely
make out the outline of her hand as she raised it to a wall and
once more a panel slid open. Dim light flooded the tunnel and once
more he could see Faramir’s face clearly. She had a thoughtful
expression on her face as she stepped from the tunnel and he
followed briskly after her. He had no desire to be locked away in
her tunnels, no matter how useful it might be to explore the extent
of them. He was more interested in her agenda than exploring at
this point.

The room he emerged into was a cramped one. A
small bed, barely more than a pallet sat against one wall with a
table and two chairs a few feet away. The walls were rough stone
without the glossy finish the rest of the palace had with no sign
of any door beyond the one they had entered through.

The most interesting feature was the woman
seated at the table however and the expression of pure malice she
had on her delicate face as she regarded Faramir. Her hair was long
and chestnut brown and her skin was swarthy despite her obvious
lack of sun. The dress she wore was simple and from the looks of it
could use a good washing. Remedy gazed around the small room and
back to the woman and wondered how long Faramir had kept her
prisoner here, or who she was for that matter. He had been in the
business of knowing all of the power players of Sanctuary during
his time on the Fionaveir council, and this wasn’t someone he
recognized.

“Good morning Azashy how are you today?”
Faramir’s voice was overly pleasant as she spoke and the woman’s
glare intensified in response.

“May you burn in the Darklands while the
crows feast on your corpse Myth.” Azashy responded coldly.

Remedy’s breath caught at her words and he
felt himself pale as he regarded Faramir silently once more.
Myth, that explained so much of what he had seen, but he
didn’t understand how it was possible. His throat tightened at the
thought of who he was truly stalking and he swallowed heavily.
Faramir had made him nervous, Myth terrified him. Myth was a
Changeling and had been alive for countless centuries. There was no
telling what a creature like that was capable of or what power she
possessed.

“Not likely Azashy sorry to disappoint you.”
Faramir responded casually as she settled into the chair across
from the woman. “I need information Azashy and you are going to
provide it.”

Azashy shook her head slowly and turned her
eyes away from Faramir to settle her gaze on the grey stone
wall.

“Do we really have to go through this every
time I visit Azashy?” Faramir sighed with annoyance. She leaned
forward on the table and crossed her arms as she stared at her
prisoner. “You know I don’t like hurting you or those you care for,
but I’m limited on my patience today. I need information and I warn
you if you lie to me again as you did last time I will make it a
lasting pain that you will never forget.”

“Do what you will Myth, I will not help you
destroy the world any further. You are evil!” Azashy snapped and
shook her head quickly, though it was obvious to Remedy that the
woman was scared. It was a bluff she was showing and in the end he
knew she would cave to Myth’s demands. His heart went out to her
and he silently promised to help her when he could, but for the
moment he didn’t dare interfere. Not only did he need to know what
information Faramir was after, he didn’t want to be forced to fight
her. He wasn’t sure he could win.

“How many fingers do you require for your
spell casting Azashy?” Faramir asked nonchalantly. She smiled as
the other woman paled slightly and nodded her head slowly. “A wise
person would say ten, but that would be a lie. I know you don’t
require all ten.” Faramir paused and pulled a dagger from her belt
then laid it quietly on the table between them. “You don’t require
two eyes, two ears, or a nose for spellcasting either.” Faramir
continued casually as she raised an eyebrow at Azashy who looked on
the brink of tears.

She must be very young Remedy realized as he
studied Faramir’s captive closer. She was Elder Blood he was sure
of it, but he couldn’t decide what house she must be from, or why
someone as old as Myth would require her to do the spellcasting.
From what he had seen of Myth in the past few days the woman should
be able to manage any casting herself.

“It will be so difficult to make it in the
world beyond without your beauty. You could of course hide your
disfigurements with magic, but that could be dispelled. You could
have it healed too of course, but then healers ask questions about
such wounds and what would you say? That you were a prisoner of war
perhaps, but then they would want details that you wouldn’t have,
wouldn’t they?” Faramir continued as she spun the dagger in a slow
circle on the table.

“What do you want to know?” Azashy gasped her
eyes riveted on the dagger. Her expression was equal parts fear and
self-loathing.

“I want to know all sorts of things, but for
now we will suffice with just a few minor details. Sovaesh is no
longer a viable blade at my disposal, and Hemlock has his own
agenda, but we will get to that. Tell me who is a knife that I can
trust to send against my enemies?” Faramir settled back into her
chair without bothering to move the dagger out of Azashy’s reach.
Apparently she saw no threat in her prisoner at all.

Azashy mumbled a few words under her breath
and her eyes grew distant. Her head lolled to one side for several
breaths before her lips began to move again. “Niamh of the
Nightblades, heartless and nearly as skilled as the Master she
serves.” Her voice was distant and seemed to echo as if composed of
several voices rather than just her own.

“How well guarded is Elijah Arovan?” Faramir
asked without pausing to consider the answer she had been given on
her first question.

“He is surrounded by those that are loyal and
love him. Troyelle is at his beckon call with swords ready to
defend as well as the Blackwolf who always remains nearby his side.
To reach Elijah you must defeat the Stormlord as well as the High
Lord of Glis.” Azashy answered without hesitation in the same eerie
voice.

“What is the next step that Jala Merrodin
will take?” Faramir pressed once more without pause.

“She will bind the Blights to her side as
allies and take that power from your hands.” Azashy’s voice was
growing strained and her eyes were rolling back in her head as she
spoke.

“How?” Faramir demanded. If she noticed the
woman’s discomfort she showed no signs and seemed intent on
gathering as much information as she possibly could.

“An envoy has carried her message of peace
and has been given a task in response. When his task is complete
the Blights will be hers.” Azashy’s voice was hoarse and she
appeared to be trembling. Remedy watched in silence as a bead of
sweat trickled down the woman’s face. He wasn’t sure what magic she
was using for her information, but it wasn’t scrying and it seemed
too precise to be divination.

“Who is her envoy? What task?” Faramir
growled and leaned forward on the table once more her eyes intent
on Azashy.

“Shade…Morcaillo…he…must…” Azashy’s voice
faltered with each word and she gave a shudder as she sagged
forward in her chair. Her breathing was labored and she was
shaking. Slowly a choking laugh began to rise from her and she
shakily lifted her head to meet Myth’s gaze. “I’m afraid you will
have to wait for that information Myth. You have pushed me too far
today. Were conditions different I could offer you more, but you
are too intent on keeping me weakened so you must deal with the
consequences.” Her voice was a bare whisper, but it was filled with
bitter amusement.

“Worthless bitch.” Faramir growled as she
rose from her chair and snatched the dagger from the table. With
another glare at Azashy she stormed across the room toward the
hidden panel.

“Irony that it is your son that will undo
you.” Azashy gasped as the panel slid open.

“No one will undo me Azashy. This world will
burn and I will be free of this prison. I promise you that.”
Faramir hissed as she disappeared through the tunnel.

Remedy watched her go, but remained where he
was as the panel slid shut behind her. It was possible that the
wall wouldn’t open for anyone aside from Myth, but he was curious
about Azashy. She was obviously an unwilling ally, and it was
possible that very thing made her the only one in the palace he
could trust to help him. It would require watching her though, and
learning more of her before he trusted her enough to reveal
himself. He just had to pray he had the time to spare for it.
Things in the world beyond were falling far faster than he liked,
and he wasn’t sure there was still time to save anything.


Chapter 4

 


Merro

 


 


“Are you sure you want to sell her?” Valor
asked quietly as he leaned against the paddock gate and watched the
bay mare within. He was dressed simply today in light linen
trousers and a thin work shirt. A stranger approaching would never
guess he was the second most powerful person in Merro by the way he
looked. A stem of grass hung out of one corner of his mouth, and
his attention seemed entirely devoted to the mare, as if nothing
beyond the stable yard was a concern of his.

Zoelyn shifted beside him and lowered her
chin to rest on the rail of the fence. She didn’t really want to
sell the mare, but the horse would have a good home with Valor and
she knew it. He was Arovan, and Arovan prized their horses. If she
had any hope of making it to Delvay she would need the money, and
she could no longer stand to remain in Merro. “I know you will care
for her well Valor.” She sighed and nodded with obvious hesitation.
“So yes she is for sale if you want her.”

Valor glanced down at her with a questioning
look in his dark blue eyes and nodded in return. “I’d be a fool to
turn aside the chance to buy her. She is obviously from good lines
even if I don’t know her pedigree. I’d like to know what you want
the money for though. We provide your room and board as well as
clothes. If there is something else that you require just say the
word and it will be given without you having to sell the one thing
you can truly call your own.” His voice was gentle and her chest
tightened in response

They had all been so kind to her, and the
thought of leaving some of them was as painful as a fresh wound,
but this wasn’t her place. Her home was in Delvay and with every
memory that returned she became more certain that she should be
there rather than in Merro. And Seth isn’t in Delvay. A
small voice inside her whispered as her eyes rose to scan the
surrounding sky for any sign of black feathers. It wasn’t that she
hated Seth, but the memory of him was painful. She had trusted him
fully and considered him a friend, and he had turned on her. The
anger he had shown the last time she had seen him had been
terrifying, and she had no desire to be near him again.

“I need the money for travel.” Zoelyn
answered quietly. She hadn’t told anyone aside from Dray of her
plans to leave yet, and she knew the Blight had kept her secret. By
Valor’s expression it was the last thing he had expected her to
say, but he covered his shocked expression quickly. “I’m going to
Delvay.” She added and swallowed heavily as her throat tightened.
There was no way she could say goodbye to Jala or Valor without
tears and she knew it.

Valor nodded and his gaze moved past her to
rest on Jala who was still busy trying to get the portal stones
perfect. It was obvious he was wondering if Jala knew and simply
hadn’t told him yet.

Zoelyn followed his gaze and watched Jala for
several moments before staring down at the ground. “I meant to tell
you both before now, but you are both always so busy. I don’t think
Jala ever truly rests. Every time I try to find time to speak with
her she is busy at three or more tasks and contemplating
another.”

“She can’t rest, and neither can I. When we
stop we have time to think, and neither of us can bear that. She
dwells on her regrets, and I dwell on guilt. So we push ourselves
to exhaustion and pray that one day our hearts will mend and we can
find peace.” Valor said softly as he turned to watch the mare once
more. “I’m not Finn and I never will be. I know she loves me, I
have no doubts of that, but it’s something that takes time. Jala
never had a chance to grieve, and she still isn’t allowing herself
too. I wish I could help her with it, but I can’t. I’m the bastard
that failed to save him and fell in love with his Widow while doing
so.”

“And the fact that he isn’t truly dead
doesn’t help at all.” Zoelyn concluded quietly and let out a long
breath.

Valor shook his head slowly and smiled sadly.
“Not in the least bit, though I’m glad he is. Hindsight is perfect
Zoelyn and given a chance to go back and do things differently I’m
quite sure Jala would be living a simple life in Firym and Merro
would still be in ruins. She has a lot on her shoulders and keeps
reaching for more. I think she is afraid if she focuses herself on
just Merro she will run out of things to keep herself busy with,
and then she will have to face what she is trying to forget.” He
chewed on the grass stem for a moment then pushed off the rail and
rubbed his face. “And this isn’t getting us anywhere and it’s not
something I want to dwell on.” He announced with a forced smile.
“So back to business, if you truly want to sell her I’ll give you a
hundred gold for her. Horses are selling high now, and she is
better than most so she is worth it. Too many of the herds were
lost in Arovan, so her colts will make the investment worthwhile.
Will that suffice for travel money?”

Zoelyn blinked at him in shock and nodded
slowly with a dumbfounded expression. “I was expecting perhaps
twenty gold.” She admitted quietly. A hundred gold would be enough
for her to book passage on a spell hawk if she could find one for
hire soon. She had been expecting to have to take a ship out of
Brannaford ports.

“Common plow horses are selling for twenty
gold right now. Too many horses were killed during the fighting,
and prices have sky rocketed on everything. Grain is high, hay is
nearly impossible to find in most lands, and anything with four
legs and a working body is bringing top coin.” Valor informed her
with a shrug then paused as something behind her caught his
attention. “But maybe this should wait until we see what this is
about.” He murmured as a slight smile crept onto his face.

Zoelyn turned slowly to stare in the
direction he was looking and caught the barest glimpse of metal
against sunlight in the horizon. “Is that a Spell hawk?” she asked
stupidly, though it was obvious it had to be. Nothing else would be
in the sky and made of metal.

“Not just any Spell Hawk, I think that is
The Shade. It’s well past time for him to return, Jala was
beginning to fear the worst.” Valor said cheerfully as he patted
her on the shoulder and smiled. “If you play your cards right you
might be able to get a free ride to Delvay without having to sell
your mare.”

“But I can’t take her with me to Delvay,
Valor. She wouldn’t do well that high in the mountains and it’s
possible the Snow Cats would see her as dinner.” Zoelyn protested
as he started to head for the sky port. With an exasperated sigh
she hurried after him.

“Too true so you should leave her here with
me for the time being and allow me to raise a colt or two from her
in return for board. She would still be yours, and I would have
fresh stock with good lines. It would be beneficial to us both.”
Valor called over his shoulder as his pace quickened. Jala had
noticed the approaching ship too, and it was clear that Valor
wanted to reach the port at the same time Jala did to ensure he
didn’t miss anything.

They reached the edge of the port as the
Spell hawk touched down and even Zoelyn noticed how rough the
landing was. Valor moved silently to stand beside Jala with a
worried expression on his face.

“Are we certain that is Shade flying? I saw
sparks when he touched down. Shade never lands that roughly.” Valor
said quietly as Jala started to move toward the Spell Hawk’s
door.

“Who else would it be?” Jala asked with a
shrug.

“Someone that doesn’t bloody well know how to
fly well.” Valor suggested dryly.

“It’s Shade, and others.” Dray spoke up
quietly and Zoelyn felt him move closer to her, almost within
touch, but not quite. Even though her control of her powers had
improved drastically she still took care that no one got too close
to her, and Dray knew the boundaries well.

Valor glanced over his shoulder toward the
main house and then back to Jala. “Would you mind telling Wisp to
keep Legacy inside with her until we know who else is on that
ship?” he asked quietly and his hand dropped to his belt for a
sword that wasn’t there.

“You were playing stable hand all morning
love. That doesn’t require a weapon.” Jala reminded him and smiled
faintly. “I sent her the message and she has agreed that he won’t
even look out a window until we tell her things are well.”

The ship door slid open as she finished
speaking and all three of them fell silent as they watched a large
man step down and then half drag Shade from the ship behind
him.

“Shade!” Jala cried in alarm. She started to
rush toward him, but Valor caught her wrist and gave her a shake of
his head.

“Grim.” Zoelyn gasped as the larger man
turned and she got a clear look at his face. He was thinner than
she remembered, but she had no doubt it was him. He was wearing the
uniform of a High Marshall of Arovan, and his expression matched
his nickname well.

He turned and looked at her, but there was no
sign of recognition on his face until he found Valor beside her.
“He passed out right after landing. Do you have someplace we can
put him to rest?” Caleb asked Valor without bothering with so much
as a greeting.

“Grim.” Valor echoed Zoelyn with equal
disbelief in his tone and Jala stepped forward with a quick nod
only to pause once more as a goblin clambered from the ship and
wrapped its arms around Shade’s leg.

“His pet.” Caleb explained with a sigh and
shifted Shade in his arms to an easier position. “Look he isn’t in
a good way, and I’m going to assume you are the High Lady
Merrodin.” He continued as his eyes settled on Jala. “He was coming
here for healing from you, and I’d appreciate it if you perhaps
start on that soon.”

“What happened to him?” Jala demanded and
Caleb’s expression darkened a bit.

“You sent him blindly into a Blight hive to
negotiate peace for you and you are confused why he comes back
injured?” Caleb asked in an incredulous voice.

“But it’s Shade.” Jala objected as she moved
toward Shade once more with obvious concern on her face. “Shade can
dance through rain drops without getting wet.” She continued, but
her voice faltered when she noticed his missing eye.

“It was a torrential rain and he was soaked
to the skin. Can you help him?” Caleb pressed with annoyance clear
in his voice.

“Those are old wounds. They are already
healed. I can repair whatever is damaged recently, but the only way
to fix his eye would be to…” Jala’s voice trailed off and she
blanched at what she was about to say.

“Get a clean bed, a sterile knife, and keep
him unconscious long enough to make it a fresh wound.” Caleb
finished for her with a sharp nod. “Fine Lady Merrodin. You see to
the first two and I’ll see to the last. If I make it a fresh wound
can you truly return his eye? He says you can, but that is a
difficult matter to heal.” Caleb spoke calmly as if they were
discussing the weather rather than carving flesh from someone’s eye
socket.

“I can.” Jala agreed hesitantly as she stared
at Caleb for a moment and then turned to look at Valor with a
questioning expression.

“His name is Caleb Faulklin. I will vouch for
him. He was the High Marshall of Amdany for several years and I’ve
known him for longer than that.” Zoelyn said before Valor could so
much as open his mouth.

Caleb turned and looked at her with confusion
and it was obvious he didn’t recognize her at all. Zoelyn supposed
that was fair though. When she had known him she had been so thin
she seemed to be starving, and dressed in rags with hair the color
of snow. Much had changed since those days. She smiled sadly at him
and bowed her head in respect.

“I thought you had died at Amdany and you
have no idea how relieved I am to see you alive. It means Arovan
still has hope.” Zoelyn said softly and bowed her head more deeply.
“I am so sorry about Nel. I loved her like a sister.” She
continued.

“Zoey?” Caleb gasped and his eyes went wide.
His grip on Shade slackened in his shock and he had to scramble to
keep from dropping him. “By the bloody Aspects Zoey what happened
to you and why are you here?” Caleb demanded as he moved quickly
toward her dragging Shade beside him. All thoughts of healing and
Jala were apparently forgotten for the moment.

“So I take it you two know each other.” Jala
observed dryly.

“His wife Evanell trained under Dominic. She
was living in the village when I arrived there, but she hadn’t yet
married Grim. I got to know Grim rather well while he was trying to
talk her into marriage.” Zoelyn explained as the tears that had
been threatening to spill earlier now filled her eyes. “There were
so few people in that village that treated me well that I treasure
each one of them that did, and Grim and Nel always treated me
kindly while they were there.” Zoey continued and then paused and
shook her head at Caleb with sigh. “I haven’t seen you in years and
when I do everything is hell.”

“Everything is pure hell.” Caleb agreed as he
stopped just short of her and stared down at her in utter
bewilderment. “I can’t believe how much you have changed!” he shook
his head again and then seemed to remember Shade. “Bloody hell. Let
me see to Shade and then we talk.” His gaze moved to Valor and he
sighed again. “We need to talk too I’m afraid. I have a lot of
explaining to do, and a very large favor to ask of you.”

Valor nodded dumbly in response and then
seemed to remember Caleb had no idea where he was going. “Uh yes,
I’m sure we do, and as for a favor, well I’m sure that won’t be a
problem. Let’s see to Shade first though.” He mumbled and waved a
hand toward the main house. He stared at the goblin for several
breaths and then looked to Jala before striding quickly after
Caleb.

 


* * *

 


Zoelyn stood in absolute silence braced
against the bedroom wall as Caleb calmly produced a black dagger
from his belt and cleaned it as thoroughly as he could with hot
water and clean towels. Jala stood just behind him with a look of
pure trepidation on her face and she was paler than normal.

“Are you really going to carve his face?”
Valor asked sounding a bit squeamish himself as he dropped lightly
into a seat near the bed with a look of horrified fascination on
his face.

Caleb glanced up from his dagger and looked
slowly around at his audience before nodding slowly. “As well as
his leg and back if the Lady Merrodin can heal that much in one
day.” He replied quietly.

Jala swallowed heavily and nodded. “I’ve seen
plenty of wounds from a battlefield, but the only time I’ve ever
intentionally inflicted damage on an old wound to heal, it was my
own wound. That was just a hand. It wasn’t nearly as delicate as an
eye is. As for how much I can heal…we shouldn’t have a problem with
my magic reserves.” She admitted quietly.

“Are you sure you are up to this then? I mean
the eye part. If you have the power and not the talent it is a
waste of both of our time.” Caleb asked again with doubt clear in
his voice.

“She healed Finn’s eye after it was lost to
fire. That was a cauterized wound. I’m sure she can handle this.”
Valor offered with a reassuring smile to both of them.

“I do not doubt my skills. I doubt yours.”
Jala began slowly. “If you miss something delicate that should be
healed he might not get his sight back fully. I don’t see how you
can tell what you are carving in an area as confined as an eye
socket. I can heal whatever is damaged, but if you don’t damage the
right thing all we are doing is cosmetic and he will still be
half-blind.” She clarified when Caleb’s expression darkened once
more.

“I can skin a greased weasel in the dark with
one eye closed without damaging the pelt. I think I can handle
this.” Caleb returned dryly.

“That must have been an unusual skill to
master and one that I can see absolutely no practical use for.”
Jala returned in the same tone.

“It was a figure of speech Lady Merrodin, not
meant to be taken literally.” Caleb growled and shook his head.

“Grim can handle the cutting, and I know you
can handle the healing.” Zoelyn broke in quickly before things
could get worse. The last thing she wanted was two of her friends
to become enemies.

“If you say so.” Jala sighed and motioned
delicately to Caleb. “Begin where ever you like and I will patch
him up as needed.” She invited.

“Are we certain he isn’t going to wake up in
the middle of this? What if he just fainted? I mean I would really
hate to wake up with someone’s knife in my eye.” Valor said before
Caleb could take a single step toward the bed.

“If he starts to wake I’ll make sure he stays
out cold.” Caleb promised as he pulled a chair closer to the bed
and settled in it. He leaned over silently and turned Shade’s face
toward him. With gentleness that Jala obviously hadn’t expected he
removed the makeshift bandage from Shade’s eye and examined the
wound closely before raising his dagger to begin.

Jala turned her head and Zoelyn caught her
eye and smiled. “Evanell was the Master healer for the city of
Amdany. Grim helped her as he was needed. So he isn’t a complete
amateur at this. Nel tended to be a bit squeamish about some things
and so Grim would do the dirty work.” Zoelyn spoke quietly and she
saw Jala relax a bit at her words.

“Do you remember that time that hunter
stepped in his own trap and the Dazzi mauled him? I had to carve
him up to remove the trap and push his guts back in before Nel
would even come close.” Caleb said in a distracted voice.

“As I recall even you almost lost your lunch
at the sight of that one.” Zoelyn replied quietly.

“Nel had nightmares about that for weeks.
Every time I went out to hunt after that I thought she was going to
kneecap me to keep me from leaving the house.” Caleb continued as
his dagger tip carefully cut away the first layer of scar tissue
from Shade’s eye. Shade stirred under his hand and Caleb leaned
back and carefully sat the dagger down.

Jala flinched back and by her expression it
was clear that she expected Caleb to punch Shade to knock him out,
but when he reached for his bag instead her expression shifted to
curiosity.

Barely a breath had passed before Caleb
dropped his bag and leaned forward once more with a small amber
colored glass vial in his hand. He quickly pulled the stopper from
the vial and gently shook Shade. “Shade, wake a bit. Here I need
you to drink this. It will help you.” Caleb’s voice was gentle as
he held the vial to Shade’s lips with one hand and lifted his head
enough to drink with the other. Shade swallowed weakly and coughed
a few times as Caleb lowered his head to the pillow once more.
“Just rest now. We made it to Merro and Jala is going to heal you.
All you have to do is sleep.” Caleb said as he dropped the empty
vial onto the table beside him and watched Shade settle back into
the bed.

Zoelyn could tell by Jala’s expression that
Caleb’s actions had done wonders to improve her opinion of him,
despite the fact that he hadn’t paid the least bit of attention to
her. It was obvious he hadn’t been trying to impress her or anyone
else in the room with his actions.

“I’m a much harsher judge of character than
you are Jala. You want to save the entire world, and I don’t think
there are many worth saving. I would sell my soul to save Grim
though, and there are very few people I will say that of.” Zoelyn
informed her quietly.

Jala turned to look at her and then slowly
looked back to Caleb who had once again begun work on Shade’s eye.
“I’ve never heard you speak of anyone like that before.”

“There are only five that I would say that
of. Three are in the room the fourth is playing with his toys
downstairs. The last one is in Delvay.” Zoelyn said with a faint
smile. “Shade, Wisp and Sovann I would of course save as well, but
I don’t know if I would go as far as the soul selling part for them
yet.”

“You better not go that far for me either
little girl.” Caleb grumbled in a distracted voice. “I swore
Kevala’drin on Rivasa. My life isn’t worth betting on let
alone trying to save.” He finished quietly. “That’s part of what I
need to speak with you about Valor, and now seems a good of a time
as any.”

Zoelyn stared at his back for a long moment.
After several breaths she realized her jaw had dropped and Jala was
watching her too closely.

“What is Kevala’drin?” Jala asked
sharply and from her tone of voice she obviously hadn’t approved of
Zoelyn’s reaction to the word.

“The Final reckoning. It’s an old Glis
tradition. Grim will fight until all of the guilty are dead…or he
is dead.” Valor explained quietly and gave Caleb a solemn nod. “I
respect you for what you do. May thousands die to your
vengeance.”

“Valor how can you support something like
this? It sounds like suicide to me!” Jala objected loudly.

“It’s sacred and most lack the courage to
pursue it.” Zoelyn said quietly. The idea of Grim dying made her
want to weep, but the act of Kevala’drin was the thing of
legends, and exactly the sort of path a man like him would choose
with everything he had lost.

“You too?” Jala gasped as she rounded on
Zoelyn and shook her head sharply in disapproval. “Better to live
and help others than to follow those you love to the grave.” She
added with disgust.

“The favor I mentioned.” Caleb began as if
Jala hadn’t spoken at all. “Is very important to me, and it has two
parts.” He paused as he twisted his dagger in the wound carefully
and glanced up at Valor. “Syrah still lives. I would ask that you
return her safely to my family once I save her. My Aunt and Uncle
will treat her well and see that she gets everything she requires
in life. The second part of the favor is that you not speak of me
at all. Let them believe I died in Amdany or whatever you must tell
them, but leave my name out of this. I have too many secrets to
take to the grave with me to allow any questions to be raised about
my death.”

“Grim! The sun rises and sets with you in
Syrah’s eyes. How can you follow this path if she still lives?”
Zoelyn broke in quickly and moved to stand on the opposite side of
the bed from him forcing him to meet her eyes. “This changes what I
said Grim. This makes an act of bravery into something cruel.”

“Because I swore I would before I knew Syrah
still lived, and you know I can’t break my word.” Caleb replied in
a weary voice. “Look I’m going to get the same argument from Shade
when he awakens so spare me Zoey please.”

“Bloody hell I’ll spare you, you stubborn
ass.” Zoelyn snarled and shook her head savagely. “Nel wouldn’t
want you to follow this path and you know it. She would want Syrah
with you!”

Caleb pulled his knife back from Shade’s
wound and closed his eyes for a moment before letting out a long
slow breath. “Zoey do not make this more difficult than it is!” he
snapped his voice rising and filled with pain.

“I will make it bloody impossible Huntsman!”
Zoelyn promised matching his volume with her own voice.

“So who exactly is Syrah?” Jala asked quietly
from somewhere behind Caleb.

“His daughter, she should be about six by now
I suppose, and far too young to understand why her father is
choosing this path.” Valor explained quietly.

“Not you too Valor.” Caleb groaned as he
returned to his work on Shade’s eye. He shook his head and sighed
heavily.

“I’ll do as you ask if you truly feel this is
the path you must follow.” Valor said softly and by his tone it was
clear he no longer supported Caleb’s choice.

“Thank you Valor.” Caleb said with relief. He
glanced up at Zoelyn and frowned at her continued scowl. “Drop it
Zoey.”

“No.” Zoelyn responded stubbornly and then on
a whim she moved quickly around the bed and snatched his backpack
from the ground. Not bothering to spare him another glance she
began digging in the contents. She knew the amulet was in there
somewhere. He always carried it.

“Zoey what in the hell are you doing?” Caleb
demanded, but didn’t bother to rise from his chair. He had limited
time to finish his work on Shade’s eye before Shade’s regeneration
made all of his work useless and he was forced to start over.

“Looking for inspiration for you. Apparently
you need guidance back to the right path.” Zoelyn grumbled as she
continued to dig frantically through his gear. After several more
moments her hand brushed against a metal chain and she pulled the
amulet out with a triumphant gasp. “Hah!” she proclaimed happily as
she carried it back to the bedside across from Caleb. Looking down
she carefully studied the silver pendant. It was far too large to
wear as ornament, especially for a man, but it wasn’t meant for
decoration. Its basic shape was that of a flower with a gem set in
most of the petals. Her fingers danced across the gems and she
struggled to control her power. The last thing she wanted to do was
drain something as priceless as the magic she held in her hand.

“Zoelyn don’t!” Caleb snapped and started to
rise from his chair. His gaze flicked back to Shade and he ground
his teeth in frustration.

“Jala, activate this gem.” Zoelyn ordered as
pointed to a tiny blue stone and tossed the amulet to Jala.

Jala stared down at it bewildered for a
moment, and glanced at Zoelyn once more before she activated the
indicated stone.

At the slightest brush of magic against the
amulet the blue gem flared to life and a tiny voice echoed through
the room. “I miss you daddy, when are you coming home?
Momma says you have been gone too long already. Will you bring
me a puppy when you come back?”

“Syrah no! You don’t ask for things when
sending love.” Another voice broke in with laughter hidden in
the words and Zoelyn felt her eyes go glassy at the sound of Nel’s
voice. It had been years since she had heard her, and a part of her
had been praying Nel had escaped from Amdany and was in hiding. It
was something she hadn’t allowed herself to think about at all,
until Grim had stepped off of the ship today.

“So sorry. Love you daddy, just come home
I don’t need the puppy. I just want you home again. We miss
you. ” The tiny voice amended sweetly.

Caleb had frozen in place at the voices and
the entire room was silent as the magic of the amulet went dormant
once more. Tears had filled his dark eyes and Zoelyn could tell he
was struggling to keep his emotions in check. “Damn you.” He
muttered bitterly as he inhaled raggedly and tried desperately to
focus on Shade’s wounds once more.

“I didn’t do it to hurt you Grim. I did it to
remind you.” Zoelyn said softly. She met his eyes once more as a
tear rolled slowly down her cheek. “I met Syrah before you did
Grim. I was there when she was born, and I knew Nel better than
anyone else other than you. You are walking the wrong path and I’m
friend enough to tell you that no matter how much it hurts.”

“I do what needs to be done, and nothing
more.” Caleb said quietly as he turned his full attention to Shade.
Zoelyn could tell by his expression that he had pushed his emotions
too far back for her to reason with him now. Grim was quite
possibly the most stubborn person she knew, but then she was Delvay
so she was more than up to the task of butting heads with him.

“You used to only say that when Micah sent
you to do something you really didn’t want to do. No one gave you
these orders Grim. You don’t have to follow them.” Zoelyn said
quietly and stepped back against the wall once more. Jala was
watching her and gave her an approving smile. She nodded in return
and folded her arms across her chest.

Kevala’drin was a noble pursuit, and
it required more courage than most possessed, but it was not
something she would allow no matter how much she respected the man
for suggesting it. It would have been hard enough to lose a friend
no matter how noble the deed, but she wouldn’t allow Syrah to
suffer more pain and loss than she already had.

“Rest easy where ever you are Nel. I won’t
let him die, and Syrah won’t be alone.” Zoelyn promised in a voice
so low her words wouldn’t carry to the others in the room.

 


* * *

 


Night had fallen before Zoelyn sought him out
again. It wasn’t hard to track him down. Everyone else in the house
had retired for the night, and the light in the kitchen led her
right to him. He was seated with his back to the wall and holding
the flower shaped amulet in his hands. Behind him water was boiling
on the stove and Zoelyn recognized the scent of the herbs in it at
once.

“Hero’s folly.” She observed quietly as she
stepped into the room and let the door close softly behind her. The
potion was a mixture of several very potent herbs and quite
possibly the single most thing that healers despised more than
violence itself. Once it was swallowed the potion would greatly
increase natural regeneration and deaden the nerves allowing it’s
user to fight far past the point they should. Dominic often said
that only one in ten lived through the folly and the potion itself
was often more deadly than the fight it was used for.

Caleb looked up silently and watched her as
she approached. He look exhausted and so grief stricken that she
felt like a bully for coming to pester him further. He gave a
slight nod, but remained silent as he sat the amulet carefully down
on the table before him.

“I take it that by brewing that I should
accept that you haven’t changed your mind then.” Zoelyn muttered as
she considered dumping the potion down the sink. He would likely
throttle her for it though. The herbs used to make the potion were
costly and very hard to find. He must have had them tucked into his
backpack, because she knew Jala didn’t have them in her house.

Caleb closed his eyes and leaned forward to
rest his chin on his arms still silent. One hand reached out to
push lightly at the amulet and he looked up at her with a sad
smile. “There is nothing worse than to be the last one standing
Zoey.”

“Agreed.” Zoelyn said softly leaving the
obvious words unspoken. So don’t do that to Syrah. She slid
slowly down into the chair across from him and crossed her own arms
on the table. “When I saw you step off of that ship today my heart
soared. They said you were dead, but part of me refused to believe
that. People like you don’t die easily. It’s been years Grim, and
now here you are, and I’m about to lose you again.” Her voice grew
faint and she felt fresh tears stinging her eyes.

“Are you ever going to explain what you are
doing here in the first place? I thought you would still be with
Dominic.” Caleb kept his voice low as if he was afraid to wake the
house. It had obviously been too long since he had been home if he
feared waking anyone here. His own home in Amdany had been nearly
as large as Jala’s house, and he should have realized he could have
screamed and they wouldn’t be able to hear him in their
bedchambers.

“Dominic took me to the last stand, and I had
a bit of an accident at the river. People found out about my curse
and Dominic handed me over to Elijah for safe keeping. Which I
might add is much better than what your father wanted for me. If
Lord Blackwolf had gotten his way I’d be dead and buried now. Long
story short, Jala arrived in Arovan for a council, irritated every
high Lord there and brought me home with her.” Zoelyn explained in
the quickest fashion she could. She didn’t want to waste what time
she had speaking with him on something as trivial as her life when
his was at stake.

“Sounds about right for Blackwolf.” Caleb
muttered before falling silent once more.

Zoelyn studied the dark circles under his
eyes and the disheveled state of his clothes and hair and let out a
soft sigh. “Why don’t you sleep Grim? I can finish the folly for
you even if I hate what you will use it for.”

“Sleep is a wasted effort for me these days.
I haven’t been able to rest well since I heard of Amdany.” Caleb
mumbled.

“Should I fetch a vial from your bag and tell
you it will help?” Zoelyn asked dryly.

“I will have rest soon enough.” Caleb
sighed.

“No you won’t. I’m on a first name basis with
Death and I will whine at his door until he sends you back.” Zoelyn
said firmly.

“Finn won’t see me at his door. I’m going for
Derrick Rivasa and three of his sworn swords carry Soul blades.
When I fall it will be final rest without penance for my sins.”
Caleb corrected her softly.

“You saved Arovan from countless invasions.
Nothing you have ever done has been a sin in my eyes, no matter how
bloody the fight was.” Zoelyn whispered as she lowered her head to
the table and buried her face in her arms. She could feel the tears
coming again and didn’t have the will to fight them back. Neither
of them would sleep tonight, but at least they both had company to
share their misery with even if he was the source of hers
tonight.

 


* * *

 


The room around him was locked in shadows as
his eyes opened slowly, and for half a breath Shade thought he was
somehow back in the prison in Glis. His breath caught and he sat up
sharply before he realized it was a feather mattress he was laying
on. It was another long moment before the fact that he had vision
in both eyes dawned on him, and by that time he realized he wasn’t
alone in the room.

“I didn’t think you would sleep the night
through.” Jala whispered from her chair beside the wall. She rose
slowly and moved to rest on the side of his bed looking down at him
with concern. “Can you see clearly through both eyes?” she asked as
she lifted a hand to wave it back and forth slowly in front of his
face to test his vision.

“I can. You have my thanks for that, and the
other healing as well.” Shade said hoarsely. His throat was so dry
it felt as though he had been sucking on cotton.

“I’m so sorry Shade. I never expected you to
return in this condition.” Jala began but Shade cut her off with a
wave of his hand.

“It was my fault entirely. My arrogance
bought my wounds for me.” He assured her as he sat up further in
the bed and searched the side table for anything to drink.

She noticed the direction of his gaze and
rose instantly from the bed to fetch water from a decanter across
the room. Within a breath she was back with a glass of water and he
took it from her gratefully. She watched him as he drained the
glass and took it from him silently to refill.

Shade studied her face and the set of her
shoulders and knew without a doubt that something was wrong. “Did
Caleb leave already?” He asked and wondered exactly how long he had
been unconscious. If it had been for more than a day than the
Arovan likely had left him behind to finish the mission alone,
which meant Caleb was likely dead already.

“No, he is downstairs, and your goblin is
asleep under the bed, so there is no need for you to worry about
your companions. They are both fine.” Jala assured him as she
returned with the glass and sat it down on the nightstand beside
him. She settled on the bed once more and folded her knees to her
chest. It was the posture of a frightened child, and the last thing
he expected from Jala Merrodin.

“What’s wrong?” Shade asked quietly, though
he wasn’t sure she would answer him. She had never been the sort
for complaining, and he knew she would see talking about what was
troubling her as either whining or complaining.

“Beyond the obvious fact that I nearly killed
a friend with my request?” Jala asked with a sad smile then
shrugged. “Too much to bother speaking about.”

“I doubt I’ll sleep for the rest of the
night, and it’s been a while since we have had a lengthy
conversation.” Shade pressed.

Jala shook her head and wrapped her arms
around her knees. “Tell me what the Blights said. That is more
important.”

Shade frowned at her but nodded slowly. “I
had every intention of screaming at you over that whole matter, but
seeing you like this I can’t summon the will for it. So answer a
question for me instead of listening to me rant. Did you know the
Morcaillo line controlled the Blights?” By her expression he didn’t
need to her say anything he could see the guilt written clearly on
her face.

“Had I told you and had you known when they
scanned your mind they never would have believed you weren’t
associated with your father’s plots.” Jala said hesitantly.

“Funny thing, they still didn’t think I was
innocent despite my ignorance. I’ve spent the past three weeks
hanging from a rafter in a barn because of my last name.” Shade
informed her with more bitterness than he had intended to use.

Jala’s shoulders slumped further and he could
see her eyes growing glassy. She slowly lowered her head to rest on
the tops of her knees and let out a deep ragged breath. “I’m sorry
Shade. I never should have sent you in there knowing what I did,
but no one else…” her voice trailed off.

“No one else would have understood, or gone
for you. I know, and I’m not holding a grudge, just a bit of
anger.” Shade assured her. He was certain she was crying by the way
her shoulders were shaking, but she was utterly silent. It bothered
him more than he cared to admit that somehow over the months Jala
had learned how to cry without making a sound.

“Every choice I make is the wrong one, and
someone I care for always ends up suffering for it.” Jala said
quietly and her voice quavered with the words.

“I hate seeing you like this, but I find
relief in it at the same time. I had begun to think Jala had died
and the only thing left was Lady Bendazzi.” Shade said quietly as
he slid forward on the bed to sit cross-legged in front of her.
“Look at me.” He ordered gently and she slowly raised her face to
meet his eyes. Tears were streaming down her cheeks and he brushed
them away gently. “I was your first friend right?” Shade asked
quietly.

Jala swallowed heavily and nodded slowly. Her
hair was a tangled mess and by the look of her face this was not
the first tears she had shed tonight. He brushed a stray curl back
from her face and smiled faintly at her.

“We have hit a few rough patches in our
friendship. I have made some bad choices, and you followed a few
paths I didn’t agree with fully, but here we are, and we are still
friends through it all. So if you can tell anyone what is bothering
you then it should be me. It’s obvious you aren’t talking with
anyone else about it or you wouldn’t be in this state.” Shade said
in the softest tone he could muster. By rights it should be Valor
sitting in his place, and he wondered if that was the problem.
Given the luck Jala had with love he hoped it wasn’t. He doubted
she would let anyone close to her again if she parted ways with
Valor.

“I miss him.” Jala said quietly and a flash
of guilt crossed her face with the words. “And I have no right to
say that. I am practically married and I shouldn’t be pining for
someone that never loved me to begin with, but I am.” She admitted
in a voice that was barely a whisper. “It feels like I killed him,
and since I lost him I have shed more blood and killed so many…”
her voice trailed off and she wiped at her tears. “When I think
about how much it hurt to lose him, I begin to wonder how many I
granted that same pain to when I killed all of those people. How
many hearts did I break? How many lives did I utterly destroy?”

“And in that line of thought dwells madness
Jala. You can’t let your mind wander in that direction.” Shade
chided softly. “You have to focus on what you have now, and not
what you have lost. You have to look at those you saved rather than
killed. You rebuilt three lands if you count Tevonale, and you
returned thousands to life. If our deeds are truly balanced in the
end, Jala, you scale is sitting with the good outweighing the sins,
I promise you that.”

“It doesn’t feel like that at all.” Jala
objected and sniffled quietly. “I did something very bad Shade.”
She began and rubbed her face once more. “And I don’t know how to
make it right.”

“Well spit it out and let’s put our brilliant
minds to the task of solving the problem.” Shade said with far more
optimism than he actually felt at the moment.

“I turned my back on Neph, and at the time it
was done in anger and shock, but after so much time to think on it
I realize what an utter fool I was. I condemned him for killing an
innocent, and when you tally the blood on my hands against his I am
a monster in comparison. I left him alone when he needed friends
most, and I don’t see any way he will forgive me for it. I left him
to defend Delvay with nothing. How can I make something like that
right?” Jala said and her voice broke midway through speaking.

“Ironic that I’m the one you should ask
advice on this.” Shade said with a sad smile. “I’m the perfect one
to answer this question. As I recall I left a very dear friend when
she needed me most, and she forgave me for it.”

Jala stared at him for several breaths in
complete bewilderment. It was obvious that she hadn’t even
considered his actions in Rivasa before speaking. “I..” she began
and her words faltered.

“Wasn’t even thinking about that.” Shade
finished for her with a nod. “I know, but there isn’t a single time
I’m around you that I don’t think about it. I was wrong to turn my
back on you, and while I don’t know the full details on what
happened between you and Neph, by the guilt you are showing I’m
going to guess you were wrong too. The fix is a simple one Jala.
You go to Neph and you beg his forgiveness, and you make damned
sure that you are there beside him every time he needs you from now
until the end of time. Just like I will be here for you, no matter
how wretched the favor is that you ask.” Shade gave her a wink and
was rewarded with a faint smile.

“Neph isn’t as forgiving as I am.” Jala
protested weakly, but her tears were fading and she seemed to be
relaxing.

“Leave Neph to me. As soon as I finish my
Assassination in Rivasa, and spring a few dozen inmates from the
Sanctuary prison I will have room to work your next favor into my
schedule. Though I must say sending me into speak with Neph when he
is likely in a pissy mood is far crueler than sending me into a
Blight hive.” Shade said with a grin and elbowed her lightly on the
knee.

Her eyes had grown wide at the word
Assassination and he could see a thousand questions in her violet
eyes.

“Get comfy. I have a lot to explain and some
details about Onvalla that you should know. This might take a
while, but I’d rather you know everything before I leave tomorrow.”
Shade said with a sigh as he took his own advice and leaned back
against the headboard. It was doubtful that he would get anymore
rest tonight, but it was worth the lack of sleep if he could leave
tomorrow with Jala in a better state of mind. Tonight was the
closest he had ever seen her to breaking, and the sight was
terrifying. Too much depended on Jala’s strength for her to break
now.


Chapter 5

 


Delvay

 


 


The table before him was older than the
caverns of his city. His grandmother had enchanted it as a means of
protection for Delvay before the construction on the city was even
complete. It was designed to allow the leaders of Delvay to always
know the strengths of their enemies at any time, and Neph was
taking full advantage of that magic now.

A ghostly outline of the world lit the top of
the table and scattered lights dotted the various countries. It was
a true an accurate counting of every living being on Sanctuary if
he cared to take the time to count the dots. He wasn’t in the mood
for that tedious task however, and he could learn enough by the
rough estimates he was seeing.

Rivasa seemed to be thriving and the entire
country was lit up with little orange dots. Nerathane was far
higher in numbers than he had expected as well. According to what
he had learned in the Academy dragons reproduced very slowly, from
what he was seeing on the map, his teachers had been wrong.

That wasn’t what was holding his attention
however, and he didn’t think Madren had yet noticed what he had.
There were far more dots moving in Oblivion than there should have
been. According to common knowledge for the past ten years there
were only two men that should have been alive in Oblivion, and yet
his map was showing something very different. The boundary lines of
Oblivion were still dead with no sign of life for what must have
been a hundred miles into the country, but at its heart was a
different story. Several small clusters of silver dots showed, and
Neph knew it wasn’t a malfunction of the table. Life had returned
to Oblivion, and the only way to explain it was Jala. Apparently
she had another secret she was keeping from everyone, though he
couldn’t fathom how she had found the time with everything else she
was doing. It did explain however why Oblivion was such a staunch
supporter of hers. She had bought them neatly, and House Dark would
support her for it without fail.

“How in the bloody hell can there be so many
dragons?” Madren mumbled from his side of the table. His gaze still
hadn’t wandered past the continent they now stood on, and Neph
couldn’t blame him. Nerathane and Rivasa were very big threats to
both of their lands, and even combining his strength with Madren’s
left them still woefully outnumbered by just one of their enemies.
When you considered Rivasa and Nerathane working in tandem, they
didn’t have a prayer of survival.

“I’d say most of those dots are half-breeds.
If the dragons have been expecting this day to come it’s likely
they have been preparing for it and raising their numbers
accordingly. Our side of the alliance was the ones that were caught
with their pants down. Just take a glimpse at Arovan and you can
see that clearly enough.” Neph said in a resigned voice.

Madren’s gaze shifted to Arovan and his
expression grew more dismal. A year ago Arovan had been one of the
strongest. Their military had been numerous and their land had been
thriving. Now only a few hundred dots remained and they were all
balanced in the north as Elijah prepared to take his southern lands
back with the limited forces he had remaining.

“Glis looks like a ghost land. Is there any
way to get your table to show the Blights?” Madren spoke quietly
and gave Neph a hopeful glance. He was dressed the part of a high
lord today, but it was the confidence he was showing that truly
gave him the look of a leader. Neph was still amazed at the changes
he had seen in Madren during the time he had been in Delvay. Anthe
had taken a broken insecure half-blood, and crafted a young High
Lord. There was a time that Madren would have sat in silence rather
than daring to ask Neph a question, but he seemed calm now, and
just as intent on solving their mutual problems as Neph was.

“The Blights resist magic I don’t think the
table can display them because of that. I could likely attune it to
find them, but I would need some blood from a Blight to do so.”
Neph explained.

“Ok so we go with what we have and try to
learn from this then.” Madren said with grudging acceptance.

Neph studied the table once more and sat down
in the high backed chair he had been ignoring for the past several
minutes. It stood high enough to still give him a clear vantage of
the table, but he felt like a vulture perched upon it staring down
at the bones of Sanctuary. “Arovan will go soon. I’m simply trying
to decide how they will do it. The Stormlord is still a formidable
force for them to deal with, and as far as I know Elijah hasn’t
taken the field in battle yet. They have to be wondering what
surprises he will hold for them. If his General is that devastating
they have to wonder what Elijah himself is capable of.” Neph began
slowly as he watched the fluctuating numbers of dots with narrowed
eyes.

“Valor is the current heir of Arovan. If they
eliminate Elijah and his wife that puts Valor in charge there, and
they know Valor. They know without Jala holding him back that he
can be provoked. Elijah is cool headed, Valor isn’t. Elijah will
let an insult slide, Valor won’t.” Madren observed calmly.

“And Valor would have High Lord Blackwolf
standing beside him like a rabid dog urging him to go for their
throats. There is also the advantage of separating Valor from
Jala’s side. That would weaken Merro.” Neph added with a faint
nod.

“Would Troyelle Hai’dia take orders from his
son without question?” Madren asked with a raised eyebrow. “He
could be the voice of reason that would keep Valor in check if he
did question Valor’s orders.”

“Troyelle would lead a full charge off a
cliff without hesitation if Elijah ordered it, but I’m not sure
what he would do for Valor.” Neph replied slowly. His gaze flicked
from country to country as he gauged the strengths of each. “Jala
would rally to Arovan for Elijah or Valor, so that puts Merro in
the vice as well.”

“Merro is hard pressed to hold what they have
with their numbers so few, and Jala is likely the single person
they want dead more than any other.” Madren shook his head and
settled back into his own chair. “What I don’t understand is why
hasn’t Rivasa moved on us yet? We are sitting ducks before them
with very few options and no allies beyond each other.”

“I’ve put thought into that and I’ve come up
with two answers though I don’t know if either is right. The first
theory is your witches. Your country was cursed for years because
of the measures the witches took when it looked as though they were
going to lose the war. Rivasa may be hesitant to prod them too far
knowing the lengths they will go to. The second theory is they fear
a trap. We are just too obvious of a victim right now, and with
this much temptation there has to be a down side. Perhaps they
think I have a few battalions of Flame Riders hidden in the
cupboard. The Firym are being curiously quiet these days. Normally
when wars are raging they are in the thick of it, but look at the
map. They are all staying home right now.” Neph shrugged and
propped one of his heavy boots on the edge of the table.

“Maybe they are just sick of fighting, and
don’t want to take more losses than they have already. The Final
stand was an embarrassment for Rivasa. What should have been a
clean sweep and an easy victory turned into a total rout.” Madren
offered with a shrug.

“Which is more reason for them to want to
fight right now. They have to regain their pride somewhere and I’m
afraid it’s going to be with us. They will have to move before the
council. I’m certain that Symphony will enforce peace, so that
means within the next month.” Neph objected mildly and let out a
harsh breath. “Or maybe they are puppets and their master hasn’t
given them the order yet. Look at Morcath. There is a scattering of
forces near the border with Firym. Just enough to give the
Flameriders something to watch, but otherwise Morcath is in a
holding position too.”

“So what do we do? It’s either going to be
Arovan or us if we just sit and wait.” Madren sighed and his
expression was one of pure disgust.

“We kick them so hard they are choking on
their own balls.” Neph declared quietly as he scanned the Rivasan
forces once more. Far too many of the Rivasan numbers were near his
border. He had to do something soon or he was going to lose his
lands again, and he wouldn’t get them back if he did. He knew that
with a certainty.

“How?” Madren choked and stared at Neph as if
he had gone mad.

Neph was silent for a long moment as he
contemplated what he was about to suggest. He was already in
trouble for his actions in Arovan, and he could no longer claim
shelter beneath Jala’s banner. If he followed through with the
shell of a plan he was now considering he would have hell to pay
from every other High Lord as well as the current Empress. “The
Forbidden magic is the only way I see to end this in our favor.
Given enough time I could unleash something on them that makes what
happened to Veir seem pleasant.” He said finally in a low voice
that wouldn’t carry beyond the room.

“And suffer twenty levels of hell and likely
be executed by our fellow High lords for it.” Madren argued.

“So I name an heir, send you home, and end
the threat from Rivasa. If I am the only one that can be found
guilty, I am the only one they can punish.” Neph said with a heavy
sigh and looked up from the map to lock eyes with Madren. “If I
take this measure it falls on your shoulders to awaken the heroes
in the crypt below. I haven’t decided if this is the path I will
follow, but for now it’s the only one I see available.”

“Even if you end the Rivasan threat we still
have the dragons to worry about.” Madren pressed.

“Do you think Lady Willameir will truly move
after she witnesses a nation as powerful as Rivasa fall?” Neph
asked dryly.

“Merro likely thought the same thing when
they sent the plague to Veir. They ended up dying from their
actions, don’t let history repeat itself Neph. The forbidden magic
may look like the easiest and best option here, but that kind of
magic comes with a very high price.” Madren cautioned.

“I consider myself priceless, and if I follow
this path it will mean my death. That is the cost of saving Delvay
as well as Goswin if I choose to use my magic.” Neph said softly.
His mind was already formulating what spells would need to be cast
if he was going to stop Rivasa fully. He didn’t have any doubts
that he could eliminate the country, or at least weaken it to the
point well past fighting, but it would take time. The process for
such a large working of magic was tedious and very time consuming.
He would need to decide by morning if he was going to act, they
were already too short on time.

 


* * *

 


Noise rose from the dining hall behind him,
and Neph smiled as he carried his plate of food to his own
quarters. The sound of laughter was welcome in his halls, and it
was something he hadn’t thought to hear again for a long while.
Every man and woman in the dining hall behind him had suffered in
the war, but they were moving on, and the sounds behind him were
proof of it. He probably should have stayed behind to dine with
them. If for nothing more than to reassure them that he was one of
them, his self-imposed exile had been a long one, and they were
still grudging with their acceptance of him as their leader. He
knew his absence would be noted because of that, but he had a lot
to think on, and it was best to do it without distractions.

His pace slowed as he neared his chambers and
he stared hard at the carved stone door before shifting his mug of
beer to one arm to push it open. These were his father’s old rooms,
and the sight of that door still awakened a buried feeling of dread
every time he approached it. RenDelvayon was dead, but he still
seemed to haunt Neph at every turn. With an irritated sigh he
shoved the door open, more annoyed with himself than anything else.
It was a stupid childish thing to dread a room, and the sooner he
moved passed his memories the better off Delvay was.

Dim candlelight greeted him as he stepped
into the room, and Neph frowned in response. He had purposefully
avoided the rooms all day, and he knew there had been no candles
burning when he had left that morning. His eyes swept over the
entry hall and froze at the sight of the woman seated against the
wall. His plate of food dropped from nerveless fingers to clatter
on the floor as he stared at her with a bewildered expression. Her
hair was a deep chestnut and artfully styled in loose curls that
framed her heart shaped face. Wide honey brown eyes stared back at
him as his gaze wandered over her silver robes and finally settled
on the gold amulet that dangled around her neck. It was a symbol he
was growing more and more familiar with as the days passed by.
Fortune had never been an Aspect he had favored highly, but it was
rapidly growing apparent that Fortune favored him for some reason.
Swallowing heavily Neph tried to pull his mind back in order as his
gaze rose from the woman to the painting that hung on the wall just
behind her. It was the only image of her remaining in Delvay, and
one of the few of his father’s possessions that he had chosen to
keep aside from the furniture and books that adorned the room.

“Hello Mother.” Neph said after a silence
that had seemed to stretch eternity. His voice was rough and barely
loud enough to be heard, but he was certain he had kept most of his
emotions from his voice. He still wasn’t sure which emotion was
going to win the day. Anger and elation were locked in a bitter
struggle for control of his scattered mind, but shock was ruling
for the time being.

“Neph.” She returned the greeting and he
could hear her own distress in the word. She hadn’t guarded her
voice as carefully as he had, and he could read the desperation
clearly. He could tell by the look in her eyes that she wanted to
come to him, that she wanted him to weep or show joy or give her
some sign that she would understand.

It was apparent by that expression on her
face that she had been gone from the halls of Delvay too long. She
had completely forgotten what it was to be Delvayon. I suppose
it’s my duty to remind her Neph mused. He squared his shoulders
and glanced down at the broken plate by his feet. With a sweep of
his hand he dismissed the mess with magic. Silently he closed the
door behind him as the last pieces of his mind settled into place.
Shock was banished without a second thought replaced by carefully
honed coldness. Anger and elation could wait. For now he needed
practicality without emotional attachment. His mother hadn’t simply
materialized out of nowhere to ease his mind, she wanted something,
and he had to keep his mind rational until he found out what it
was. He couldn’t allow himself to be ruled by emotions right now,
Delvay depended on him to be solid no matter what surprises were
thrown at him.

She faltered at his stern expression and
seemed to wilt back into her chair. With a glance down to the floor
she folded her hands in her lap and summoned a weak smile. “I
should have known to expect this reaction, and it’s far kinder than
I deserve. Thank you for controlling your anger Neph.” Her voice
was low and held a tremor as she spoke, but she hastily cleared her
throat in an attempt to banish her nerves.

“I’m holding it for now. I won’t make
promises that I’ll keep it in check. That decision is based solely
on whatever you are here for.” Neph explained firmly before taking
a deep pull from his beer. Fortunately he hadn’t dropped it as he
had his food. At the present beer was far more welcome than dinner.
He doubted he could keep food down with his stomach as tied in
knots as it was now. “So tell me Mother. What are you here for?” he
asked coldly as he crossed the room to his small table and sat the
mug down.

With calmness that he didn’t feel he settled
into one of the high backed wooden chairs that he hated so much.
Nothing in Delvay was designed for comfort, and these chairs were
the perfect example. Sturdy, well-constructed, and brutally painful
to tolerate for extended periods of time; they were a perfect
reflection of the people that crafted them.

“Several things have brought me here.” She
began cautiously and her hands fidgeted in her lap once more. She
glanced up at him with searching eyes and sighed heavily. “The
foremost reason was simply to see you.” She said in a voice so soft
it was as if she was afraid to speak the words.

Neph watched her as she spoke and realized he
didn’t even know what to call her beyond mother. He had been too
young when she had disappeared to even know what her true name was.
A lump formed in his throat and he kept his expression carefully
neutral as he banished his emotions once more. It didn’t pay to get
emotionally attached to anything. That was a lesson that he didn’t
need to learn again. It had been painful enough the first time with
this woman, the loss of Zyi and then Jala had reinforced it
further.

She hesitated further at his silence and
nodded slowly. “And you have every reason to act the way you are. I
abandoned you, and there is nothing I can say that will make that
right.” There was glassiness to her eyes now and she rose
unsteadily from the chair to pace the room. “I suppose it would
probably be best for both of us if I moved on to the other reasons
I’m here. I don’t think you want to hear my reasons for what I did,
and I don’t think I can handle much more of that glare from you. I
see RenDelvayon in that expression on your face, and I never want
to think of him when I look at you.”

“Compare me with him again and you will see
my anger sooner than either of us expected.” Neph warned. He raised
his mug of beer once more and took what looked to be a casual sip
from it. In truth the action was done more to hide the expression
on his face. He was rapidly losing his fight for control. In
another place or situation he could be a cold as stone without a
hint of humanity, but this was too personal. This was a poorly
healed wound that had been with him longer than any other. He
wanted answers, but he was afraid to ask the questions.

She nodded again in understanding and folded
her hands nervously in front of her as she continued to pace the
small room. “Fortune sent me.” She began and lifted on delicate
hand to tug at the golden amulet. “Obviously I serve him.” She
continued as her hand dropped once more to her waist.

Everyone had their nervous habits, and
judging by her continued movement of her hands it wasn’t difficult
to see what hers was. He watched her closely as she moved about the
room, noting how her fingers continued to twine in knots. Yet there
was no sign of sweat on her pale face, usually when someone was as
nervous as she was, sweat was the first sign to show.

“Fortune knows what plan you are considering
and he sent me to ask you most urgently to wait.” Her words
faltered and she shook her head and frowned. Her eyes rose once
more to meet his and she shook her head quickly once more. “No,
that isn’t right.” She mumbled and cleared her throat. “He didn’t
send me. He stated that you needed to be warned, and I asked to be
allowed to come. I requested to be the one to speak with you, and
perhaps it would have been better had I not. His warning is dire.
Neph, please don’t allow my selfishness to cloud your judgment of
his words. Fortune is seeking to help you, and no matter how much
you may hate me I am delivering words of warning with your best
interest in mind.”

Her words were so scattered that Neph knew
she must be feeling just as tangled on the inside as he was. You
are the only one in this entire place with compassion in your
heart. Zyi’s words echoed through his mind and Neph felt
something shatter inside him. It was the wall he had been
struggling to build since his eyes had found her sitting in his
room. He let out a bitter sigh and rubbed his face as he leaned
back in the chair directing his gaze to the ceiling. “I don’t hate
you mother. I am confused, and hurt, and I’d prefer to see Death
himself right now rather than you, but I don’t hate you.” He
muttered sourly as he lowered his hand to the table with a heavy
thud. “So tell me why the Aspect of luck has such an interest in
Delvay, and then explain why my choice is a bad one and I will
listen with as open of a mind as I can manage.”

She paled at his words and stopped pacing.
Her mouth opened as if she was going to speak and then closed again
quickly. With a pained expression she nodded once and paced to the
other side of the room before she seemed to compose herself to
speak once more. “It isn’t exactly Delvay that holds his interest
Neph. It’s you he wants to protect. He has always tried to protect
you as much as he could. When Ren attacked you after you defied him
you were stabbed three times, and yet not one of those wounds was
mortal despite Ren’s skill with a blade. When you left Delvay you
were able to survive long enough to reach Rose in Sanctuary to be
healed, despite the tremendous blood loss you had suffered. In
every battle you have fought in you have barely been bruised or
scraped. Fortune has kept his hand over you your entire life. He
couldn’t protect you from everything, but he has tried to spare you
the worst.”

“Why? I’ve never been a loyal follower of
luck. I show him the respect he is due, but nothing more. I highly
doubt it is simply because my mother is such a loyal servant.” Neph
rose from his chair as he spoke and stared hard at her forcing her
to meet his eyes. He didn’t like the reaction she was showing to
his question. It should have been a simple one to answer and yet
she was acting as if he had just demanded her soul.

“Because it is the only thing he has ever
been able to do to protect his child without taking away your
future.” She answered quietly. “Had he been directly involved in
your life or spoken the truth, everyone would have known you were
not truly Ren’s son, and Ren would have killed you in return. The
secret of who you truly were was the only thing that kept you
safe.”

Neph stared at her in utter disbelief for a
long moment before sagging back into his chair once more. His
growing anger and suspicion had evaporated with her words and he
honestly didn’t know how to react to this newest revelation. He
stared blankly at the table for another few breaths, and probably
would have stayed like that for far longer if not for the sound of
her faint footsteps approaching. She took the seat across from him
and leaned toward him across the table with a pleading look in her
eyes. He could see the tears there still waiting to trace paths
down her pale cheeks, but for now she was managing to hold them at
bay.

“I don’t have the words to beg your
forgiveness Neph. The best I can offer is an explanation, and pray
that somehow you can understand. I didn’t have a choice in my
marriage to Ren, and my heart was Fortune’s long before I was sent
to Delvay. I gave him Kadan, and it was more than Ren ever
deserved. You and Zyi were the children of my heart, and I would
have done anything to protect you from Ren.” Her words faltered and
she turned away from him as the first tears wet her cheeks. “I
wasn’t strong enough to stand against him, and when Ren learned the
secret there was nothing I could do.” She admitted softly.

“So you ran away instead and left us both to
rot here with him!” Neph snapped. His fist slammed down on the
table hard enough to rattle the beer mug and he glowered at her.
“Where was Fortune’s luck when Zyi was hanging? Why didn’t the
loving father protect his child then? She died in my arms!” His
voice broke with the words and it took all of his will to resist
breaking something to vent his frustration. “You cheated on a man
like RenDelvayon and then left your bastards to suffer for your
sins.” He declared in a snarl that sounded more animal than
man.

“I didn’t run Neph.” She gasped and quickly
reached across the table to take his hand firmly in her own. Her
flesh was cold to the touch and she clung to him long enough for
him to realize there was no pulse left in her body. Slowly her
fingers unclenched and she waited until his anger had cooled to
shock once more before waving a delicate hand at the painting. “He
placed my ashes behind the painting. If you don’t believe me have a
look for yourself. I doubt Ren troubled himself to move the urn. As
I said, I wasn’t strong enough to stand against him, and I followed
the same path as Zyi on my choices. When Fortune presented me with
an opportunity to run, I ignored it, just as she did. I wouldn’t
leave you and Zyi behind, no matter what it cost me.”

Neph’s attention shifted from the painting
and then back to his mother as he slowly digested what she was
saying. Shaking his head slowly he gaped at her. “So you are what?
Some kind of ghost?” he asked in a faltering voice.

“Fortune took me from the Darklands and
spared me the Dark Lady’s penance. He gave me the choice of
returning to the Lifestream for my next life, or serving him. The
choice was an easy one. So I serve him and exist by his power
alone. I am here by his grace, most of the time I’m not quite so
substantial.” She explained quietly. “There was no way to come to
you sooner Neph or I would have. I couldn’t reveal myself with Ren
alive and with the world in such chaos…” her voice trailed off and
she carefully wiped the tears from her face.

“But you are crying. Can spirits even cry?”
Neph protested and his gaze moved once more to the painting on the
wall. Everything he had thought he had known about his mother had
been twisted in his mind. As a child he had been told that she had
run off, and then he had been told she was dead, and now he was
being informed it was both. A slow ache built in his chest and he
realized slowly that he would have rather she simply run from Ren
rather than die for her children. If she had run, there still would
have been hope that somehow things could be made right, but now,
well death was terribly final for just about everyone aside from
Jala.

“Spirits cannot, she can. I grant her as much
life as I can without actually stepping on the toes of my fellow
Aspects. I cannot give her true life and I will not surrender her
to death, so she exists as this for the time being.” Fortune said
from behind him and Neph shifted in his chair to face him at the
sound of his voice.

The Aspect was dressed in a fine black suit
in the latest fashion and his attention seemed to be fixated on a
dusty book at the top of the bookshelf. Neph hadn’t even bothered
to look at the books that were there and had no idea what the
Aspect was so interested in. He knew Ren hadn’t kept any books of
magic in his rooms, and those were what held Neph’s interest as far
as reading material went, aside from the occasional book of
poetry.

Fortune plucked the book from the shelf and
blew on the cover scattering dust through the air. Turning he
walked back to the table with a grim expression on his face. “Time
for a history lesson Neph. Too many secrets have been kept from you
and it’s time to shed some light on things.” He dropped the book to
the table with a heavy thud and frowned at the high backed chairs.
Rolling his eyes he pulled one closer to the table and sat down
gingerly in it. “I will never understand why Ren favored such
furnishings. Living in discomfort doesn’t make you a stronger, it
makes you bitchier.” He grumbled as he flipped the cover open and
scanned through several pages quickly.

Leaning to one side Neph glanced at the
heavily yellowed pages and frowned. From what he could tell it was
a genealogy book of the houses of Delvay. “I know the houses of
Delvay. I don’t need a lesson on my own people.” Neph informed him
dryly.

Fortune looked up at him with a raised
eyebrow and then returned his attention to the book wordlessly. He
scanned through several more pages and then nodded faintly to
himself before he removed his suit coat and sat back in the chair
further. Still silent he began to roll the sleeve of his silk shirt
up until well past his elbow. His eyes narrowed and slender ridges
rose in his skin forming a spiraling design with a shield near the
center. The flesh gradually darkened around the markings until they
stood out like a dark grey tattoo against his paler flesh. “Do you
know what this is Neph?” Fortune asked as he held up his arm for
Neph to get a better look at the marking.

Neph studied the sigil carefully before
shaking his head slowly. It was tempting to make a smart ass
comment, but Fortune was an Aspect, and due respect regardless of
the current situation.

“It’s the sigil of the Guardians.” Fortune
informed him quietly. The marks began to fade from his skin as he
lowered his arm and his attention turned back to the book before
him. “I was with them in the beginning. When the split came to
Delvay, before they fled the city. I was one of the first to join
the movement actually.” His hand slid slowly across the book in
front of him and sigils began to glow softly under his touch. The
air above the book shimmered and an image formed of a powerful
built man in badly scarred armor with two swords across his
back.

Neph stared at the image and then back to
Fortune with narrowed eyes. The Aspect had the same coloring as the
illusion of the man, with pale blond hair and blue eyes, but that
was where the similarities ended. Fortune was wiry and slender
where as the man in the book was tall and heavily muscled across
the chest and shoulders.

“Kadren Zengael.” Fortune said as he waved a
hand toward the image. His brow furrowed and he chewed his lip for
a moment before he continued. “Who I used to be, but I can see the
disbelief written clearly on your face so allow me to elaborate. I
was nearly the only one in my family to follow the Guardians path.
My younger sister did as well, but I often wonder if she didn’t
simply do it to follow in my footsteps. My brother and my mother
were staunch Extremists, were my father still alive when the
division came I have no doubts he would have been Extremist as
well. I might have been too, but the woman I loved was pure
Guardian. I believed in peace, but she was a fanatic about ending
all fighting no matter the cost. In the end she was the one that
devised the plan to stasis the heroes.” Fortune paused once more
and glanced up at Neph.

“I honestly fail to see how this is in anyway
helpful, unless of course you happen to know the spell to release
them from stasis.” Neph said in annoyance.

Fortune smiled faintly and shrugged one
shoulder. “My twin brother Tyvosh as well as my mother were caught
in that stasis spell.” He continued as if Neph hadn’t voiced any
complaint at all. “Originally the plan was to lock them into stasis
and destroy them while they were defenseless. My beloved
volunteered to act as a conduit to cast the stasis spell, and they
would have used her to destroy those caught by it as well, but she
had a fatal case of my sword through her chest before they had a
chance. I was supposedly there to protect her while she was
defenseless during the spellcasting, but my family was trapped by
that spell. It was her or them, and I had already tried to talk her
out of it. So I made my choice. With that action I became betrayer
in the eyes of Delvay as well as the Guardians, and thus had to
make a few changes to myself in order to hide.” He waved a hand at
himself and smiled bitterly at Neph.

Neph’s frown deepened and he folded his arms
over his chest as he considered what he was being told. Essentially
his true father not only snuck into the beds of married woman, but
he was a two time traitor as well. The information did not bode
well for a good relationship between the two of them. There was
only so much respect one was due for simply being an Aspect, and
Fortune was rapidly losing what he had acquired on that merit.

“This little tidbit of my life may have you
confused, but it explains why Ren kept you alive. He tested you
time and time again to try to determine who your true father was,
but he kept getting the same thing. His life magic always showed
that you were of Delvay blood and nearly identical to him in life
patterns. It never once occurred to him that you actually were
related to him, because he didn’t know the bit of history I just
told you. My little sister who sympathized with the Guardians never
actually left Delvay. Her husband was the leader of the country,
she couldn’t leave. She had no choice but to hide her affiliation
and remain behind. When news of the Barrier arose she helped gather
the heroes and did everything she could to help the Guardians trick
the Delvay into retreating peacefully. Once the Barrier came up she
settled in for what she hoped would eventually be a peaceful life,
and finally allowed herself to become a mother. KayDelvayon and
RenDelvayon were the names she chose for her children.”

“My Grandmother?” Neph demanded
doubtfully.

“Technically your Aunt actually.” Fortune
corrected mildly before continuing. “Even if I had wished to remain
outside beyond the Barrier I had little choice in the matter. The
Guardians were hunting feverishly for me, and my entire family was
here. So I willingly stepped into the trap. I wandered aimlessly
about the lands for a while, before I realized without a house or a
nation to call my own there was only one way I could still try to
help end the fighting or at least ease some of the pain. So I
Ascended and chose Fortune as my Aspect. It was pure luck that had
kept me alive or from being caught up until that point, so it
seemed fitting. That and there was very little chance that anyone
from Delvay would ever pay much attention to an Aspect such as
myself. Things were wonderful aside from the constant wars and the
unfailing attempts to tear down the Barrier by nearly every house.
So I set about trying to find a way to bring peace to Sanctuary in
a more civilized manner than the Guardians had chosen.”

“Neph please quit glaring at him that way.
Aside from me, you are the only person he has ever trusted this
knowledge to, and I promise if you just hear him out it will all
click into place and make sense.” His mother spoke in a tone of
pleading and Neph did his best to wipe the scowl from his face.

Neph wasn’t sure why he was humoring her, and
it wasn’t something he wanted to question. It wasn’t his nature to
forgive and forget easily, but with her it seemed as though he had
already forgiven. He no longer felt anger toward her, and he knew
if he put much thought into he would. There were so many choices
she had made that could make him hate her if he allowed himself to
dwell on it, but the simple truth was, he had lived most of his
life without a mother, and the thought of losing her again was
gut-wrenching. She wasn’t alive, and she wasn’t truly dead, but he
was desperate enough to take what he could get. At least this way
he might possibly have a chance to know her.

Fortune glanced at him once more and pushed
Neph’s beer toward him. “I wish it were a short explanation, but
for you to fully understand I can’t spare the earliest details.” He
sighed and shifted in his chair before he seemed to abandon all
hope of getting comfortable and simply leaned forward to rest his
arms on the table. “My first attempt was Dashara. I thought that
ending slavery would be a wonderful way to alleviate some
suffering. Seth buggered that project from all angles. Fiona
Veirasha was my second attempt, and once again an outside force
buggered it to all hell. Then a priestess of mine among the
Fionaveir sent a prayer to me asking for help for a woman who was
abused at the hands of the Merrodin.” Fortune paused and another
faint smile lit his face for a moment. “That was the first
knowledge I had of Jala Merrodin; A prayer for her before she was
even born from one of my most devout servants. So I joined the
Fionaveir in their crusade for a revolution. Originally it was
planned that certain houses would have to find new leadership if
peace was ever to come to Sanctuary. To my delight RenDelvayon’s
name was on that short list. House Merrodin was to have a new
leader as well, a tiny little girl that had just been born while
the plan was being made. Myth tried to bugger that plan as well but
I clung to it with tenacity as I never had before. When Merro was
destroyed I sent more power to that child than I had used in
centuries to keep her alive, then ensured that she would be found
by those that would keep her safe. Over the years I shielded her as
best I could, but my true power over the situation was limited. I
couldn’t interfere directly because I’m an Aspect, and there was a
Divine involved that is much more powerful than I am. So when she
arrived in Sanctuary I did my best to ensure she would stay safe,
by sending her directly to Finn at the first opportunity and thus
into the hall my son lived in. I wasn’t sure about Finn Sovaesh,
but I knew once you had given her a chance to prove herself to you
that you would protect her.”

“So you turned her from Shade and set her up
for heart break with Finn.” Neph broke in coldly. “Do you realize
how much Jala and Shade have in common? They share the same desire
to save the world and the same idealistic view of how things could
be. If she hadn’t turned to Finn the world might be better off and
one of my friends might still be alive today. Finn died for Jala
not for her dreams, and he is one of the fallen that we could truly
use alive right now.”

Fortune sighed heavily and the last of his
smile faded away. “Anthe Jendoshay has been a very good friend of
mine for some time. When I act on something this big I consult her
before I do anything. Had Jala stayed with Shade, Myth would have
killed them both according to Anthe’s visions. When I questioned
her about Finn in the beginning it was happily ever after. The
Fionaveir are the ones that soured that milk I’m afraid. It wasn’t
the Avanti that had him killed as Jala believes, but that is
neither here nor there at the present. He is dead, and there was
nothing I could do to stop it. I gave him the luck to evade
Hemlock, and he ignored it as so many people often do. Finn chose
to finish his mission rather than survive, and he has my respect
for that.”

“Madren’s witch?” Neph asked in confusion. He
didn’t think Anthe was a common name, but he had never heard Madren
use her surname before.

“She is one of the Tolanteer witches, but I’m
not sure she would appreciate being labeled as Madren’s witch.”
Fortune corrected mildly. “I’m not sure exactly when it happened,
but at some point the Fionaveir strayed from our intended path. I
fell out of the loop and they stopped informing me at all before
they made their next move. Now things are truly in a world of shit
and I’m not sure if there is anyone left to trust from the original
arrangement. In the beginning there were several High Lords helping
us. Damon Veirasha, Elijah Arovan, Nicoli Blackwolf, Arjuna Firym
as well as Jaradon Faydwer; they all knew of the plan and supported
it. Damon is dead as far as the rest of the world is concerned.
Elijah’s country is nearly crippled. Nicoli’s country is crippled
and he appears to be going a bit mad. I no longer trust Jaradon
Faydwer I think he may be suffering from the same issue the
Fionaveir appear to be having, so that leaves me with Arjuna and
you.” Fortune gazed at Neph with a smirk and then chuckled
bitterly. “And I’m not at all certain about you.”

“What about Jala? Or Jin Han’shy?” Neph asked
sharply.

“Jala wouldn’t listen to me if I dropped to
my knees before her and begged. She blames me for Finn’s death as
well as several other things I tried to prevent. I hold no
grievance toward her for it, but I also cannot depend on her
because of it. As for Jin, well I have never truly trusted his
motives. I knew him outside the Barrier and while everyone in here
is a bit of a bastard, Jin is the king Bastard of them all. To make
matters worse he is a mind mage so you never truly know what is
really happening when dealing with him.” Fortune explained
sadly.

“We have a few cards left to deal, but we
have to know where you stand before we can share more Neph.” His
mother added quietly.

“I chose my alliance, and I’m not turning my
back on it. My only interest right now is seeing that those I sided
with survive.” Neph said firmly.

“Then there are a few very important things
that you must know. Things that no one else realizes and could very
well change the course of things in days to come.” Fortune said
calmly as he withdrew a pouch from his jacket and sat it down on
the table before him. He fumbled with the silk ties for a moment
then withdrew a small square box. Neph knew the sort well enough
from his days at the Academy that it didn’t hold his attention
long. It was a smoker’s kit, and it would contain nothing more than
tobacco and paper, neither of which held the least bit of interest
to him. Finn and Valor had both carried them, but Neph himself had
never developed the habit of smoking.

“Let us start with the most problematic. Have
you heard of Azashy of the thousand-eyes?” His mother began the
moment Fortune had fallen silent.

Neph shook his head slowly at the name and
looked between the two of them. Fortune seemed content to let her
guide the conversation for the time being and was intent on rolling
a small sheet of paper filled with tobacco. His mother was watching
him intently with a look of concern on her face that Fortune didn’t
appear to share at all. The Aspect seemed perfectly relaxed without
a hint of nerves, despite the tone of the previous
conversation.

“Azashy was formerly the spy master in Glis,
long before the difficulties with the Blights arose.” His mother
began and glanced once at Fortune as she spoke, but the Aspect
still seemed to be entirely absorbed with his cigarette project.
She rolled her eyes and Neph found himself smiling despite his
stress. “Azashy was to be executed in Glis, but given the nature of
her services she was able to flee before they had a chance to
arrest her. She has lived in hiding for some time now, only
offering her services to a select few. She is likely the single
most talented information broker on Sanctuary, and now she is
missing. Fortune believes she is the key to our enemies being one
step ahead of you, Such as the ambush here in Delvay. With Azashy
feeding your enemies information there is no way to surprise
them.”

“How do you know she is missing and hasn’t
simply gone back into hiding? Or maybe she is allied with our
enemies.” Neph broke in before his mother had a chance to
continue.

“Let me field this one Cora.” Fortune said in
a mildly distracted voice.

Neph seized on the name immediately and
watched his mother as he repeated it over in his mind. Cora
It was the single most valuable bit of information Fortune had
given him since the conversation had begun. Everything they had
told him so far was useful of course, but that had been the one
thing that he had wanted to know that he couldn’t quite phrase a
question for. He should have known her name without asking, and it
was too awkward for him to admit that he hadn’t.

“Damn it.” Fortune muttered as the thin paper
crinkled as he tried to roll the cigarette. Cora rolled her eyes
once more and pulled the smoker’s kit toward her as well as the
mutilated cigarette Fortune had been so intent on. The Aspect gave
her a grateful smile as she began the process of rolling a fresh
paper and then looked at Neph with a grin and a wink. He cleared
his throat quietly and glanced toward the cupboard behind Neph.
“Cora of course doesn’t drink, but I do.” He prompted quietly.

“Just full of vices aren’t you.” Neph
muttered as he rose from his chair and fetched a bottle of brandy
and two cups.

“Vices make life interesting and I do hate to
be bored.” Fortune said with a shrug. He watched Neph long enough
to ensure he was going to pour the drinks and let out a quick sigh.
“Now as to the point of Azashy, she won’t be working willingly with
our enemies, because she is a very special case. She isn’t truly a
bad person. There was simply an unfortunate event in Glis that led
to her downfall. You know the Black Bastard?”

“Caleb, yes I know him, and I know he doesn’t
exactly appreciate being called the Black Bastard.” Neph said in a
mildly reproachful voice. Caleb Faulklin had been close to
finishing his term at the Academy the year Neph had arrived at the
school. Neph had shared a few classes with the man and had never
found complaint. For the most part Caleb was quiet and observant,
until you pissed him off. Grim as his friends called him had a
temper to rival any Firym and easily match the Delvay.

“Yes well, it was Azashy that told the Lady
Blackwolf who Caleb’s true father was. It was a naïve action, and
it changed the face of the Glis court. Caleb was exiled to Arovan.
Blue Bess was exiled from Lord Blackwolf’s company. She was given
the choice of leaving Glis with her son, but chose to continue to
serve House Blackwolf at Sebastian’s side rather than his father’s.
In retaliation for Azashy’s actions Nicoli Blackwolf had intended
to have her quietly silenced before she could reap more mischief.
Azashy found out and fled. Since that day she has been in hiding
and only parts with information to the few individuals she approves
of, and none of the information she has parted with has ever been
about Glis.” Fortune pulled the glass of brandy to him the moment
he fell silent and took a small sip. He nodded with approval at the
vintage and glanced toward Cora.

“Given the nature of her exile from Glis it
stands to reason that if Azashy was going to turn to the enemy she
would have done it then. Why wait until now after all? If she was
going to hold a grudge she has had years to betray Glis.” Cora said
as she slid the perfectly rolled cigarette toward Fortune and gazed
at Neph once more.

“So if I can manage to find out where they
are hiding her I can end them being one step ahead of us
constantly.” Neph concluded with a nod. It was useful information,
and would be even more useful if he could pass it onto Jala. Until
she decided to speak with him again though that was rather
impossible. He wasn’t really sure what he could do with the
information alone, but Fortune seemed to believe he could somehow
benefit from it.

“The next bit of useful information is
discretionary. Use it as you will or don’t use it at all. The
choice is entirely yours.” Fortune sipped from the brandy once more
and leaned back in his chair. “Several months ago, not long after
Jala announced to the world who she was, there was an attempt on
Shade Morcaillo’s life. At least that is what Shade assumed. It was
a Nightblade assassin that attacked him, and Shade placed her in a
storage gem in return for it. I don’t actually think she meant to
kill him however given the circumstances. She seduced him, and then
attempted to stab him while he was still in a daze over the loss of
his virginity.” Fortune paused and smirked at Neph. “He wasn’t
wearing a Bachelor’s ring however, and she stabbed him through the
hand. Not only did she manage to get a sample of his blood she
quite possibly managed to get pregnant as well. The Nightblade’s
and Kali are on very close working terms which means Kali may very
well have Morcaillo blood to use in her creations as well as
Shade’s child to train. The Assassin in question was released from
her stone when Shade fled the city of Sanctuary. No one has seen
her since.”

“Why would Kali want Morcaillo blood? I
haven’t seen anything too impressive from Shade yet. He is a fairly
good Spell Hawk pilot, but I know quite a few that can claim that.”
Neph objected after a long moment. He had turned the information
over in his mind and failed to find the least bit of interest in
it, but Fortune seemed to think it was quite important.

Fortune stared at him for several breaths and
then smiled widely. “By the Aspects I think you are quite possibly
the last person to learn this. It used to be a very well-kept
secret, but Shade has let the information blurt out several times.
Neph, the Morcaillo are Changelings.”

Neph stared at him with a slack jaw as the
ramifications of what he had just heard sank home fully. Kali was
deadly enough with her creations, but when you added in the
potential of her creations being able to turn into anything or
mimic anyone, it became an entirely different level of deadly.

“The next bit I think you have already gotten
a hint of. There is more to it than what you have seen however.”
Fortune paused and summoned and illusion of the map table with the
focal point on Oblivion. He waved a hand toward the image and
smiled at Neph. “You noticed that the living have returned to
Oblivion. The part you were unable to see is that every last person
that Zachary and Jala have returned from the grave is a trained
soldier. They didn’t bring back a single soul that couldn’t fight.
Oblivion is preparing for an attack on someone and I’m not sure who
yet. I would be willing to concede that they might be there for
defense if Oblivion had anything left to defend.” Fortune’s voice
rose a bit as he spoke, and his eyes were locked on the illusion he
had summoned. This last bit of information seemed to hold his
interest more than anything else he had spoken of so far.

“Zachary might have brought them back to
support Arovan.” Neph suggested with a weak shrug.

Fortune nodded slowly but didn’t look
convinced in the slightest. “Jala might do something of that
nature, but I don’t think Zachary Dark would.” He objected.

“It’s possible that he would for the Firym or
Faydwer though. Those two lands were staunch allies of Veir before
the fall.” Cora offered quietly.

Fortune sighed and dismissed the illusion
with a frown. “This would have been Tyber’s call not Zachary, but
no one has seen Tyber since the fall of Veir. I couldn’t even guess
what the High Lord of Oblivion is about. There is simply no way of
knowing with the information we have so far. We will simply have to
wait for them to show a card. For now it is good to know, but not
something we can do much with.”

“It’s a waiting game as Fortune says.” Cora
agreed then smiled faintly and looked at her son with a meaningful
expression. “We are almost to the end of our talk for now, but the
next few things are going to make you want to act rashly. You
cannot Neph, you are desperately needed here and you have to
consider that fully before anything else.” She paused and waited
for him to nod his agreement though he wasn’t sure he actually
wanted to agree. “Rivasa is holding captives in several of their
cities. Most are children, and some are Delvay. They likely intend
to use them as slaves or breeders if their blood is strong
enough.”

Neph’s expression darkened with her words and
despite his agreement to not act rashly his mind was already
flooding with possible ways to retrieve his people. Most were slim
hopes, but a few of the fragmented plans had potential. He could
feel both of their eyes upon him and decided it was best to remain
silent for the time being. It wouldn’t do for either of them to
believe he was going to blatantly ignore their advice and Cora was
right, now was the time for rational thought. Knowing that his
people were in the hands of the Rivasans wasn’t making it easy to
think rationally however. The entire world knew stories and rumors
about the Rivasan slave farms, and none of them were pleasant.

“Which brings us to the last bit of
information I’m going to tell you today and it is the reason I want
you to hold off on your plan of attack. You have visitors coming to
Delvay Neph, and one of them happens to be the Black Bastard. He
has declared Kevala’drin against Rivasa and it seems to me
that it would be easier for you to kill two birds with one stone in
this case. He wants them dead and so do you, so help him kill them
and keep your hands clean in the process.” Fortune kept his voice
low as if there was a possibility that they might be over heard
despite the fact that the entire house was empty.

“So use Caleb as a tool then?” Neph asked
without much enthusiasm. There were few people he liked or
respected and while Caleb wasn’t a friend, he had earned Neph’s
respect.

“No.” Fortune said flatly with a mildly
irritated expression. “The Avanti use people as tools. What I’m
suggesting is more of helping a friend. Caleb intends to die in
Rivasa. You can prevent that if you assist him in his vengeance and
you won’t have to leave your city to do so. He is strong enough to
function as a conduit for your magic, as long as you don’t use the
Forbidden sort he won’t suffer from it.”

“I don’t even know how to begin using someone
as a conduit. It isn’t something I’ve ever attempted.” Neph
objected with a heavy sigh. The thought of using anyone in the
fashion Fortune was suggesting seemed a coward’s approach to him.
It was as much as saying he was too frightened to go to Rivasa
himself.

“Neph, you killed the dragon Nerath
single-handedly during the last stand in Arovan. You are terrifying
to most and many would rather agree than face an argument with you.
You have powerful allies from several different lands, and you have
more training in intrigue and politics than any other Delvay alive
can claim. Your people need you. No one can replace you or even
come close to replacing you. You are as important to the future of
Sanctuary as Jala is.” Cora said quietly, but her voice was laced
with conviction. She truly believed the words she was speaking and
it showed in her voice as well as her expression.

“So I should just tell Caleb that my life is
more valuable than his and he should shoulder all of the risk
then.” Neph grumbled as he sank back in his chair.

“No Neph, you should tell him that you are
going to help him get his daughter back despite the fact that your
responsibilities in Delvay may require the power you will be
loaning him.” Fortune corrected gently.

Neph looked up sharply and locked eyes on
Fortune. “His daughter is there?”

Fortune nodded and glanced at Cora before
speaking. “She is six and she has been a captive since Amdany fell.
She is pure Elder Blood, and already showing potential in magic. I
believe you knew her mother Evanell Khalia.”

Neph nodded as the memory of the slender dark
haired Fae surfaced in his mind. He had never spoken directly to
Evanell at the Academy, but he had seen her several times. She had
been the sort that was difficult to miss in a crowd and even harder
to forget. Evanell had possessed an otherworldly beauty and a
serene grace that left most men begging for her company. Neph had
never begged, but he had to admit he had taken every opportunity to
watch her when she was around him. “She took healing and Alchemy
classes at the Academy, neither were interests of mine so I wasn’t
in her company much.” Neph mumbled as he considered how the
Rivasan’s would treat a child of those lines. There was no doubt
that Evanell’s daughter would have inherited her mother’s beauty,
and with her genetics the child would become a breeder if she
wasn’t rescued.

“I see by your expression that you know what
future the child has if her Father fails.” Fortune said softly. His
expression was grim as he leaned back from the table. He muttered
something under his breath and two large leather sacks appeared
before him.

From what Neph could tell they appeared to be
grain sacks, and by the looks of them they were as full as they
could be without bursting. They only held his attention for a
moment however, and then his mind was focused once more upon the
Rivasan captives. “I fail to see how my understanding of her danger
should temper my desire to go to Rivasa. If my own people are
captive there as well it’s more reason for me to go fight beside
him rather than hide in the city while he attempts suicide in a
very colorful way. Why exactly is he attempting suicide if his
daughter still lives?”

“He didn’t know she still lived when he
declared Kevala’drin.” Cora answered sadly.

“Neph, listen closely. I have secrets that
will save Delvay, but I will not share them with any beyond you and
your sister. I’m waiting for her to arrive before I speak on that
particular topic, and if you depart for Rivasa there is no
guarantee you will return to hear my words.” Fortune paused and
shoved the bags toward Neph. “These will give Caleb the edge he
needs and it’s more help than he is expecting. Those combined with
your gift of magic should be enough to see him through alive
without risking your life. If you die, Delvay dies. It is as simple
as that. No one else can hold the city, and I won’t help the rest
of them.” Fortune’s voice held an edge that seemed very out of
character from what Neph had seen of the man so far, and for the
few moments he spoke Neph could see the Delvay blood the Fortune
claimed to have.

“What are those?” Neph asked as he prodded at
one of the bags.

“Seeds.” Fortune answered simply and smiled
faintly. “And the Black Bastard will know exactly what to do with
them.” He rose from his chair and gazed down at Neph with the smile
still playing faintly across his lips. “In the end I cannot order
you to remain behind nor would I. This is something you must put
serious thought into Neph and decide for yourself. Consider this
when you are thinking on it though. The only one left that can lead
aside from you is KayDelvayon, and she was too weak to stand up to
her brother. Zyi can’t shoulder this burden. Everyone believes she
is dead and if they knew she is Undrae now they would kill her for
it. The hardest part of being a leader is knowing when you have to
stand aside and let others take the risks. Jala Merrodin still
hasn’t learned that lesson, and there is a very good chance it will
mean her death. Caleb Faulklin and Shade Morcaillo are up to the
task of dealing with Rivasa. The only question remaining is can you
set your pride aside long enough to realize that, or are you going
to follow Jala down the path of destruction?”

“Jala isn’t on a path of destruction. She
knows better than anyone else what she is capable of.” Neph
grumbled. Valor had already proven how important it was to keep
faith in Jala, and Neph wasn’t about to think otherwise on the
matter again. He had already been proven wrong on it, and he didn’t
need to learn a lesson twice.

“And that is why she has fallen twice
already.” Fortune said dryly and shook his head slowly at Neph.
“Think on it Neph, set all emotions and pride aside and think with
logic.” He suggested in a kinder voice. Fortune straightened his
suit jacket and brushed a bit of dirt from his sleeve before
looking toward Cora with a raised eyebrow.

Neph glanced toward his mother as she rose
from her chair as well. His gaze trailed over her face and the
sadness in her eyes and his expression softened. She had risked her
heart for a chance to see him, and in return for that he had
essentially spit in her face with his attitude. There was no way he
could let her leave without attempting to set things right between
them. If not for her visit, he might have never learned the truth
about what had happened to her. He cleared his throat quietly to
catch her attention and held her gaze for a long moment before
speaking. “My greatest fault may very well be my pride. It blinds
me to many things, and I often assume I know exactly what is going
on. I was young when you disappeared, and I should have realized
when you arrived today that the circumstances were special. The
mother I remember wouldn’t have abandoned her children, and you
have my apologies for accusing you of that. I’m sorry I treated you
so poorly when you arrived, but it has become my nature to treat
everyone poorly I think.”

Cora stared at him for a long moment and then
her eyes grew glassy once more. “Neph.” She spoke his name with
such reverence that Neph felt even worse for the way he had treated
her.

He rose from his chair slowly and walked
toward her feeling more awkward than he had in ages. “I remember
you and how you loved us, and I’m so sorry for what happened. Had I
known, I would have killed Ren myself. You have no idea how much
Zyi and I missed you.” He said quietly as he hugged her lightly. He
couldn’t think of anyone else he had hugged in the last decade
beyond Jala, but it seemed like the right thing to do. Her arms
wrapped around his chest tightly and she returned the hug with far
more enthusiasm than he had expected.

“That was well done.” Fortune said with
approval clear in his voice.

Neph looked up slowly and met Fortune’s eyes
and the faint smile that had been on his face faded. “You however I
have no apology for. I respect you as an Aspect, and I am grateful
for the information you have shared today, but it in no way erases
the fact that had you been more responsible I would be hugging my
mother not her spirit. I won’t assume I know what truly happened
between the two of you, but from the facts I see it comes down to
this. You bedded a married woman and she died because of it. We
have a long way to go before we are on good terms and even further
before I will consider you my father.”

“Spoken like a true Delvay.” Fortune said
with approval still lacing his words. “It’s good to have a goal in
life. I suppose mine will be to make proper amends to you and your
sister, though I dare say Zyi will be much easier to find
forgiveness with.” He added with a faint chuckle as he held his
hand out to Cora. She unlaced her arms from Neph’s chest with faint
tears still tracing down her face and moved to his side silently.
The sadness was gone from her eyes, replaced with a look of such
vast relief that Neph almost smiled again himself.

“Thank you Neph.” Cora spoke quietly and
smiled at him. It was something he hadn’t thought to ever see
again. It was the smile she reserved for only her children, an
expression that was so filled with devotion and love that words
were not needed. She wrapped her arms tighter around Fortune and
rested her head against his shoulder with a look of contentment on
her face.

“Forgiveness is such a powerful thing. It is
the essence of love in so many ways.” Fortune said softly and
cradled Cora close to him. “I am far from perfect Neph. What little
I told you of my life should have proven that for you. I did make a
mistake, but you and I aren’t seeing the same one. You believe my
love for your mother was wrong, I believe letting RenDelvayon live
was. We may never see eye to eye on the matter, and if that is the
case so be it. I was irresponsible, and I do regret what happened
because of it more than you will ever know. Learn from my mistakes
and prove you are more responsible and rational than I am Neph.”
Fortune said quietly as the two of them faded from the room.

“That shouldn’t be hard.” Neph muttered as he
gazed down at the sacks once more and let out a heavy sigh. There
was far too much for him to think about, but his mind kept circling
back to the same thing…Rivasa. The idea of letting Caleb and Shade
go into Rivasa without him still wasn’t sitting well in his mind,
but he would force himself to give it more thought. Frowning Neph
glanced up at the ceiling and glared. “You didn’t tell me how to
use someone as a conduit you ass.” He grumbled. The knowledge was
likely in one of his books and there was a chance that he would
find it before Caleb arrived. He didn’t have the patience to even
start the search with his mind as scattered as it was currently
though.

His gaze moved from the bags on the table to
the painting of his mother on the wall and he slowly crossed the
room. He hesitated a long moment before lifting the painting from
the wall. The stone beneath was smooth, but after running his
fingers over the wall he found the grooves of a hidden compartment.
It took him several more minutes to find the release mechanism.
With a faint rumble a small piece of the wall slid back revealing a
narrow shelf, and Neph stared in silence at the heavy metal urn
within. “When I see Sovaesh next I’m going to thank him for killing
you Ren.” Neph muttered and hoped by some twist of the fates that
RenDelvayon’s spirit was still tethered enough to these rooms that
he could somehow hear the words. “My only regret about your death
is that Sovaesh had the honor of killing you. That gift should have
been mine.” Neph added softly as he lifted the urn from its hiding
place and stared down at his mother’s ashes. She deserved a better
burial than what Ren had given her, and it was something he could
do while still thinking on the other matters that he had to
consider. Tucking the urn carefully under his arm he started for
the door and then hesitated. His gaze returned to the urn and he
slowly turned back to the table. Carefully he sat the urn down and
slid back into his chair once more. It needed to be done, but it
could wait for Zyi. Cora had been taken from both of them, and it
was only fitting that they both had the chance to pay their
respects.


Chapter 6

 


The Darklands

 


 


Whispers rose from every corner of the throne
room like a swarm of angry bees. It was quite possibly the most
irritating sound he had ever endured Finn decided as he stared at
the creatures he had summoned. Every one of them served him in some
fashion, from the demons to the lowliest spirits. Most were
watching him as he sat silent on this throne, but he saw several
glancing curiously toward Exodus who was seated primly at a table
beside a shroud covered body. The more attentive of his servants
had long since stopped caring about Exodus however and were gazing
upwards. It was unusual to not hear the steady swoosh of wings from
above, but the air was silent tonight. They were no doubt wondering
where Kaverax was. Yasny was with them in the throne room, but
there was no sign of her mate and Finn knew it had quite a few of
them troubled. The dragons above the citadel were as much a part of
the Darklands as the Divine of Death. They had been here since the
beginning, and now one was gone.

“How much longer are you going to let them
stew, Finn?” Fiona asked quietly from the right side of his throne.
She wore her white armor as always and was standing as rigid as a
palace guard beside him. Finn glanced at her and shrugged one
shoulder before slowly looking to his left. Seth stood silent
there; the perfect opposite of Fiona dressed in dark leathers and
slouched against the wall. His expression was unreadable, and he
didn’t seem the slightest bit nervous, but then Seth never did seem
nervous. He glanced at Finn and raised an eyebrow in question, but
remained silent. It was his general attitude lately. Seth had
barely spoken five words to him since their talk behind the crow
carved door the night Zoey had left.

Finn sighed heavily and turned his attention
back to the crowd. In all honesty he had expected Seth to take care
of this problem long before now, but the Assassin seemed intent on
doing nothing but sulking. He wasn’t even sure that Seth had known
there had been a betrayal in the citadel. Slowly Finn stood and the
room around him fell silent as all attention riveted on his
movement. Demons and spirits alike watched him with expressions
ranging from fear to contempt. Finn studied the latter carefully
and noted the ones who seemed the most defiant. He had been kinder
than his predecessor and it seemed to have given his servants the
wrong impression. Too many of them seemed to believe his kindness
meant weakness. He intended to correct that matter today.

“Yasny, come forward.” Finn commanded and his
voice rang off of the stones so loudly that a few of the lesser
spirits shuffled back further.

To her credit, Yasny did not cringe. She
glided forward with hips swaying gently as if she were a queen
amongst peasants. Her long black hair fell across her shoulders as
smooth as silk and the red gown she wore hugged her perfect body in
all of the right places. She smiled at him with a look of pure
invitation written on her face. “How may I serve Milord?” she
purred in a voice that would have had most men undressing before
she had fallen silent.

Finn watched her display with a faint smile
and had to resist laughing. She actually seemed to believe she
could seduce her way out of this one, or she thought he was just as
oblivious as Seth apparently was. “You may serve me by answering my
questions honestly Yasny.” Finn began in a cold voice. All eyes in
the throne room shifted to Yasny with hunger. There was nothing the
creatures of the Darklands enjoyed more than watching someone else
suffer more than they were. “It is not like you to help another
Yasny. In fact I don’t think I have ever seen you help anyone,
aside from Zoelyn. You helped her the night she left the Darklands
and I want to know why.”

“She wished to catch Seth’s attention better.
I have a bit more experience with men than the poor girl did. So I
lent my advice.” Yasny answered carefully.

“By arranging her clothing and hair to mirror
Dashara?” Finn pressed.

“I was trying to help her see him for what he
was. Seth is a monster. She was innocent and blind to his true
nature. I did what I could to break the charm he had over her and
allow her to truly see him for what he is.” Yasny’s voice was
filled with so much sincerity that Finn almost laughed again.

“So you took your actions to save her from
Seth then?” Finn concluded dryly. He kept his gaze locked on her
with a dark expression on his face, but she didn’t so much as
flinch.

Yasny nodded slowly, but her attention was
focused on Seth now. The Assassin was no longer slouching against
the wall, and his hand was resting lightly on his dagger hilt. Finn
flicked a glance back to him and smirked. Seth truly had been
oblivious then Finn realized. His actions now were proving it.

“If that were the honest truth Yasny I would
say you are redeemed. I would say your penance was at an end.” Finn
began in a kinder voice as he slowly stepped down from his dais and
began walking toward Exodus. “Kaverax found redemption you know. I
sent him on to the life stream this morning. In all truth he likely
found it long before now, but Death never saw fit to release him. I
suppose dragons do make good lawn ornaments though.” Finn paused
beside Exodus and stared down at the shroud covered body. He smiled
faintly and winked at Exodus. “Nix is good; it takes talent to
steal from Kali.” He whispered as he slowly turned back to look at
Yasny.

“Nix is the best and I hope this favor
balances my mistake of summoning Seth without permission?” Exodus
whispered behind him.

Finn nodded once his gaze still fixed on
Yasny. “I don’t think it’s the honest answer though Yasny. I
believe you took your actions because of the deal you made with
Hemlock on my rooftop. In a bargain for this masterpiece.” Finn
pulled the shroud back as he spoke revealing the pale body beneath.
It was a perfect duplicate of Yasny in every way. Kali truly was a
master with her magic to recreate a dragon that had been dead for
centuries down to the last hair. “I just wanted to hear what
bullshit you would spew to save your own hide. I am not quite as
stupid as everyone present seems to believe.” Finn informed her
with a smile.

Yasny stared at the body in silence with her
lips parted in dismay. Her eyes flicked back to Seth once more and
she took a hesitant step toward the body. “Anyone in this room
would have taken that bargain.” She whispered hoarsely. Her eyes
locked on Finn’s in desperation and she took another step toward
him. “I betrayed Seth not you!” she said more loudly and her voice
broke with the words.

“You betrayed Seth and tried to cheat me.”
Finn corrected coldly. His hand dropped gently to rest on the cheek
of the body. “I won’t be cheated.” He announced as he summoned his
magic. The pale flesh beneath his hand began to wither and turn
black.

With a wail of pure agony Yasny rushed
forward as the first of the flesh began to slough off of the body.
Finn raised his other hand before she could close the full distance
between them and held her frozen in place as his magic destroyed
what remained of her hopes. There was nothing but crumbled bones
remaining by the time he walked toward her.

“Serve your penance and I promise you will
find peace.” Finn began his eyes moving over the crowded room.
“Betray me and I will destroy that which you most desire before
your eyes.” He finished coldly his eyes once more focused on Yasny.
She writhed before him, but couldn’t summon enough power to break
the hold his magic had on her. She was pinned neatly in place with
no prayer of salvation. “You thought I was a fool.” He informed her
with a grim smile. Ever so gently he brushed his hand across her
pale cheek. She trembled beneath his touch and likely would have
pulled away if he had given her that luxury. “I was watching the
entire time Yasny. Had you turned away from Hemlock I would have
rewarded you, but you chose the other path instead. Now you get to
pay the full price for that choice.” His hand dropped away from her
side and he smiled at Seth. “Since I have taken over the domain of
Death you have been waiting patiently for a reward for your
service. You prefer souls over penance.” A low wavering cry began
to rise from Yasny as she realized what he was about to do. Finn
paused in his words and nodded once to her. “That’s right
sweetheart.” He whispered and winked at her. “She is yours Seth.”
He finished loudly and walked back toward his throne. Yasny’s voice
rose from a soft cry to an inhuman scream as Seth closed the
distance between them.

“Bitch.” Seth snarled. The expression on his
face was murderous as his hand closed around her throat. Her body
convulsed at his touch and a soft glow began to form around his
hand. Her scream turned from fear to raw agony as Seth slowly
drained her power with as much pain as he could inflict.

Finn regarded the assembled crowd silently
and watched their expressions of hunger slowly turn to concern. It
was too easy for them to imagine themselves in Yasny’s place, and
the death Seth was delivering was anything but merciful. “I have
Firym blood and was raised by the Avanti. Mercy is not in my
vocabulary, and I have been taught to take every advantage against
my enemies. If you want to defy me you will follow in Yasny’s
footsteps. No matter how clever you think you are, I am one step
ahead. If you serve loyally you will be rewarded, if you betray
me…” Finn’s voice trailed off and he turned back to Yasny once
more. He didn’t need to say anymore. They could see what would
happen clearly enough. He allowed them to watch for another few
minutes before waving his hand toward the door in a dismissal.

The room emptied quickly leaving only Seth,
Fiona and Exodus. It was obvious the rest wanted nothing more than
to be away from him as quickly as they could manage it.

“That was well played. You didn’t really
strike me as the sort that ruled by fear.” Exodus observed with a
smile. She rose from the table she had been seated at with only a
brief glance to the flickering remains of Yasny.

“They didn’t really give me much choice. My
predecessor ruled by fear and so that is what they are used to. It
tried to play nice with them, and look at where it got me.” Finn
replied with a shrug.

“So now you are going to be a hard ass?”
Exodus asked with a raised eyebrow. Her expression was doubtful and
her smile suggested she didn’t think he could pull it off if he
wanted to.

“When I have to be.” Finn agreed with a faint
shrug. “I shouldn’t have to be by the time today is over though. I
still have a few more things to cover, and I hope you will forgive
me but I’d rather finish in private.” He glanced at Seth
meaningfully and Exodus nodded once in understanding.

“Till next we meet then. Which I hope won’t
be long Lord Death.” Exodus smiled and bowed in a mocking imitation
of a noble court before fading away.

Fiona frowned at her departure and looked
sharply at Finn. “That very closely resembled flirting. Be careful
with that one, she is not one to get too involved with. The other
Aspects are not very fond of her.” As always Fiona’s voice held the
chiding of a disapproving parent and Finn had to suppress a
sigh.

He nodded to her and waved toward the door.
“Retire for now Fiona. I will need to speak with you later, but for
now I’d like a few words with Seth in private.” Fiona scowled at
his words but left the room walking so stiffly he couldn’t help but
notice her displeasure.

He waited patiently until the doors had
slammed closed behind Fiona before approaching Seth and stopped
just a few feet away. Yasny had faded completely, but Seth still
stood where he had drained her with a look of frustration on his
face. Finn smiled faintly and waited to speak until Seth met his
gaze. “That was revenge Seth. How was it?” he asked quietly.

“Not enough.” Seth muttered. With a heavy
sigh he paced to the table Exodus had been seated at and dropped
heavily into one of the chairs before looking back at Finn with
expectation.

“It never is Seth. If that torment you served
Yasny wasn’t enough, how can you possibly believe anything you do
to Hemlock will repay him for all of the misery he has caused you
over the years?” Finn kept his voice gentle. He knew the discussion
was going to be a painful one for Seth, but it was a point that
needed to be made.

“I have been thinking along those lines since
our last talk.” Seth said with obvious hesitation and waved to the
chair across from him. “I’ve been trying to gather the proper words
for this for days, and I’m not sure I have, but we are both here so
I might as well attempt it.”

Finn nodded and sat in the indicated chair.
He’d been wondering at Seth’s extended silence, and it appeared he
was about to get his answers without the prompting. It was entirely
possible that the day might end on a good note after all. He’d had
doubts this morning as he was planning on how to best deal with
Yasny and bring Seth back to his side.

“My mother was a slave. She served as a whore
to Avanti. He had a tendency of rewarding his men with the use of
his harem, so I never knew Avanti was truly my father. It could
have been half a dozen men in his service.” Seth began slowly.
“When I was very young he rewarded one of his minor lords in that
fashion, but the lord found interest in me rather than the women in
the room. I typically served by fetching food and drinks for the
girls, or changing sheets, whatever I could be told to do that I
was capable of doing really. I had never been asked to serve anyone
in this fashion though, and I ran and hid when the man approached
me. The minor lord took offense, and in apology Lord Avanti gave me
to him. My mother bid me to go, she pleaded with me to behave and
serve him well. By the end of the first night I despised her for
it. It never occurred to me that she was trying to save my life.
All I could see was the fact that she had given me to someone who
hurt me and made me feel worthless.” Seth paused and rubbed his
eyes before letting out a heavy sigh. “I nurtured that hate for
weeks. I directed it at everyone in the house. I hated them all and
blamed them for allowing my torment. They didn’t speak up. They
didn’t stop what was happening. So they were guilty. I killed them
all right down to the guard dog. I punished every living soul in
that house that had witnessed my humiliation.”

Finn nodded slowly and pulled a flask from
his cloak pocket. He took a small sip before offering it to Seth
who shook his head in response. He wasn’t really sure where Seth
was going with his story, but he didn’t dare interrupt. Most of
what he was being told he knew from examining the room Death had
designed as penance for Seth, but this was the most he had ever
heard Seth speak about his past. If he spoke now there was a chance
the Assassin would fall silent, and that was the last thing he
wanted. He needed Seth on his side once more. With every day that
passed he became more convinced that Fiona’s loyalties were truly
with War, and there was no one else in the Darklands he would
consider giving even a fraction of trust to.

“They put me in the Arena for my crimes.
Everyone expected I would be dead within a day given my age. When
two years had passed and I still hadn’t died Avanti himself came to
watch me fight. I’d earned a reputation in the pits by then for
being bloodthirsty and it was very well deserved. I had to be kept
separate from the other prisoners to keep me from slitting their
throats for the slightest insult. I lived on hatred and blood. I
think it sustained me more than the gruel they served for food.
Avanti watched me for three fights before he took me once more into
his service. The next fight he sent in my mother. He had her
masked, but when she spoke to me I knew without a doubt who it was,
and that she didn’t know the first thing about fighting. I gutted
her and made sure she died slowly.” Seth paused again and met
Finn’s eyes once more.

There was no sign of regret in his gaze and
Finn found himself wondering if he had gotten through to the man at
all in their last talk. It was possible he had misjudged Seth
completely, but he didn’t think so. Too many things pointed toward
Seth. There had to be a reason for that. No matter what Seth was
saying Finn truly believed someone wanted the man redeemed. All of
the signs were there. He just had to find a way to force Seth to
accept it.

“Avanti had me trained after that and every
time he needed a lesson taught, he sent me. I had learned about
calling cards by then, and I adopted the crow feather as my own. I
gathered one for every person I killed and left one on those that I
assassinated. I leveled cities, villages, noble houses, whatever he
sent me to eliminate I did. I killed right down to the household
pets and the horses in the stables. By the time the second year had
passed in his service I had my cloak finished and had earned the
title of the most despised man in Immortal society, despite the
fact that I wasn’t even fifteen yet. I justified it by every wrong
that had ever been done to me and how no one had ever lifted a
finger in my defense. In my eyes every person alive was corrupt,
and their lives held no value to me because of that. Every man I
killed was my former master and every woman was my mother. The
children I was doing a favor. I killed them before they could
suffer in life as I had.” Seth leaned back in his seat and folded
his hands on the table. He shook his head slowly at Finn and let
out a long sigh. “If you would have asked me if I loved Dashara
when I first arrived here I would have sworn to ever god that I
did, but after so much inner thought I realize I didn’t. In
retrospect she was a possession. She was important to me because
she was mine, but in honesty she was just another path of revenge,
another way to hurt those that had caused me pain. I protected her
and the children because they were mine, but my hatred for Hemlock
revolves around the fact that I lost to him. I want to kill him,
because he killed me not because he killed her. So in essence the
only thing I have ever truly loved in my life is myself and the
suffering of others.” Seth finished and stared down at the table
with a frown.

“And now?” Finn prompted. He still wasn’t
sure where Seth was going with his conversation, but the outlook
wasn’t good, and he wasn’t about to let Seth leave it at that. He
needed to know how far he could trust the man, and if Seth ever
planned to serve again.

“And now you tell me that Fate has something
grand in store for me and that I should be redeemed, but I have to
object. I believe it’s something inside that makes a hero, Finn,
and I don’t think I have it. Every choice I have ever made in life
has been the darkest one. I am not the protector, I am the reason
protection is needed. I have always been the villain, and I don’t
think I have what it requires to be anything else. When I am pushed
into a corner and forced into making a choice, my answer is written
in blood.” Seth answered quietly and met Finn’s eyes once more.
There was nothing but resignation on his face, and for the first
time since Finn had met the man he looked defeated.

“So this is your surrender? This is you
telling me you aren’t going to try for redemption anymore?” Finn
pressed.

Seth swallowed heavily and nodded slowly.
“This is me saying that I give. I have served here for so long that
I know I will never be free. With the small taste of freedom you
gave me I have lied, cheated, and killed. You gave me the
opportunity to be more and I was too blind to see it. I wasted my
chance and I don’t care to try again. I don’t even want to face the
world anymore, and I think the world should find relief in that
fact. The only thing I have ever given anyone is misery. I’d rather
you grant me an existence like the rest of the demons. Give me some
mindless patrol in the Darklands. I don’t want the position I have
spent so long fighting for anymore. Give it to someone you can rely
on.”

“Can I point something out before we continue
down this path?” Finn asked with a raised eyebrow. Seth nodded
without a trace of enthusiasm on his face. It was obvious the man
had already had enough of his opinion, but Finn chose to ignore
that fact. His next words were a gamble. They would either bring
back Seth’s fire or destroy him. There wasn’t much room for middle
ground with his current frame of mind. “I already knew the basics
of everything you told me from the room Death made for you, and
frankly the fact that you have been chosen as an apparent hero
scares the hell out of me. Consider everything you have told me
Seth and try to imagine what must be coming if you are the best one
to face it? You are the oldest Immortal inside the barrier that I
personally know, and rabid bears have more mercy than you. I can’t
think of a single person that is more dangerous than you, not even
Hemlock.”

Seth snorted with amusement at the bear
analogy but remained silent otherwise. If he had found any concern
over Finn’s words he didn’t show it. After a long silence he met
Finn’s eyes and slouched further in his chair to stretch his long
legs out beneath the table. “The problem with this line of thought
is Heroes have to care, Finn, and I don’t.” Seth muttered, but
there was a trace of bitterness in his voice that said he did care.
He just didn’t trust his own actions enough to do anything.

Finn nodded once and let out a slow breath
before leaning toward Seth and folding his hands in front of him.
“You say you don’t have a conscience, and I say one was given to
you. She had a beautiful smile and in her eyes you were nothing but
a hero. You saved her life, and it scared you because you realized
there was something you cared about other than yourself. You
stumbled, and you don’t have the balls to ask her forgiveness. Let
me point this out for you though Seth. Hemlock didn’t seek Yasny’s
help just to make you miserable. He may hate you, but not enough to
go to those lengths. He did it for a purpose, and I think it was to
separate you from Zoey. Hemlock fears you. I’ve seen how fast he
disappears when you show up. The only reason I can think that he
would want you away from her is so he can kill her without worrying
about you showing up.”

Seth’s eyes locked on him and the Assassin
stiffened in his seat. His expression shifted from resignation to
confusion then to anger in under a breath. “Why in the hell would
he want Zoey dead?” he demanded.

“Good question. Can you think of another
reason he would want you away from her?” Finn asked.

Seth frowned before nodding slowly. “She is
Undrae. Hemlock is old enough to know what that is. If he can
corrupt she would be a useful tool.”

“Either way you danced to his tune nicely and
Zoey no longer has your protection.” Finn replied with a shrug and
cocked his head at Seth. “So are you still waving the white flag or
have you found a bit of motivation now?”

A look of pure frustration filled Seth’s eyes
and he shook his head at Finn. “It doesn’t matter if I did find
motivation. She won’t even give me the chance to apologize. At the
first glimpse of black feathers she hides. Zoey hates me now,
Finn.”

“Regardless of what you think I sincerely
doubt Zoey hates you, but I will let the topic rest for now and
give you time to think on it. We have a few more things to cover
and then I have something to attend to.” Finn began as he felt a
tug on his power. It was the second time in less than a breath, and
he couldn’t ignore it much longer. It was a summons, but it wasn’t
from the Divine, it was from someone much more important in his
eyes. For her to summon him it had to be important, and as much as
he wanted to save Seth he would drop anything for her. “First, you
will make amends with Jala. She didn’t do anything wrong beyond
having faith in her friend. You acted out of anger and you know it
as well as I do. Second, you will visit Sanctuary on my behalf. I
know the Aspects have a sort of truce with the Immortals to remain
out of their affairs, but that is coming to an end. I want you to
speak with Symphony on the matter. This is our world as much as
theirs and I don’t approve of what they are doing with it. There
will be a council amongst the High Lords next month and I fully
intend for the Divine to have a seat on that council.”

“They will never agree to that. The Divine
will object as much as the High Lords will.” Seth informed him with
a quick shake of his head to emphasize the point.

“Let me worry about the Aspects and you worry
about talking with Symphony. Simply present the idea to her, and
let me worry about the rest. As far as Jala goes, I expect you to
make things right with her by the end of the week. I don’t trust
anyone else enough to send them for my son. I depend on you for
that service and it makes it rather difficult when you are refusing
to be around Jala.” Finn said as he rose from his chair. He could
hear her voice calling him again and it was growing more
insistent.

“How can you still trust me after knowing I
was planning to betray you?” Seth asked in disbelief.

Finn glanced down at him and smiled. “When
you spoke at the council of Aspects you said you would only serve
me. Did you mean that?”

Seth nodded slowly and studied Finn’s
expression with confusion. “I did. I would kill whoever they chose
to replace you and take the power myself.”

“Why just me Seth?” Finn pressed.

“Because…” Seth’s voice trailed off and he
looked away. With a sigh he rubbed his jaw and looked back to Finn
grudgingly. “Because you are my friend even though I have tried to
keep from admitting that. If it had truly come down to it I don’t
know if I really could have followed through with my betrayal.”

“And there is your answer Seth. I trust you
with my son because you are my friend. You aren’t a very damn good
friend to be sure, but you are learning, and you are getting better
at it. I cut you slack because I know I’m one of the few friends
you’ve ever had. You are still learning how to treat them, and more
importantly how to trust them.” Finn winked at him before turning
for the doorway. “I will be back later. I don’t know how much
later, but this requires my attention. Do your best to find your
balls, Seth. Zoey will have need of you in the future regardless of
what you think and saving her again will be great practice for
becoming a hero for the rest of the world.”

Finn summoned his power as the doors closed
behind him and held his breath as the Darklands faded around him.
He was terrified of facing her directly, but couldn’t ignore her
voice. It would be the first time he had seen her face to face
since the day she had appeared before him as a spirit. She was the
only weakness he had ever had in life, but she was his strength
too. Every good thing he had ever done was for her, and if she
needed him now he would do whatever she asked without question. For
Jala there was no such thing as too much.


Chapter 7
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“Are you sure you want to do this?”
Marrow’s voice echoed through her mind and Jala nodded without
bothering to open her eyes.

Her hand was wrapped tightly around her holy
symbol and her every thought was directed to Finn. She wasn’t sure
if he would answer her summons, but her every prayer was begging
him to. From the moment she had left Shade’s room she had been
praying, and she would continue to pray until the morning could no
longer be denied. In truth she would have ignored the morning
itself to speak with Finn, but there were things she had to deal
with and couldn’t ignore, such as Zoey leaving Merro. There was no
way she could hide inside the small temple and without saying
goodbye to her friends.

“You already suffer from his memory. Why
would you tear the wound open further by seeing him in person
again?” Marrow paced closer to her and she reached out a hand
to pull him over to her side.

Leaning forward Jala rested her forehead
against his massive shoulder and let out a soft breath. “I have to
face my past before I can move forward Marrow. I need closure
before I can let go of him. This is the only way I can accomplish
that.” Jala explained softly. Her stomach was in knots at the
thought of seeing Finn, but after speaking with Shade and
reflecting on her own thoughts she knew this was the only way she
could ever come close to happiness again. She had to face him. No
matter how much she dreaded hearing what he might say, she needed
to hear him say it.

“If you squeeze that symbol much tighter you
are going to draw blood, Jala.” Finn’s voice came from the shadows
behind her and Jala’s throat tightened at the sound of it.

She could already feel the tears threatening
to fall and she swallowed heavily as she released the amulet and
her grip on Marrow. It took everything she had not to clutch to
Bendazzi tighter, but she forced herself to stand instead.

Turning slowly she faced him and studied him
silently. The dim candlelight played off of his black armor and she
tried to ignore how much he had changed. It wasn’t in his
appearance. He was still just as beautiful as she remembered, with
tawny hair that seemed to always be tousled and skin so bronze it
was as if he still practiced swords in full sunlight every day. The
change was all in his bearing. He didn’t seem like the man she had
known in Sanctuary anymore. He was no longer a free spirit. She
could see the weight of command on him just from how he stood, but
it suited him. Finn Sovaesh was in control of the entire Darklands
and the weight of that burden rested easily on his broad shoulders.
The only part of him that looked uncertain was his eyes, and she
knew it was only because they were locked on her. He was just as
terrified of this conversation as she was. Somehow knowing that
didn’t make it any easier to begin.

“You called?” Finn prompted with a smile that
tightened her throat further. There was nothing in the world that
could match Finn’s smile.

“I wanted to see if you would lie to my face
twice, Finn.” Jala said softly her eyes intent on his every move.
She pushed her emotions back further and forced herself to focus on
everything she needed to say to him. Now wasn’t the time to be
sentimental. It was time for truth. She hadn’t seen the lie the
first time. There had been too much confusion in her mind and her
thoughts had been too occupied with Jexon at that point, but after
examining her memories over and over she could see it clearly. It
had been too late by the time she had realized it though. Too much
had already happened that she wouldn’t take back.

Finn seemed to deflate with her words and
slouched back against the wall. His smile faded and he looked away
from her for a long moment before shaking his head slowly. “There
wouldn’t be much point to that now would there, Jala?” he met her
gaze once more and she could see the pain written in his green
eyes.

“Why would you lie to me about that? I would
have done anything for you, Finn.” Jala tried to keep the anger
from her voice, but failed miserably. Of all the questions she had
ever asked in her life the one Finn had lied on had been the most
important. Everything would be different if he had simply said
Yes Jala, I did love you.

Finn stared at her for a long moment and
smiled sadly before sliding down the temple wall to sit on the
floor. He folded his knees before him and rested his elbows across
them. In that moment the Divine of Death was gone and it was just
Finn facing her. The bearing he had held when he arrived had
evaporated before her eyes leaving only the man she had loved more
than life itself behind to face her. “My Grandmother once told me
that when you truly loved someone you would do whatever it took to
make them happy, even if it meant they were no longer with you. I
didn’t understand her words until you stood before me, Jala, and I
knew then that all I wanted was to see you happy even if it wasn’t
with me. I was wrong about Val when I said he would treat you like
a whore in Sanctuary. I was wrong about a lot of things, but that
was probably my biggest misjudgment ever. I watched how he stood
beside you and how he was always there for you, and I realized how
much I had always underestimated him and how much better he was for
you. Valor truly listens to you, and I have a habit of truly
listening to my temper more than anything else.” Finn paused and
rubbed at his face before leaning back against the wall to stare up
at the ceiling. “Lying to you was the hardest thing I’ve ever had
to do, but I did it because I thought it was the best thing for
you. I wanted you and Legacy to be safe and happy.” He admitted
quietly.

“Do I fucking look happy to you Finn?” Jala
demanded in a ragged voice. “Everything in this god damn world is
falling apart and no matter what I try I can’t hold it together. I
can’t even hold myself together, Finn. I’m about to marry my best
friend and I can’t stop thinking about you. That isn’t fair to
Valor and I hate myself because of it! You lied to me on the most
important thing. You fucking lied to me when I needed the truth,
Finn.” She knew her voice was growing hysterical and her eyes were
so filled with tears that the entire room was blurred. “How in the
hell am I supposed to live with this, Finn? I have been trying to
force feed myself your lie for months so I don’t have to face the
truth, and it isn’t working anymore. Every time I am not occupied
the guilt hits me like a blow to the gut. I let you die, I failed
to bring you back, and I gave Valor part of my heart. I could have
saved you if you just would have told me the truth. You acted as
though you had what you wanted. I thought it was the power of being
a Divine that you loved then.” She sank to the ground facing him
and let out a ragged breath as the first of the tears coursed down
her cheeks. “Part of me wants to despise you, and the other part of
me wants to cling to you like a child.” She admitted bitterly
before meeting his eyes once more. “Why didn’t my opinion matter to
you, Finn? Why did you decide what would make me happy without
bothering to ask me?”

“What could I have given you, Jala? I am the
bloody Divine of Death now remember? I can’t stay in the Sunlit
world. I can’t be there for you every time you need me. I can’t
make you happy no matter how much I might want to,
Vezradesh. I could have kept you beside me in the Darklands,
believe me the temptation was there, but that would have meant that
Legacy had to live without you. I couldn’t do that to him, Jala. No
matter how selfish I was in life, I couldn’t take you away from
him. He needs you so much, and so does Val. You are their
everything, just like you were for me.” Finn rubbed at his face and
shook his head miserably. “Like you still are for me.” He corrected
quietly. “I trapped myself, Jala and it wasn’t something I could
escape from. You didn’t let me die. I chose to die to free
Sanctuary from the Justicars. I had a way out, but it meant the
Barrier would remain up, and you would still be trapped. You didn’t
fail at saving me either, Jala. You gave me back life and you gave
me the opportunity to kill the Divine. If not for you I would be
serving that bitch as a demon. Instead I control things there. As
far as Valor goes, I can’t think of anyone I would rather see at
your side. At first it was like a knife in the chest, but the more
I watched him the more I saw how much he loved you and how devoted
he was to you and Legacy. It still hurts knowing it can’t be me,
but it’s for the best and I know it. We are walking different paths
now and no matter how much I might want to walk beside you, we both
know I can’t.”

“I would have devoted my life to freeing you
from that trap if I would have known, Finn.” Jala said. Her voice
quavered and she had to fight back a sob. Seeing him this close and
knowing everything was over was one of the most painful things she
had ever been forced to endure. There was no going back though,
that wasn’t why she had called him here. Facing him was her first
step to truly moving forward.

“And the world would have fallen apart around
you, Jala, while you were wasting all of your energy on me.” Finn
informed her sadly. “You don’t see the difference you are making,
but I can. If not for you Arovan and Glis would already be gone.
The Blights wouldn’t have a prayer and Symphony would have fallen
from her throne already. I am not worth the entire world, Jala, and
that’s what it would have cost to save me.” He pushed off the wall
as he fell silent and scooted closer to her. Swallowing heavily he
reached across and took her hands in his own.

She could see the tears in his eyes now and
heard him sniffle lightly. It was the most pain she had ever seen
him show, even when he had been dying he hadn’t cried. “You were to
me.” She whispered and stared down at their joined hands. He still
bore the wedding marks on his arm, but hers were gone. They had
been lost with the creation of her new body. She stared at the
twining metallic lines and felt something inside her crumble. Those
marks on his arm should have shown her the lie the first time she
stood before him. They were forged from the heart and couldn’t be
manipulated by magic. The truth had been written on his flesh and
she had been too blind to see it.

Finn smiled sadly and ran a thumb down the
back of her hand before looking up at her face once more. “Jala,
you will always hold a place in my heart, and I will do whatever I
can to help you, but I won’t let you suffer for me. This should
have been faced before now, but I didn’t have the courage for it.
Just like everything else that is wrong in the world it had to be
you to confront it. I lied to you, but I don’t regret it at all.
Let go of the guilt. You have no reason to be guilty for anything.
I can’t say that I’m happy, but I’m content. I don’t think I will
ever be happy until I can scry on you and see you smiling. If I
have to make you hate me for that to happen I will, Jala. If that’s
what it takes for you to find peace with what has happened I will,
but I’d rather you just face the fact that there was no other way
this could have gone. We both made choices, and this is where it
led us. We have to accept that.”

“I should have listened to Anthe’s warning. I
should have left the city with you when you asked me to.” Jala
murmured. The tears were fading and a cold numbness was settling
over her.

“And spent the rest of your life regretting
your actions. You would have carried the guilt of Merro then, Jala,
and it would have been ten times worse the guilt you have now.
Along that path our relationship probably would have ended in
bitterness. Believe me I have put a lot of thought into this as
well.” Finn replied softly.

“So you are saying we were doomed no matter
what choices we made.” Jala asked bitterly.

“In a fashion I suppose. I don’t consider it
doomed though. I see you as a savior just like everyone else does,
Jala. You taught me how to be a hero rather than the butcher I was,
and because of that I can face what I am now without any concerns.
I know I’m making the right choices, because every time I pass a
judgment a little voice in the back of my mind ponders what you
would do in my place. If not for you, I would be walking in Seth’s
footsteps, but because of you I know what to do to save him. At
first I railed at how little time I was given with you, but I
realize why now.” Finn’s voice was gentle as he spoke and she could
tell how hard he was trying to keep his emotions under control as
he spoke.

“Why?” Jala asked. The tightness in her
throat was finally receding and for the first time in months she
felt the guilt fading. The pain was still there, and she knew it
would be for a very long while, but it was becoming something she
could deal with. With every word Finn spoke he was easing her
mind.

“Because as everything falls into place I am
becoming a very big believer in destiny, and your destiny is so
much broader than you realize, Jala.” He smiled ruefully and
shrugged at her. “I am the only one who could do what I am doing
right now, Jala, and you are the only one that can hold the world
together until I’m finished. Something big is coming, and I don’t
know what it is, but we are all pawns that are being shifted into
place. We might not like the tile we are set upon, but if you look
back at everything you will understand why we are where we are. I
am in the Darklands to balance the souls and save Seth. Valor is
with you to brace you when you stumble and keep Arovan tied to you.
Neph is in Delvay to awaken the heroes there and if we all play the
cards we have been dealt we will be ready to face whatever
comes.”

“Veyetta.” Jala whispered and her gaze
flicked to the shadows as she spoke. It was entirely unreasonable
and she knew it. Vaze was the only Shadow mage left, and he was on
her side, but after Neph’s warnings as well as Hemlock’s she
couldn’t help but feel paranoid.

“Or something worse. The point I am making is
if we are going to give Legacy your dream then we have to accept
what we have and do everything we can to prepare. We are close now,
Jala, but if we don’t continue we won’t have the strength to
protect what you build.” Finn smiled at her again, and she felt her
own fragile smile form in response.

“The hardest part of that plan is letting you
go completely.” Jala admitted softly.

“Don’t let me go, Jala. Accept that there are
different forms of love. I’ve had longer to adjust to that idea
since time passes differently in the Darklands. I still love you,
but I’ve set aside my need to be close to you. I knew it wasn’t
possible so I faced it and accepted that you would always be on the
other side, but it wouldn’t stop me from supporting you in every
way I’m allowed. I am the Guardian and you are the angel, working
together we can pull this off and save everyone that likely doesn’t
deserve the effort or the suffering we are enduring on their
behalf.” He squeezed her hands as he spoke and she felt her smile
grow in response.

“The world is utter shit, Finn and I feel
like the entire thing is sitting on my shoulders.” Jala returned
with a heavy sigh but the bitterness was gone from her voice.

“It is, but you are strong enough to support
it, Lady Bendazzi.” Finn said with a wink. He stood slowly and
pulled her to her feet before releasing her hands grudgingly. “You
get the Immortals in line, and I will handle the Aspects. By the
time the council comes around Sanctuary will know peace.” He
promised.

“I will do what I can.” Jala agreed with
slight nod. She knew he was about to leave, but she forced herself
to remain calm. There was a part of her that was screaming for her
to cling to him, but she silenced it without a second thought. He
had come to terms with their fate, and it was her turn to face the
truth. He had lied, but as he said it was for the best. For months
she had been eaten with guilt, and kicking herself for not seeing
the truth sooner, and in under an hour Finn had banished it all. He
was right. There was no other path they could have followed that
would have ended happily. The one they were on could, if she could
hold it all together. She wouldn’t have Finn beside her, but Legacy
would have a world of peace to grow in and a childhood that he
could look back on and smile about.

Finn took a step closer and kissed her gently
on the forehead. Silently he stepped back once more and placed a
hand under her chin tilting her head upward just enough to stare
into her eyes. “Thank you, Jala. Thank you for every time you have
saved me, and thank you for doing everything you have done to save
everyone else. You are and always will be my moral compass, and
whenever you doubt yourself in the future remember that. Promise me
one thing though before I go.”

“What’s that?” Jala asked quietly. She could
feel tears stinging at her eyes once again, but it wasn’t the
painful grief she had been bottling inside so long. It was sadness,
but it was also a form of healing. She knew once these tears ran
out that a weight would be off of her chest and it was possible
that she would be able to see the path forward again.

“Promise me you will remember that you aren’t
standing alone up here. I may not be beside you, but the others are
and they love you as much as I do. Valor, Vaze, Sovann, Wisp, Jail,
and Neph, They are always there to support you all you have to do
is turn to them.” Finn said.

“You forgot Shade.” Jala pointed out through
a sniffle.

“I meant to forget Shade. I don’t like
Shade.” Finn replied with a faint smile.

“Shade is the one that suggested I talk to
you. I knew I should, but I was afraid to.” Jala added and wiped
her face with the back of her hand.

“Fine then, I’ll include Shade. My point is
that while the world may be sitting on your shoulders right now,
you have friends that will help you bear the weight if you allow
them to.” Finn said as he took a step back from her and lowered his
hand from her chin.

“Do you have that in your life, Finn? Do you
have anyone to brace you?” Jala asked before he had a chance to
take another step. She didn’t want him to be alone, and just
knowing that he wasn’t would ease her mind further.

“I have my Grandfather, and a few others I
can turn to. I’m not alone Jala, and I’m not suffering. I know what
I’m doing is necessary and that eases the burden.” He smiled at her
and winked again. “My shoulders are pretty sturdy too, Jala. I am
strong enough to face the road ahead, and if I ever find myself at
an utter loss I know I have someone up here that will listen and
help me through it.”

“Always. I will always be here if you need
me.” Jala promised.

“I know you will be. Take care, Jala, and
don’t be too hard on Seth when he shows up to apologize. He is
trying to find the right path he just really sucks at navigation.”
Finn took another step back and the shadows began to grow around
him.

“I won’t be. Good bye Finn.” She watched him
fade from the room and sank back to the floor once more. Marrow
rose from where he had been laying and moved to her side.
Swallowing heavily she wrapped her arms around his neck and buried
her face in his thick white fur.

“Will you be able to find peace now?”
Marrow asked and she could feel his concern through their bond.

“The possibility is a lot more likely now. I
needed that Marrow. There was so much that was left unsaid between
us. I think what I needed more than anything was to be able to say
good bye.” Jala replied through her tears. Now all she had to do
was face everything else the day had in store for her. There was a
chance though that by the end of the day she might be able to
actually sleep without the weight of her guilt suffocating her. “I
have a lot more to do before I can guarantee it though. We will see
how everything else goes.”

“He left out the most important name on
that list. He didn’t say my name, and no matter what the world
throws at you I will be at your side. Even if you decide to say
screw them all and burn it all to the ground to start over you will
have my support without question.” Marrow informed her
firmly.

“He didn’t mention you because he didn’t need
to. It goes without saying that you are my strength and he knows
that. It’s the rest that I tend to forget to lean on. You are my
anchor, Marrow.” Jala returned with a smile. She turned her head
slightly and stared into his golden eyes without loosening her grip
on him in the slightest. “Such as now for example, I am leaning on
you and you are holding me together and giving me the strength I
will need for the rest of the day.” She slowly unlaced her fingers
from his fur and stood. With a quiet sigh she brushed the dust from
her dress and straightened the skirts. “And next I will be facing
Valor. He deserves answers and I have so much to apologize to him
for. I have been so horrible to him recently and he is still beside
me despite it all.”

 


* * *

 


Jala opened the door silently and stepped
into the shadowed room. She could see his outline at the window. He
wasn’t sleeping, but then she really hadn’t expected him to be.
Valor kept her hours for the most part, and had just as much
trouble sleeping as she did.

“Did you wear yourself out enough to sleep?”
He asked quietly, but didn’t turn to face her. He was sitting in
one of the arm chairs with his feet propped on the window sill. A
gentle breeze was causing the curtains to dance around him. She
wasn’t sure if it was his magic or simply the weather outside.
Valor was so subtle with his workings any more that even when she
was standing beside him it was difficult to tell when he was using
magic.

“Not really.” She admitted and at the sound
of her voice he turned to face her. Even through the darkness she
could see the concern on his handsome face. He could tell just by
the tone of her voice that she had been crying. Jala tried to
summon a reassuring smile as she moved to sit in the ledge of the
window in front of him. “I spoke with Finn tonight.” She informed
him as she pulled her legs up beneath her to sit cross-legged. The
wind stirred her hair and she closed her eyes for a moment. It was
definitely Valor’s magic. This late in the year the breezes of
Merro were never that cool.

“And?” Valor asked quietly. There was
hesitation in his voice and his expression had changed from concern
to caution.

Jala let out a sigh as she watched and
lowered her head to stare at the gardens below. “And I am a
horrible person if that is the way you react. I’m so sorry, Valor.
I haven’t been fair to you. I’ve been so wrapped up in my own mess
of feelings that I never stopped to consider yours.” She pulled on
her magic as she spoke and formed her memories of the conversation
with Finn into a crystal. She set it down on the ledge beside her
and looked to Valor once more. “That is everything that was said,
and there are some things from that conversation that you should
hear. I don’t want secrets between us, Valor. I learned my lesson
on that already. “

Valor leaned forward in his seat and lifted
the crystal, but his eyes never left her face. “You know I never
blamed you right? I was content to wait as long as it took. Wounds
like that don’t heal easily and despite what there is between us I
knew it would take time.”

Nodding Jala smiled at him with genuine love.
“I know, Val.” She assured him quietly. He never pushed her on
anything, and his patience was seemingly endless. The only time he
had ever raised his voice with her or argued a point was when he
thought she was in danger. Every action he took in life was to
protect her or attempt to make her happy.

He wrapped his fingers around the crystal and
closed his eyes. She could see the muscles in his jaw clench, and
knew just by that expression he was expecting the worst. Closing
her eyes she leaned back against the window sill and turned her
face toward the garden. The scent of lilacs was heavy on the air,
and despite the tension in the room it was almost relaxing.

When the silence between them stretched far
longer than it should have she opened her eyes once more and gazed
down at him. He was turning the crystal slowly over in his hands,
but at her movement he looked up. She held his gaze for a long
moment trying to gauge his mood from his dark blue eyes, but it was
hopeless. Valor was too much of a card player. When he wanted to
hide his emotions no one could tell what he was thinking.

“So where do you suppose this leaves us?” he
asked softly as he set the crystal gently back onto the ledge.

“One step closer to each other in my eyes.
We’ve had a lot between us Valor. Neither of us has been happy, and
both of us are carrying more guilt than we can manage. I needed to
say goodbye to him. I needed to know why he lied to me, and I do
still miss him, but I know you do too.” Jala answered quietly.

“Just hearing Finn say he approves of me
beside you helped ease some of my guilt.” Valor admitted with a
sigh.

“And I hope what I have planned for the rest
of the day will eliminate most of the rest.” Jala said as she slid
down from the window and moved closer to him. He watched her
curiously until she settled quietly into his lap. His arm wrapped
around her waist and she felt him relax beneath her. Still silent
she rested her head against his shoulder and closed her eyes once
more.

“Are you going to give me the slightest hint
as to what you are talking about?” he asked after a long
moment.

“We are going to Arovan today to return your
sister to her family, and I’m going to tell Elijah about Dray. I’m
not going as High Lady Merrodin. I’m going as Jala. I don’t want
anything political being drawn into this. I just want to know I am
doing the right thing, and ease both of our minds. We should have
done both before now.” Jala whispered.

“Are you sure you want to tell him about
Dray?” Valor asked doubtfully.

“I’m positive. They can choose to accept him
or refuse him. That is their right, but Elijah deserves to know he
has a grandson, and it will give him two choices for his new heir.
Chastity or Dray, I want him to take the burden from you soon.”
Jala answered and pushed off his chest enough to watch his face.
“If you still see it as a burden that is.” She added
hesitantly.

“I have no desire to be the heir of Arovan.
My heart is in Merro.” Valor assured her and pulled her closer to
him once more. “If that is one of the things standing between us
than I will be looking forward to visiting my Uncle. I should be
the one to talk to him about the heir though. If you say anything
it will seem political.” He added and kissed her gently on the top
of the head.

“Do you suppose perhaps that if Elijah agrees
to name Chastity heir, and if we are both dealing with our guilt
well that we could marry after the council in Sanctuary?” Jala
asked softly.

“After hearing you say those words I promise
you that Elijah won’t have to agree. I won’t give him the choice. I
will lay the signet before him and tell him to find another. If he
disagrees then he only has one choice.” Valor spoke firmly and she
could tell Elijah wouldn’t get him to budge on the decision he had
made.

“What choice would that be?” Jala asked with
a faint smile.

“To acknowledge that if I remain heir to
Arovan that his country will become an extension of Merro by
default if he should die.” Valor answered quietly.

“Ah, Chastity will make a fine heir and I’m
sure he will see that just as soon as you bring up that point.”
Jala said with a hint of amusement in her voice. “We have two or
three hours before we have to face the world, Val. I’d much rather
spend it curled in bed beside you than sitting in this chair.”

He rose without hesitation before she had
even finished speaking and carried her gently to the bed. She
crawled under the sheets and watched in silence as he removed his
shirt and kicked off his boots. Within a breath he was beside her
and she curled against his chest and wrapped her arm around his
waist. “I promise you, Val, that I will never turn my back on you
again no matter what weight is on my chest. I’m so sorry for the
way I’ve been acting. It was something I should have dealt with
sooner.”

“I don’t really see that you have anything to
apologize for, but if my forgiveness is what you need to feel
better than you have it for everything, Jala. I know how hard it is
to push that kind of pain away. I kick myself nightly wondering if
there was some way I could have saved Honor and Micah, or if there
was more I could have done for Finn. Our world is brutal, and no
matter how hard we are grasping for peace, as long as there is
fighting there will be death. We have no choice but to accept it
and deal with our grief in any way that we can. Even when it means
we distance ourselves from those we love. You needed space and I
understood. I was never angry, only concerned.” Valor’s voice was
low and she could hear the grief etching his words as he spoke his
brother’s name.

“They say the souls of the pure return to the
Lifestream the fastest. Honor and Micah both passed through the
Darklands without penance. They will return to this world soon, and
I truly believe that we carry an echo of our former lives with us
when we walk amongst the living again. You will see him again, Val.
He might not remember you, but I have no doubt you will know
him.”

“May they both return to Arovan. Both of them
loved Arovan with every ounce of their souls.” Valor said softly as
he settled into the bed fully and allowed himself to relax. It
wasn’t often that either of them truly rested, and she couldn’t
remember the last time they had simply rested together in
peace.


Chapter 8

 


Merro

 


 


The air was thick with moisture and she could
feel a slight sheen of sweat on her skin. No matter how long Zoelyn
was in Merro she didn’t think she would ever adjust to the climate.
It was the heart of summer here, and it showed in everything around
her. The grass beneath her was prickly and dry, and the heat was
oppressive even at night. She could remember Delvay perfectly now,
and she knew it would be much cooler there with frequent storms
that kept the mountains cloaked in fog on most nights. The sky
would be too cloudy for the stargazing she was enjoying at the
moment, but she wouldn’t be sweating through her tunic either.

A soft noise behind her drew her attention
from the sky and she turned to stare into the darkness of the
gardens. No one else should be awake now, not even Dray kept these
hours. She half rose from the ground and peered into the shadows
trying to find the source of the noise. It came again from behind
her and she recognized it for what it was; the swish of feathers.
She rose quickly and turned nearly colliding with him as she did.
Seth’s arms steadied her and she stared up into his gold eyes
unsure if she wanted to run or melt closer to him. She had been
avoiding him for days. Every glimpse of black feathers had sent her
back into the house. There was no way of knowing if the crows had
been simple birds or one of his messengers, but she had avoided
them all the same.

He remained silent with his hands still
holding her shoulder. His golden eyes were locked on hers with such
intensity that she couldn’t look away. The expression on his face
seemed softer than she could ever remember seeing and there was
fragileness about him that she could barely fathom. “Zoey.” He
whispered as he drew her closer and the desire to run fled
completely. Just the sound of her name from his lips held her
transfixed. There was so much longing in that single spoken word
that she simply stared at him unsure what to do or say. His lips
brushed against her forehead and a flash of uncertainty filled his
eyes as he lowered his head and kissed her lips as lightly as a
breeze.

She hesitated for a long moment before
wrapping her arms around him and leaning in to kiss him once more.
It was foolish and she knew it. She had seen his temper, and she
had felt his Charm magic peel away from her with Finn’s touch. She
knew Seth had been manipulating her the entire time she had trained
with him, but those were all things that her mind knew, and it was
her heart that was returning the kiss. Her lips parted slowly and
his kiss intensified growing deeper until her heart was hammering
in her chest.

She felt him shiver in her grasp and pull
back from the embrace. The scent of him was thick about her, that
intoxicating mix of spice and sweat that was Seth’s alone. He
stared down at her for a long moment and then his lips were on hers
once more with what seemed like hunger. She could feel the heat
from his body and the look on his face no longer held a trace of
uncertainty. The fragileness was gone replaced with Seth’s pure
confidence. His hands slid down her shoulders to rest on her hips
and then he was pulling her down to the grass with him. She
straddled his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck as his grip
on her tightened and pulled her almost painfully close. His lips
moved from hers to trace a path down her neck and to her shoulder.
She could feel the brush of his teeth against her flesh, but it
wasn’t painful.

A soft moan burst from her lips and she clung
to him. All desire for talk had fled her mind and the only things
that mattered were his hands tracing down her body and the feel of
his lips. Cool night air brushed against her bare flesh as he
unlaced her tunic. His lips found hers once more as his hands rose
to her breasts. Her entire body was screaming for more and she knew
no matter what Seth asked from her she would give it willingly.

“What I don’t understand is why you are
avoiding me, when you obviously don’t want to.” Seth whispered in
her ear and his voice was hoarse and filled with desire.

“I…I…” Zoelyn stammered but his mouth had
moved to her breasts and words would no longer form in her mind.
She felt the brush of teeth again and another moan burst from her
lips. His lips traced a path back to her neck and her own hands
scrambled to push away his cloak as her fingers frantically sought
the buckles of his armor. She wanted to feel his flesh against hers
and very little else mattered beyond that. They could talk later
when she could manage the words. The buckles seemed to evaporate
beneath her fingers and the armor fell away leaving nothing but
Seth’s pale scarred chest beneath her hands. Her nails dug into his
sides and she heard his breath hiss through his lips.

“Had I known your dreams were this
interesting I would have dream walked sooner.” He whispered and her
fingers froze on his back. “This is much more satisfying in reality
you know.” He added with amusement thick in his voice. She pulled
back and stared at him eyes growing wide and he smiled at her with
a devilish look in his eyes. “You can’t avoid me Zoey. I know the
truth of things now and I won’t give up. I promise you that.”

The garden seemed to swim around her as her
vision blurred and the feel of his flesh beneath her hands faded.
She pulled back further and the press of his hands against her
flesh was gone, and then she was falling.

Her eyes flashed open as her chair hit the
stone floor with a clatter and for several moments her mind refused
to comprehend what she was seeing. The kitchen ceiling above her,
the table beside her, and Grim’s boots as he rose from his chair to
move to her side. It all flooded back then in a rush, Shade’s
healing and Grim’s mission in Rivana. She had fallen asleep at the
table, and Seth had been a dream. A panic rose in her chest as his
words echoed in her mind. Had I known your dreams were this
interesting I would have dream walked sooner. He had truly been
there then. He had truly been in her mind and he had seen
everything. Her breath quickened in her throat as her panic rose
and she could feel the blush burning her skin as Grim crouched
beside her fallen chair and stared down at her with a mixture of
concern and amusement on his face.

“You know the noises you were making didn’t
seem like those of a nightmare, but the way you jumped and fell has
me wondering.” His voice was low, and to his credit Grim was
obviously trying to keep the smile from his lips as he spoke.

“I..I...” Zoelyn stammered and for the second
time she was at a loss of words. Scrambling quickly she pulled
herself from the chair and rose from the floor. The back of her
head throbbed painfully, but it was less than she deserved. She had
not only fallen asleep at the table, but she had shown Seth her
true feelings. The memory of his lips made her blush rise further
and she hurried to the cabinet to fetch down cups. Perhaps by the
time she had tea brewed for the two of them she could speak
rationally.

“I...I...indeed. So who is he? Someone I
would approve of?” Grim asked with the tone of an older brother as
he crossed the small room to stand beside her. He leaned with his
back against the cabinet and watched her frantic attempts to get
the canister that held the tea herbs open before taking it from her
hands and opening it himself. “Must have been one hell of a dream.”
He mused and the amusement was back in his voice.

“You wouldn’t approve of him, and it doesn’t
matter. It was just a silly dream there is nothing to it.” Zoelyn
muttered as she did her best to avoid looking at him.

“Dreams are the canvas that our desires are
painted upon. No dream is silly. They all have meaning. It’s just
too often that our minds aren’t clever enough to decipher what we
truly want.” Grim’s voice was gentle and while he was amused, there
was no mockery in his words.

“I do not want what was in that dream.”
Zoelyn said firmly, but kept her gaze fixed on the tea kettle she
was filling. She knew if she looked at him, Grim, would see the
lie.

“Who is he?” Grim pressed. He leaned back
further against the counter so he could glimpse her face. “Is it
the Blight? I mean Micah’s boy.” He asked hesitantly.

Zoelyn nearly dropped the tea pot as she
whirled to face him with a look of shock on her face. “Dray? No!”
she gasped and shook her head quickly. “Aspects no, Grim. Dray is
barely more than a child himself. He is like a little brother in my
eyes. He watches over me and I try to look out for him.” She
explained quickly then frowned as her eyes moved to the faint dawn
light outside the window. “Though in truth he has been spending
more time with Vosha these days than me.” She admitted with a
sigh.

“Vosha?” Grim queried and she could see him
turning the name over in his mind trying to determine if it
belonged to a man or woman.

“He is one of the Dragons that serves house
Merrodin, and before you ask, no the dream was not about Vosha
either.” She answered quietly and turned to set the water to boil.
She spent several minutes busying herself with mixing tea herbs and
thought he would let the matter go, but when she turned back to him
he was still watching her with narrowed eyes. “For the love of the
Aspects, Grim you are not even kin to me. Why are you so
protective?”

“Who else do you have to look after you,
Zoey?” he asked calmly. He ran a hand through his dark hair
ruffling the white tips before moving back to the table. “The least
I can do is make sure you will be ok before I go.” He added
quietly.

“I will be in Delvay. Neph won’t let anyone
near me there.” She assured him with a sigh. She wasn’t really sure
what Neph would think about Seth’s promise though. The memory of
the last time Seth had appeared in Delvay was still very clear in
her mind, and it had been apparent then that the demon had her
brother over matched. If it came down to a fight between the two of
them Neph didn’t have a chance.

“Why would NephonDelvayon care about you? He
barely cares for anyone aside from himself.” Grim objected
mildly.

“He is family.” She answered simply as she
pulled the hot water from the stove.

“Why were you in Arovan if he is your
family?” Grim demanded with more anger in his voice than she
expected.

The look on his face was one of quiet fury
and Zoelyn was glad she had mentioned it before they arrived in
Delvay. At least this way she had time to explain everything before
it could come to blows. Grim wasn’t the sort that sought out a
fight, but he wasn’t one that shied away from violence either. If
he thought someone deserved to have their teeth knocked out, he
would happily do just that.

“He thought I was dead, Grim. He would have
come for me had he known I still lived, and I had amnesia remember?
I didn’t contact him, and he had no way of knowing otherwise.” She
felt a pang of guilt as she spoke the words, but she wasn’t ready
to admit to him what she really was. Grim had always treated her
fairly, but then he didn’t know everything about her. He knew she
carried a curse, but he didn’t know exactly what it was, and she
wasn’t ready to explain it to him yet. Just the thought of having
him look at her with the same disgust his father had shown made her
cringe.

Footsteps sounded from the hall before he
could speak more on the topic and Zoelyn cocked her head at the
sound. It was too quick of a pace for Jala or Valor, and Legacy was
too small to make that much noise. The door burst open as the steps
grew closer and despite herself Zoelyn jumped. She let out a faint
sigh as Shade fairly skipped into the room and shook her head
slowly as she pulled another cup down from the cabinet. She gazed
at the goblin trailing along behind him with amusement. Shade was
the only person she could think of that would tolerate the
creature. Even Jala had seemed uncertain of it.

“Good Morning to you both.” Shade chirped in
a voice that was far too cheerful for a man that had been crippled
hours before. “Are you ready to destroy a country, save a child,
make an alliance with people that despise us, and break into the
best protected prison on Sanctuary?” He asked brightly with his
gaze directly on Grim.

“Yes, yes, no, and no.” Grim replied calmly.
He was watching Shade cautiously. “It’s rather early to be drunk or
on whatever drug you are partaking of.” He pointed out calmly.

“I have two eyes. I can walk and I have
insanely stupid goals ahead of me. Why wouldn’t I be in good
spirits?” Shade responded with a grin that bordered on madness.
“How about you Zoey? In good spirits today?” he asked turning his
attention to her when he realized Grim’s opinion of the day
apparently wasn’t going to change.

“She started her day off with a dream about a
man she won’t mention and nearly gave herself a concussion from
falling on the floor.” Grim informed Shade before she could even
open her mouth to reply.

Zoelyn stared at him in accusation and
narrowed her eyes before turning to look at Shade. “It was just a
dream, and my spirits are decent considering.” she answered as she
carried the tea to the table and sat a cup down for both of
them.

“Noble? Vosha? Dray? Who are we dreaming
about?” Shade asked as he settled in a chair and smiled at her.
There were no signs of his former wounds, and he was freshly
showered and dressed well. By just looking at him no one would ever
guess he had been on death’s door when he had arrived. It was the
good cheer that amazed her most though. She had fully expected
Shade to be angry or depressed when she saw him. Instead he was
buzzing with energy and apparently in a very good mood.

“None of them.” Zoey sighed in frustration
and shook her head at Shade. “Shade how can you possibly be this
happy knowing what today holds in store for you?” she asked in
confusion.

Shade raised an eyebrow at her as he tossed a
piece of dried meat to the goblin. The creature scurried from the
door to snatch the morsel and then settled beside his chair to
devour it. He smiled again and shrugged. “I don’t really see the
downside of what today has to offer.” He admitted with another
shrug and then busied himself tearing more pieces of jerky apart
for the goblin.

“Grim intends to commit suicide and you have
to assassinate someone.” Zoelyn reminded him stubbornly.

“Caleb won’t die because I won’t let him die.
I can count the true friends I have on one hand and I value each of
them too much to let them throw their lives away no matter what
idiotic notion they may get in their heads.” Shade corrected
calmly.

“And the Assassination?” Zoelyn pressed. She
settled in the chair across from him and watched him closely. He
didn’t even flinch at her words, but she knew how Shade felt about
killing. From what Jala had told her about the man, he didn’t
resort to violence unless he could see no other alternative. Shade
was typically the mellowest of the people she knew, and the idea of
him going into Rivasa to kill seemed too out of character for
him.

Shade sat silent for a long moment before
dropping the handful of jerky for the goblin. Turning slowly he
folded his hands on the table and leaned forward to meet her gaze.
His smile was gone replaced by a look of pure determination. “The
man I am going to kill is going to die for the crimes he has
already committed. He attacked a defenseless country and killed one
of the few individuals I can honestly say I respected. I justify
the blood I am spilling on the fact that it will be done for the
greater good. Not only will I be ridding the world of a horrible
person and avenging Micah Arovan, I will be forging peace for an
entire culture of people in the process. I am killing a man that
doesn’t deserve to live and I refuse to feel guilt for it.” He
lifted his chin as he spoke and his smile slowly returned. “I will
kill, Caleb will live, and Sanctuary will have peace. It’s as
simple as that. I refuse to allow it to end any other way.” He
finished in a voice that held no room for argument.

“Thank you so much for referring to my
intentions as an idiotic notion.” Grim said dryly. He sat down at
the table finally and pulled his cup of tea closer as he regarded
Shade with annoyance.

“I call it as I see it my friend. Life is too
precious to waste and friends are too important to lie to.” Shade
responded without the faintest hint of apology in his tone. His
gaze turned back to Zoey and he grinned again. “So Seth eh?” he
asked and she felt her face go red again. He nodded at her reaction
and smirked. “Figures. It’s always the ones like him that draw the
attention.”

“Seth?” Grim asked seizing the name at once.
He stared at Shade expectantly and didn’t even bother to look in
her direction.

“Shade please.” Zoelyn begged and to her
relief Shade glanced at Grim and then back to her but didn’t
elaborate.

“Let it go, Caleb. If I have learned anything
in the past year it is the simple fact that no matter how many
times you try to tell a woman that the one she adores is not right
for her she won’t listen, and as much as I hate to admit it there
are times that she is right to ignore you. I was never able to see
what Jala saw in Finn, but he gave his life to save her. In that
much at least I will admit I was wrong about him. There is a fair
chance that I’m wrong about Seth too.” Shade said and rose from his
chair without so much as looking at his tea. “Dray is coming with
us right Zoey?” he asked as he turned toward the door.

Zoelyn nodded silently and felt her tension
ease a bit at the question. He had changed the subject willingly,
and it was possible that the mention of Dray would keep Grim’s mind
too occupied to press her more.

“Excellent. I have a plan, but I will need
his help with it.” Shade announced then paused before stepping into
the hall and turned back to look at her a bit abashed. “Um where
exactly would I find him? I’m not sure which room is his.”

“He won’t be in his room at this hour. He
will be practicing with Vosha somewhere.” Zoelyn answered quietly
and rose from her chair.

“Somewhere?” Shade raised an eyebrow at her
with the question and she smiled in response.

“The two of them have become rather close
friends since we recovered Delvay, and Vosha has decided it’s his
duty to ensure Dray knows the appropriate skills for the next
battle.” Zoelyn explained with a heavy sigh. “He knows my feelings
on violence so he doesn’t include me on their training sessions. I
have a general idea of where they go, but honestly it depends on
what they are working on. Dray is learning swords, archery, and
magic and each one seems to require a different place to
practice.”

“So I should wander until I find them?” Shade
asked hesitantly.

“Or Zoey could show us where she thinks they
might be.” Grim suggested as he rose from his chair and headed for
the door that led to the gardens. “I confess I’d like to meet
Micah’s son. Valor says he is a mirror image of his father.”

“In appearance they could pass as twins.”
Shade informed him with a wide smile and to Zoey’s eyes he looked
entirely too pleased with his words.

Grim eyed him for a moment thoughtfully and
then slowly nodded his understanding. “So the Rivasans are going to
get a visit from a dead man are they?” he said softly.

“Perhaps.” Shade responded as he brushed past
Grim and stepped out into the early morning light. He inhaled
deeply and smiled as he glanced back at Grim. “It’s going to be a
beautiful day.” He declared cheerfully.

 


* * *

 


There was nothing beautiful about the day as
far as Zoelyn could see. The sky to the north was dark with
promised storms and the humidity of the air made her leather
clothes chafe against her skin. Her steps slowed at the edge of the
training grounds and she let her gaze sweep across the men that
already clustered there. Several were working on swords while still
more carried grain and fresh water to the horses stabled nearby.
None of them were Dray, but then she hadn’t really expected to find
him near so many people. Despite how Jala insisted they were
welcome in Merro, both she and Dray found it difficult to openly
move amongst crowds. There were only a rare few they felt truly
comfortable around, and just the sight of the soldiers in the yard
made her want to retreat back to the house.

The grass crunched behind her and she didn’t
need to look up to know it was Grim that stood beside her now.
Shade’s presence was vibrant and he would have spoken the moment he
paused, but Grim studied the training yard in silence before
turning his attention to her.

“Most of them seem to be Arovan. I see quite
a few I recognize.” There was a note of distaste in his voice that
didn’t surprise her at all. The men and women that had been sent to
Merro had been the dregs of the Arovan armies. If Grim knew them by
sight, he knew that fact as well. He hadn’t had a chance to see
what Valor had made of them yet. He was still judging them by what
they had been in Arovan.

“You still don’t like crowds, but then I can
understand why now.” Grim mused softly and nudged her shoulder as
he moved away from the activity. “Let’s see if he is on the other
side of the grounds. Once we are away from the stables there won’t
be as many about. I confess I have no desire to be seen
either.”

Zoelyn gazed up at him at his words and a
frown lightly creased her lips. She walked beside him for several
steps only glancing back once to watch as Shade strolled toward the
soldiers working at swords. No doubt he planned to simply ask where
to find Dray, and it was likely the faster approach, but given a
choice she preferred to simply look herself and avoid unnecessary
conversations.

She looked up at Grim once more once they
were well beyond the earshot of those behind them and her frown
deepened at his expression. His grey eyes were narrowed with
thought and his lips were drawn into a thin line. For the first
time since she had met him she could see where his nickname had
spawned.

Grim noticed her attention and his eyes met
hers for a moment before he returned to studying the grounds before
him. He was still searching for Dray she had no doubts on that, but
his mind was pondering something else entirely; something not very
pleasant at all if his expression was any indication.

“What did you mean back there? When you said
you understood why I avoided crowds now?” Zoelyn asked hesitantly.
There was a quaver in her voice that she wished hadn’t been there,
but the set of his jaw and the dark look on his face had her
nervous.

“Zoe-Lyn.” Grim said quietly, breaking her
name into two syllables as if he were just hearing it for the first
time. His steps slowed and then paused as they passed under a
massive oak. With a sigh he leaned back against it and his eyes
settled on her with such weight that for a moment she felt the urge
to retreat. “You know even when the subject is changed my mind does
not release the previous topic if it held my interest. I mull it
over silently and turn it around in my mind until I am satisfied
that I understand it.”

“Well what have you been pondering then?
Surely you aren’t still worrying yourself over who I dreamed
about?” She tried to force a lighter tone to her voice, but the
effect seemed more nervous than casual to her ears.

“House Delvayon actually.” Grim began and his
jaw clenched on the words. He let out a heavy breath and rubbed the
back of his neck. His gaze lifted from her to study the darkened
sky to the north as he began to speak again. “RenDelvayon’s wife
died over ten years ago. He had two sons and a daughter. Ren killed
his daughter himself during the barbaric ritual of testing their
children’s worth. Kadan as I understand died fighting Rivana as did
Kes the supposed adopted daughter of his house. That leaves
NephonDelvayon and his Aunt KayDelvayon as the sole surviving
members of house Delvayon. Only now you are telling me that Neph is
your family.” His voice trailed off for a moment and she swallowed
heavily at his words. She hadn’t expected him to be so well
informed. His gaze drifted back down to her and he shook his head
slowly as if seeing her for the first time. “You know when they
called you Undrae I thought they were being cruel. I never once
considered they were speaking the truth about you.”

“Grim, I…” Zoelyn began but he held up a hand
to stop her before she could say more. Hesitantly she took a step
back and his expression seemed to darken further.

“You don’t have to explain why you didn’t
tell me. I can fully understand why you didn’t. Honestly I still
had doubts until I saw that look of fear blossom on your face. I
was testing the water so to speak, just voicing a theory. If you
would have laughed and called me a fool I would have let it go, but
you look terrified and ready to bolt so I know I’m right. You are
truly Undrae, and Zoelyn should be Zyi Delvayon. Shade told me of
the last battle in Arovan. He described the magic NephonDelvayon
used to kill Nerath. It’s the same sort of magic used to create
your kind. Neph was too young for such magic when his mother died.
So that leaves only his sister as a possibility, if he truly is
your family that is.” Grim said in a flat level voice. He crossed
his arms over his chest and let out another heavy breath as if
bracing himself.

Silence stretched between them as he studied
her and in that moment her ears caught the faint sound of feathers.
Zoelyn felt her breath slow further as she slowly turned her gaze
to stare up at the large black bird perched in the branches above
Grim. The crow’s attention was fixated on the man, as if it too
held its breath while it waited to see what would happen next.

The few times she had glimpsed a crow in the
past few days she had been unsure if it was truly Seth’s messenger.
This time she was certain the crow above her was Seth’s, and if
Grim moved against her the demon would appear and Grim would die.
That knowledge was both reassuring and terrifying in the same
breath. To have a guardian as powerful as Seth was a security she
had never known before, but the knowledge that he would kill
someone she considered friend as readily as he killed her enemies
left her feeling sickened. Grim was angry, that much was obvious,
but he was a logical man and once the anger passed he would realize
she was the same person he had always known. She was certain of
that.

“I can’t let this pass. I hope you realize
that.” Grim said at last. He seemed completely unaware of her
interest in the crow and she felt a small relief at that. If he had
managed to work through who she truly was taking the sight of a
crow and deducing that Seth was the Crow king wouldn’t be a
difficult matter for him.

“You can’t let what pass?” Zoelyn asked in
confusion. She wasn’t sure if he meant her existence, but she
couldn’t think of much else he could be talking about. Grim was
Glis born and Arovan raised, he knew all of the legends and he had
a druid’s hatred for anything that threatened life…like an
Undrae.

“Neph. Your creation. The magic is forbidden
for a reason.” Grim explained in a quiet voice and his words were
stilted as if he was still forming the thoughts behind them. “I may
have to kill him.” He added in almost an afterthought.

“Wouldn’t it make more sense to kill me?”
Zoelyn asked and there was an edge to her voice that drew his
attention instantly.

His expression shifted and he looked almost
shocked at her words. “Kill you?” he stammered incredulously and
shook his head sharply at her as he pushed off the tree. “Do you
even realize what I’m angry about?” he asked in the same tone. He
took two steps toward her and locked his eyes on her. “Zoey he
stole your life from you. He ripped you from the life stream and
forced this unnatural existence on you. If not for him you would
have been reborn. He is the one that cursed you and left you to
suffer alone.” His voice rose with his words and she could see the
full measure of his anger now. Had he been another man, blood would
have already spilled, but Grim wasn’t rash. He only delivered
punishment where he believed it was due, and at the present it was
her brother’s blood he was craving.

“I would have been reborn, possibly in Glis
or maybe in Arovan.” Zoelyn agreed quietly. “Both of which are
ravaged by war and most of the folk there are dead. I might have
been spared death and kept as a breeder in Eldagar when the
Blight’s took the city.” She continued in a sharper voice. “Or I
might have been born in Rivana and learned to wield a sword rather
than my mind. Just think along those lines and maybe you will see
why I don’t hate Neph. He raised me out of love not malice.”

“Everything has a purpose and every twist of
fate has a reason. What may seem like a catastrophe today will be a
blessing tomorrow.” Shade’s light voice broke through the tension
in the air like water dousing a fire.

It was clear by the expression on Grim’s face
that he hadn’t heard Shade approaching either. Shade smiled at them
both then to her dismay he bowed his head in greeting to the crow.
Zoelyn glanced quickly at Grim and watched as the Arovan’s eyes
narrowed.

“Foster says we will find Dray working at
Archery. He also says that Jala will be there as well. Apparently
Lady Merrodin went seeking him at first light.” Shade sighed and
chewed on his lip for a moment as he considered Grim’s dark
expression and then looked to Zoelyn’s pale face. He rubbed his jaw
and stared at them both for a long moment. “Why is it that I seem
to be the only one that realizes we have too many enemies already?”
he spoke the question softly as if addressing himself rather than
either of them. His blue eyes dropped to Grim once more and he
shook his head slowly. “No one can punish Neph more than he is
already punishing himself I’m sure. We don’t have the strength or
the time to fight amongst ourselves. Let it go Caleb.” His words
were spoken gently, but each syllable was laced with command.

Zoelyn braced herself for Grim’s tirade. She
expected him to put Shade in his place either verbally or
physically if it came to that, but to her surprise he did neither.
Shade was already walking away from them, and the look on Grim’s
face was one of acceptance. She had never seen him take an order
from anyone but Micah Arovan and the shock of it left her standing
in stunned silence.

With a grudging nod Grim pushed off the tree
and glanced to Zoelyn. His eyes rose to rest on the crow for a
moment and then he looked back to her with anger still showing on
his face. “You were right. I don’t approve, but then who am I to
say anything about a demon courting an Undrae. It could be
perfectly natural for your kind I suppose.”

The words cut deep, but she did her best to
keep the hurt from her face. He had as much called her a monster.
Grim, her friend, one of the few that had never judged her by the
curse was walking away from her with a look of distaste on his face
that burned deeper than any insult that had ever been thrown at
her. Her chest tightened and she felt the sting of tears in her
eyes. With a slow breath she forced them back and bowed her head.
He hadn’t insulted her, she realized dimly. He had spoken the
truth. She knew how he detested liars, and that was likely why he
had phrased it so harshly. He thought she was a liar and he was
angry. It wasn’t that he hated her for what she was. Once she
explained that she had only just found out what she was Undrae
everything would be right between them again. She seized on that
thought and steadied her breath as she lifted her eyes and followed
silently after the two men. They were a good distance ahead of her,
but that suited her fine. It would give her more time to compose
herself.

Even before she had closed the distance she
could hear Jala’s raised voice. Dray stood back several feet from
everyone and had a pensive look on his face. Shade was rubbing his
neck and staring up at the sky with an expression of complete
exasperation. It was Grim that Jala was addressing in anger Zoelyn
realized as she drew closer. The two of them were facing each other
in what was apparently a heated debate. Both wore stubbornness
plainly and neither looked ready to back down.

Zoelyn glanced past them to Valor who was
frowning deeply and then looked to Shade. They were the most
rational ones as far as she could tell, aside from Dray, but she
knew Dray wouldn’t be willing to speak up amongst so many. Silently
she moved closer to Shade and tugged on his arm lightly. His blue
eyes settled on her and he smiled faintly.

“He is spoiling for a fight today isn’t he?”
Shade sighed and shook his head slowly.

“What started it?” Zoelyn asked softly. From
what she could tell Jala was tearing into Grim about doing what was
right, but she wasn’t sure exactly what Jala was referring to.

“Jala wants to take Dray to Arovan. Caleb
isn’t having it.” Shade explained simply and his faint smile faded
into a frown. “How exactly do you break up a fight between the two
most frightening people you know?” he mused softly but she didn’t
think he was actually speaking to her.

Zoelyn snorted faintly and gave him a bitter
smile. “Like this.” She informed him as she strode forward toward
her friends with a look of determination on her face. Grim was
angry with her and lashing out at Jala because of it. She wasn’t
about to let a fight occur because of it either.

“And it isn’t your decision!” Jala bellowed
in her High Lady voice as Zoelyn calmly walked between the two of
them.

“Well it certainly isn’t yours!” Grim snarled
back and she could see his fist clenching as she looked up between
them. Neither appeared to spare her the slightest bit of attention
as they glowered at each other and both of them looked on the brink
of violence. “How would you know what is best for Arovan?” he
demanded.

“I happen to be betrothed to an Arovan if you
hadn’t noticed. I have discussed this with Valor and this is the
way it should be.” Jala’s voice held the whip of command that sent
everyone in Merro scurrying, but Grim didn’t even flinch at her
tone.

“And have Micah remembered in this fashion? I
don’t think so.” Grim growled.

Zoelyn sighed heavily and braced herself.
Turning sideways she glanced up at both of their faces and then
placed a hand on both of their chests and shoved them away from
each other. Despite the force of her push Grim simply rocked under
her hand while Jala staggered back several steps. “Shut up both of
you.” Zoelyn snapped loudly. “It isn’t either of your choices. It’s
Dray’s choice.” She informed them in a quieter voice as they both
stared at her with dumbfounded expressions.

“Zoey is right.” Shade spoke up loudly before
either of them could recover from their shock. He moved forward
quickly and took a place beside Zoelyn. “Both of you have valid
reasons and both of you have skulls like rocks. You wouldn’t find a
mutual agreement even if it were up to you to decide.” He faced
Jala as he spoke, but glanced back toward Grim as if to assure the
man he was speaking to both of them.

“This isn’t fair to Dray.” Jala protested her
violet eyes flashing with anger. “Caleb acts as if he is the shame
of his family and in truth he could be their salvation.” She added
in what Zoelyn was sure was an attempt at a rational voice.

Grim snorted with disgust. “A Blight the
salvation of Arovan?” he asked in clear disgust. “Do you want to
throw civil war on top of the problems Arovan already faces, Lady
Merrodin? That’s what it would come to if you take him to Elijah.
He will be recognized by the High Lord because Elijah is an
honorable man, and not even General Hai’dia will be able to keep
order after that.”

Jala seemed to deflate a bit and her
expression grew uncertain. She took another slow step back from
Shade and Zoelyn and turned to look at Valor. “Do you think he is
right?” she asked softly.

“You know I’m right, Valor. Micah’s son will
have to prove himself before he ever considers returning to Arovan.
If he goes now with nothing more than the stigma of being a Blight
resting on his shoulders than only those who felt true loyalty to
Micah will give him a chance.” Grim paused and turned to Dray.
“It’s harsh, but that’s the way it is. I’m sorry.”

To Zoelyn’s amazement Dray didn’t look
unsettled by the attention. In fact he was smiling faintly. He
nodded slowly to Grim and then looked to Jala. “I understand what
you are trying to do for me, Lady Merrodin. Don’t think I don’t
appreciate it, but he is right. I don’t want to go to Arovan. I
think my presence there would herald the fall of my family.”

“It would depend on how Elijah handled the
knowledge. I think he would do what is right by Dray, but he would
still have to move carefully to avoid unrest amongst his remaining
people. It would require intrigue, and even then it would be
difficult.” Valor said quietly and shifted his stance toward Jala.
“Regardless of that however this isn’t worth the fight, Jala. Dray
doesn’t wish to go, and Grim won’t allow it. To state it bluntly
love, I would lose in a fight with Grim and I know it. You might
win, but I’m not entirely sure of that. Choose your battles for the
best of Merro, Jala, and realize this isn’t one of them.” There was
no fear in Valor’s voice. His voice was calm as if he was simply
stating facts.

Zoelyn watched in silence as Jala turned to
regard Grim once more. She could see the High Lady reassessing him
and wondering what she had missed. Grim was a large built man, but
to the casual observer he carried no weapons. Only those that knew
him very well realized he didn’t need weapons at his side.

“I suppose I lose then.” Jala sighed.

“I’m amazed you didn’t choke on those words.”
Grim observed with a snort of bitter amusement.

Valor took a half step forward and opened his
mouth to speak, but Jala held up one slender hand and he remained
silent. The High Lady watched Grim for another long moment and then
smiled sadly. “When Finn died I wanted to lash out at everything
too. My emotions were so close to the surface that every word
seemed to chafe on my nerves. I’m sorry for your loss, Caleb, and I
hope you find peace in Rivana.”

“We will.” It was Dray’s voice that broke the
unsteady silence and all eyes turned to regard him. He smiled
faintly at Zoelyn and bowed his head to her. “I wanted you to be
safe, and you will be in Delvay. I’m going with Shade and Grim.
They killed my father before I ever had a chance to meet him. Grim
isn’t the only one that owes them Kevala’drin.” He informed her
quietly.

Zoelyn nodded slowly. It wasn’t what she had
been expecting from him, but it did explain his obsession with
training. “I won’t say I like it, but I will say I understand.” She
couldn’t think of better words to offer, but both men seemed to
accept them. The idea of losing two friends, possibly even three if
Shade didn’t return weighed heavily on her, but she knew better
than to try to talk them out of it.

Jala’s eyes rose to the storm darkened sky
and then looked to Shade. “When do you think you will be able to
leave out?” she asked with concern.

“Now.” Shade replied with a smile. He glanced
toward the lightening in the distance and his smile widened.

“Shade you will have to fly directly through
that to reach Delvay.” Jala protested.

“I know, and it’s exactly what I need. If
nature herself can’t stop me how could anything in Rivana possibly
have a chance? My ego took a heavy blow, Jala. I need to get my
confidence back fully.” he looked ready to say more, but fell
silent at the sound of a bowstring twanging loudly behind him.

All eyes shifted to Dray once more as the
Blight calmly lowered his weapon and walked toward a crumpled black
form in the grass. Kneeling slowly he picked up the crow’s body and
drew his arrow from it. “They make good fletching.” He offered in
feeble explanation as he noticed their attention. It was only after
he had spoken that Zoelyn realized every arrow in his quiver bore
black feathers.

“We will get along just fine.” Grim said with
a slow smile. He nodded his head slightly and looked to Shade. “We
have an appointment in Rivana to keep. Let’s quit wasting time and
get it over with.” Turning back he smiled at Dray once more. “I’ll
tell you about your father on the flight.” He offered as the Blight
moved to stand next to him.

“Really not sure if you should have killed
one of Death’s minions right before we fly through a massive storm
on our way to an impossible mission, but ah well. What’s a bit more
challenge?” Shade said with a sigh before turning back to Jala.
“I’ll let you know the moment I head for Glis.” He promised
her.

“I will meet you there.” Jala agreed, but her
eyes were still lingering on the dead crow.

Zoelyn couldn’t blame her. The sight of the
creature was holding her attention as well, and she only hoped Dray
hadn’t noticed the look of horror that had crossed her face when he
had picked it up. It was like seeing Seth dead, and a part of her
was wailing like a child at the sight of it. She knew how Dray felt
about Seth however, and she knew she should feel the same way after
all of the charm magic the demon had used on her. That didn’t mean
she did though.

“It’s just a bird, Zoey. He doesn’t suffer
when one of them dies he only loses his sight into our world for a
time.” Shade whispered to her in a reassuring voice.

“How do you know that?” She returned softly
in a voice she hoped only he could hear.

“It’s a guess based on the fact that Dray is
still walking around with a quiver full of black arrows. If Seth
suffered when a crow died I think he likely would have killed Dray
with the first dead bird.” Shade replied with a faint smile.

“Why can’t my friends just get along?” Zoelyn
sighed heavily.

“My sentiments exactly.” Shade grinned and
draped an arm lightly across her shoulders. With a gentle tug he
began leading her toward the Spellhawk. “It comes with power I
think. The more powerful you are, the harder you are to reason
with. It’s kind of funny when you think about it though. The higher
up the evolutionary ladder we climb the more base and primal we
become.”

“Why aren’t you difficult to get along with
then? Jala says you are more powerful than most you just don’t show
it.” Zoelyn asked softly.

Shade smiled widely and too her amazement
gave her a quick kiss on the forehead. There was a faint tingle as
her curse nipped at his life force and she mentally scolded herself
for not controlling it in time. She hadn’t been expecting Shade to
touch her on bare flesh though, but if Shade minded the fraction of
lost power he didn’t show it at all.

“Thank you for that. My ego can use all of
the bolstering it can get today.” Shade said with genuine
gratitude. With a faint chuckle he shrugged one shoulder and gazed
toward his ship. The goblin was already milling by the steps and by
its agitated stance it had been waiting there for a while. “I don’t
follow any of the rules I suppose. I think that’s why I can’t seem
to find my place in this world. I keep looking for others that
think like me, and I’m slowly realizing I’m a broken mold. There
aren’t any others like me. Jala is close, but I still find myself
shaking my head at her. She is doing what she has to in order to be
a High lady, and I understand that. It simply tells me that I could
never be a High Lord.”

“So what are you going to do after you deal
with Rivana and rescue the prisoners in Sanctuary?” Zoelyn asked as
they paused beside the ship.

Shade grinned at her and dropped his arm from
her shoulders. With a heavy breath he shrugged then opened the door
and motioned them all inside. “Damn good question. I’m sure I’ll
think of an answer when the time comes. I’m good at impromptu.” He
spoke cheerfully, but Zoelyn didn’t miss the glint of sadness in
his blue eyes as he turned away. His words were positive, but she
could see clearly that Shade didn’t fully expect to survive to the
end of it all and so he hadn’t bothered to consider what he would
do after it. He dropped his arm from her shoulder before she could
press the subject and she watched in silence as he opened the door
to his ship and disappeared inside it. There was no hesitation or
fear in him at all. Her eyes moved from the door and followed Grim
and Dray as they moved toward the ship. Neither of them looked
concerned either, only determination lit their faces and she
wondered how many friends she would watch die before Sanctuary
finally knew peace. “Even one would be too many.” Zoelyn whispered
as she stepped into the ship.


Chapter 9

 


The Darklands

 


 


The throne room was hollow silence aside from
the steady tapping of Finn’s finger on the table top. Seth watched
with growing impatience as the Lord of Death stared down at the
game board between them. It had been Finn’s turn for nearly ten
minutes and Seth was beginning to wonder if Finn was truly
contemplating his next move. He leaned back in his chair ignoring
the creaking of his leather armor and wondered if he should even
bother trying to bring Finn’s attention back to the game pieces. It
wasn’t that he truly had an interest in playing, Fiona had informed
him that Finn needed to be occupied and so he was trying his best
to occupy the man. Ever since his visit to Jala, Finn had been
morose and barely spoke to anyone. Even his judgments over the dead
had slackened and once more the spirits awaiting his time were
lining the streets.

With a heavy frown Seth kicked the table leg
harshly sending the carved pieces scattering in all directions.
Finn sat abruptly back in his chair and watched one of the pieces
roll to the floor before turning his annoyed glare to Seth.

“Why don’t you just tell me what is eating
you and we can both drop the pretense of having any interest in
this?” Seth grumbled as he waved a gloved hand over the table
top.

Finn’s eyes narrowed and his finger resumed
its infuriating tapping. He remained silent for another long moment
then met Seth’s eyes squarely once more. “Why didn’t they just put
you in charge here if they needed to replace a corrupted Divine?
Why did they steal my life for this duty?” he asked in a voice so
low it was barely audible. “You have mastery of magic and know how
the Darklands work. It just seems as though it would have been more
practical than wasting so much time training me.”

With a bitter chuckle Seth smiled at Finn and
raised an eyebrow. “Do you want the blunt truth Milord or do you
require sweet words today? You have been sulking like a little girl
so I’m not sure how to respond here.”

Finn’s glare intensified and sparks of anger
rose in his eyes, but it was far better than the depression he had
been wallowing in as far as Seth was concerned. “You are a fine one
to speak of sulking. A few weeks ago you were talking suicide as I
recall.”

Seth shrugged his smile still firmly in
place, but remained silent.

“The blunt truth you ass.” Finn snapped
finally and Seth had to resist the urge to chuckle again. There
were so few people left that were brave enough to insult him.

“I would have devoured most of the souls and
War knew it. I’m not sure how fully you understand our delicate
little balance here so I will explain fully. Our Lifestream is a
cheap facsimile of the one beyond the barrier. It cannot produce
souls as the true Lifestream can. Beyond the barrier if a soul were
destroyed it would be replaced in a manner of hours. In here it
takes years for a new soul to form. We are dependent on the
reincarnation of our dead, and with me in control, well…” Seth’s
voice trailed off and he raised both hands in a helpless gesture.
“Let’s just say I hate too many in the sunlit world to allow them
to have what I cannot. Why should I give them a second chance when
I won’t get one?”

“Maybe if you showed one shred of redemption
you would get a second chance.” Finn muttered sourly. He leaned
forward on the table and to Seth’s vast relief finally stopped the
constant tapping of his finger. With an idle flick of his finger he
set one of the game pieces to spinning and stared at it
dismally.

“With you, yes that is possible, but we were
speaking of me coming to power without you in the equation.” Seth
said quietly. “After dealing with the Lady bitch for as long as I
did I promise you fair judgment would have been the last thing on
my mind.”

“Even if I gave it to you now I have nothing
to go back to.” Finn whispered and there was a glint to his eyes
that almost looked like unshed tears. “I had so much and I never
truly realized how precious it was until it was gone.”

Seth stared hard at him and shook his head
slowly. “What happened to your belief in destiny? Haven’t you been
spouting that crap at me for months?” he demanded. He had thought
the harshness of his tone would snap Finn back to anger, but the
Lord of Death showed no reaction at all beyond a faint smile.

“I held that which I most desire for a few
breaths and pushed it away from me again.” Finn whispered. “If this
is destiny I’m going to kill the Aspect of Fate.”

Despair hung about Finn like a shroud and
Seth fell silent once more as he considered his lord. He wasn’t the
right man for this sort of situation. Finn needed someone with a
gift of words, and without his charm magic Seth knew words were
woefully inadequate. “I suppose I could kill Valor for you.” He
offered at last, when no other suggestion came to mind.

“I fail to see how your offer to kill my best
friend is supposed to lighten my spirits.” Finn grumbled. He
flicked the game piece once more and sent it spinning from the
table before collapsing back into his chair to glare at Seth once
more.

“Well on one hand it would free Jala for you,
and if that fails well then it will piss you off and pull you from
your mewling depression.” Seth explained with a weak shrug.

“Mewling depression.” Finn repeated dully and
seemed to contemplate the words. After a long moment he gave a
grudging nod. “I suppose that is the best description for me at the
present.”

“Summon the entertainers. Listen to some
music. Devise some new torture for one of the condemned souls.
Visit a temple and fuck an acolyte. Just do something, Finn. Find
some way to get your mind off of what you can’t have. You are a
Divine. You will never have Jala again. You will never lead a
normal life again.” He leaned forward as he spoke forcing Finn to
hold his gaze and willing him to listen to every word he spoke. He
knew it was harsh, but he couldn’t think of a kind way to speak the
words. They needed to be said and Finn had told him to speak
bluntly. “You had accepted it before. Why are you backtracking
now?” Seth added with irritation thick in his voice.

“I don’t know.” Finn admitted sadly. He let
out a heavy sigh and placed both hands over his face rubbing at his
eyes.

“At least some part of that was supposed to
piss you off.” Seth informed him dryly.

Finn’s hands fell away from his face and he
smiled bitterly at Seth. “I know, and it should have, but even when
I kindle the faintest spark of anger it fades too quickly to seize.
Even Fiona isn’t getting under my skin and she normally has me
ready to slit her throat by the time I finish my first cup of tea
in the morning.”

“You are Firym.” Seth reminded him through
gritted teeth.

“I was. Now I’m Death.” Finn corrected
quietly.

“Bloody buggering hell.” Seth muttered darkly
and simply stared at Finn in disbelief. He found himself at an
utter loss on how to stir the man from his mood. “Lutheron, Madren,
Rivasa, Avanti, non-alcoholic beverages.” Seth chanted the words
and watched Finn closely.

Finn gave a weak snort of amusement and
raised an eyebrow at Seth. “Non-alcoholic beverages?” he asked.

Seth shrugged one shoulder. “I ran out of
people you hate so I tossed in a random thing you hate.” He
explained with a sigh. “I’m trying here, Finn. What’s it going to
take?”

“Legacy, maybe. That might give purpose. I
still have my son at least.” Finn muttered then looked at Seth
hopefully. “Have you spoken with Jala? Did you make amends?”

Seth stared at him for a long moment
wondering how far Finn had let his attention go in his depression.
He should have known the answer to that. “Finn, you know I haven’t.
You should know I haven’t left the Darklands at all. When you
returned from Merro Fiona was frantic over your mood. She pleaded
with me to stay close. The crazy bitch seems to believe I have some
sort of mystical power over you.” Seth snorted with disgust and
waved a hand lazily toward Finn. “As we can both see I obviously do
not.”

“I should have known that.” Finn mumbled and
for a moment the grief was gone from his eyes replaced by concern.
His gaze moved to the massive double doors and Seth knew he was
contemplating the creatures that dwelled beyond them.

“They will be gathering power. You are
showing them weakness and they will be preparing to go for your
throat.” Seth said quietly.

Finn turned back to him and nodded slowly. “I
wish them luck of it.” He spoke the words softly but they hit Seth
like a blow to the face.

“If they kill you the sunlit world is
damned.” Seth promised him coldly. He rose from his chair and paced
back from the table as his irritation crested to anger. “Your life
is what you make of it Finn Sovaesh. This dismal hole you live in
is your predecessor’s creation. Take it and make it your own.
Change it to suit you, rebuild the Darklands to fit your needs.
Don’t just give up, because I promise you if you fall I will seize
your power and I will destroy them all.”

“Why?” Finn asked and Seth simply stared at
him in response. He wasn’t sure if Finn was asking why he should
rebuild or why he would destroy them all, but the man didn’t look
inclined to elaborate.

“Let’s take the most noble of them for
starters. Elijah Arovan. He was a warlord beyond the barrier and he
has more blood on his hands than I do. He destroyed entire worlds
in his conquests without a glimmer of regret. Yet here he acts as
if he is some sort of Paladin or righteous hero. He is a hypocrite
of the highest extreme. Then there is Jin Han’shy. He was a member
of the Dark Brotherhood. He has made most forget that of course and
now pretends to be some pacifist, but I know his true nature. He is
a murderer and a rapist with a penchant for cruelty that makes most
of the demons you control seem like misbehaving children. They are
all like that. Each and every one of them has a dark past that they
pretend doesn’t exist and yet they have the audacity to call me
monster?” Seth’s voice rose as his anger grew and he glowered
upwards as if he could somehow see those he spoke of.

“Isn’t it possible that they have changed?”
Finn asked calmly.

Seth turned to look back at him in disbelief.
“No.” he answered coldly. He didn’t even like the suggestion that
they might have redeemed themselves. Finn didn’t know them as well
as he did. He was too young to understand that men simply didn’t
change their natures.

“Perhaps they served their penance in the
sunlit world. Maybe they recognized why they were locked in the
prison and sought redemption.” Finn pressed.

“No.” Seth repeated in a louder voice and
paced further from the table. He couldn’t explain why the words
angered him so much, but just the suggestion made him want to kill
something. Slowly he turned back to face Finn and let all of the
anger bleed from his face. He knew how to rouse Finn. The answer
had finally shown itself and he knew without a shadow of doubt that
it would work. “You aren’t giving up your own power with this
folly. You are damning your son. If you fail here he dies, either
by the hands of his enemies or alone when I have leveled everything
else. At your insistence I walk a brighter path, but without your
nagging I will continue down the same dark trail I have always
traveled. I wouldn’t be alone either. Myth would see the
opportunity and seek me out. Between the two of us we could end it
all.”

“What about Zoelyn? Would you kill her too?”
Finn asked coldly.

Seth smiled bitterly at Finn and shook his
head slowly. He could see the depression fading from Finn
completely. It was working. He just had to press a bit harder. “I
wouldn’t have to. She is Undrae, Finn. There is so much about her
kind that you don’t understand. With a few gentle nudges I wouldn’t
have to destroy her. She would be at my side helping me. I could
turn her so easily. You’ve seen what she thinks of the outside
world. She is already so close to hating them.”

“And you don’t think that would be destroying
her?” Finn snarled as he rose from his seat.

Seth folded his arms across his chest and
watched in calm satisfaction as the Lord of Death stalked toward
him with fury written clearly on his features. “No, I don’t think
it would be destroying her. I think it would be liberating her and
removing the blinders from her. There is nothing worth saving in
the world above, Finn. It is all a cheap facsimile. A make-believe
world they invented to keep us from seeking our true home beyond
the barrier.”

“For some of us this is the only world we
have ever known and there is a hell of a lot up there that is worth
fighting for. You don’t see the beauty because you are too bitter
to look for it. You are the one with blinders on.” Finn growled.
His bronzed face was contorted in frustration. He seemed unsure if
he wanted to throttle Seth or punch him.

“Then by all means Milord, remove the
blinders and show me what is worth saving.” Seth said quietly.

“I think I hate you. I know I’ve been baited,
but I think there was a bit of truth in what you said. I don’t
think you engineered that all just to rouse me.” Finn grumbled as
he folded his arms over his chest in a mirror of Seth’s own
stance.

Seth smiled at him and shook his head slowly.
“It was all truth and none of it was engineered. You are right I am
blinded by bitterness, and I no longer have any desire to see the
truth.”

“So by sending you after Zoelyn I have damned
her.” Finn rubbed his face and shook his head slowly as he turned
away from Seth.

“That all depends on Zoelyn. She is Delvay.
She might break me before I can enlighten her.” Seth corrected with
an amused smile.

“And I will assist her in any way I can.”
Finn promised. His gaze was roving over the throne room as he
spoke. “You’re right. Part of my difficulty is this dismal place.
It is impossible to keep focus when surrounded by shadows and
gloom.” He said quietly and glanced back at Seth. Finn’s anger had
faded once more, but there was no sign of the depression that had
been haunting him. “Congratulations. You succeeded where Fiona
failed miserably. You have managed to draw me back.”

Seth smiled grimly and bowed his head
slightly to Finn. “What are friends for?” He turned for the doors
before Finn could respond. Finn was back, but there was still a lot
to do before everything was safe once more. He hadn’t realized the
Lord of Death had been so oblivious to his domain, and he knew the
demons would have taken advantage of it. There would be a lot of
blood to spill before the Darklands were secure again, and it was
best to see to it himself and allow Finn to focus on less
depressing things.

Fiona was milling just outside the doors as
he emerged and her eyes flew to him expectantly as if he were
required to report to her.

“Is he well?” she demanded when he tried to
walk past her.

Seth paused and turned to her. He despised
the woman, but knew she was needed for now. “Am I reporting to you
or War?” he asked coldly. Fiona might pretend she served Death, but
he knew better. He was certain Finn realized it too.

“Just answer the question.” Fiona snapped in
irritation and glanced back toward the double doors that led to
Finn’s throne. It was obvious that Finn had banished her from his
sight or the woman would have already been inside and directing her
questions to Finn.

“He is angry which is better than depressed,
and I am busy so skulk in the shadows a while longer and maybe he
will summon you.” Seth replied coldly. The feathers of his cloak
fluttered as he turned quickly and he ignored her as she called
after him. There will be a time when Finn’s patience with her
wears as thin as mine has and he will give her to me just as he did
Yasny. Seth promised himself silently. The thought brought a
smile to his face as he stepped from the warmth of the palace into
the cold air of the Darklands.

His hands dropped reflexively to his belt as
he surveyed the city and his fingers wrapped lightly around his
dagger hilts. There were several that he would have to check on
tonight. He knew the troublemakers amongst the demons, and he knew
the ones he would have to kill. The rest would require reminders of
who held the power, but no more than that. A bit of pain and they
would be cowed once more. He was the top of the food chain and by
morning they would all remember that.

As long as he supported Finn the Lord of
Death’s reign was secure. That thought gave him pause, but he
didn’t allow himself to focus on it. Finn was the first man he had
ever willingly given his loyalty to. In the past his loyalty had
always been forced and he had spent all of his time plotting
escape, and now his energy was turned toward preserving his master.
It was unsettling if he dwelled on it, so he pushed it aside. For
now he was loyal and it was as simple as that.

 


* * *

 


His steps slowed as he neared the palace. He
had only been gone for a few hours and yet the entire landscape of
his home had changed. The forbidding black stone walls had become
soft grey stone work with wide sweeping windows. Dark vines twisted
over the entry gate and rose along the stone wall of the building
itself. What had been a stronghold now resembled a noble’s country
manor.

Seth’s eyes rose slowly to the upper stories
where his tower had once been. There was still a spire there, but
it was graceful rather than foreboding. Balconies lined the upper
stories as well as wide open windows. He could see curtains of
gauze flowing through some. His mouth went dry at the sight. There
was no way to defend this building. Invaders could swarm the palace
and find entry at a hundred different points.

“He has gone mad.” Fiona declared loudly from
the wide double doors.

Seth gazed at her in dismay. He hadn’t even
heard the doors open. The doors of the old palace had been made of
two foot of oak and iron and they had groaned as they creaked open.
He watched in silence as Fiona stepped lightly down the curving
stairs toward him. Her mouth was set in a grim line and her gold
eyes were flashing with fury.

“It’s not just this he plans to change. He
intends to shift the entire Darklands.” She informed him acidly. He
could see the tension in her muscles as she drew closer. Had Fiona
Veirasha still lived her face would have been red with anger. She
waved a hand back at the palace and a look of disgust formed on her
features. “Does this look like the Palace of Death to you? How can
he possible believe the condemned souls will respond to this? It
looks like they are taking a bloody vacation in the country rather
than being judged for their sins.” The words poured out of her in a
flood as she stared at him in accusation.

Silently Seth composed himself and studied
the building once more. With a slow breath he folded his hands
behind his back and gazed down at Fiona. She was only a few inches
shorter than him, but what she lacked in height she made up for in
temperament and skill. She was one of the more powerful creatures
in the Darklands, but it wasn’t her strength or anger that was
unsettling him, it was the fact that he agreed with her. Their
opinions were usually so different that he could barely stand to be
in the same room as her, and yet, she was right. Finn had chosen
very unwisely, and it was all because of his suggestion to change
his home to suit him.

“Did he give a reason for his choice?” Seth
asked carefully in a neutral tone.

“Of course he didn’t.” Fiona snapped and her
eyes narrowed. “He said you suggested he make some changes and that
he thought it was an idea with merit. I warn you Seth if you are
trying to weaken his defenses with this so that you can
gain...”

“I have just spent the past three hours
dealing with his problems to secure his power.” Seth interrupted in
a snarl before she could finish the threat. “Where is he?” he
demanded before she could even begin to rant again.

“In what used to be his throne room. It looks
more like a parlor now.” Fiona growled and looked ready to say
more, but Seth stalked past her before she could even draw breath
to begin.

He took the stairs two at a time noting how
even this aspect of the palace had changed for the worse. The old
staircase had been narrow and steep giving barely enough room for
two men to walk abreast to the doors. Now there was room for a full
infantry squad and a battering ram. Not that they would need one.
The doors at the top were made of mahogany and carved with
intricate designs. They were beautiful, and fragile. A stout kick
from a booted foot would shatter the frame.

The room beyond was open and bright with
tapestries hanging on the walls and a sweeping staircase that
dominated the center of the hall. Seth let out a harsh breath and
fought back the urge to curse. He couldn’t see a single fixture
that represented defense. If the demons rose against Finn in
numbers they would pillage this place in minutes.

He halted before turning for the throne room
and forced his emotions back down. Closing his eyes he willed his
breathing to slow and rubbed at his temples. He couldn’t fathom why
Finn would leave himself so open for attack. It seemed too much
idiocy for Finn. He knew the boy wasn’t a fool, but everything
about his changes screamed otherwise.

With calm Seth didn’t feel he moved toward
the throne room once more and considered the music echoing faintly
on the air. It was relaxing and sweet. Something about the notes
tugged at him, and Seth finally recognized it as he pushed the
doors inward. It was an old song, older than the barrier itself. He
hadn’t heard it played since before the fall of Tevonale.

He paused once more at the door way to survey
the room before him. The bard was seated on the dais where Finn’s
throne had once been. She wasn’t one of the spirits Seth
recognized, but then that wasn’t unusual. The Darklands were filled
with thousands upon thousands of souls, and the only ones he paid
attention to were the ones he considered threats. Finn was across
the room from her leaning over a table that was so thickly
cluttered with books and scrolls that it looked ready to collapse
to the floor. Chairs were pushed back in a circle around him with
more books stacked haphazardly on their seats. A young man leaned
against the wall beside the Lord of Death and seemed to be speaking
quietly, but if Finn was paying attention to him it didn’t show.
Other spirits milled in the room and Seth could feel their unease
growing as he closed the doors behind him and began to stalk toward
Finn. He didn’t know the spirits, but apparently they knew him and
just his presence had stolen the peace from the setting.

He stopped at the edge of the table and his
eyes swept across the books as he waited for Finn to notice him.
Most were history books, and he could see a few maps amongst them
as well. The closest to him was of Tevonale. Most of the books had
yellowing pages and looked far older than anything he would have
expected Finn to find interest in.

“Twenty-two.” Finn said quietly as he flipped
through the pages of a book. His gaze never left the pages before
him and his brow was furrowed in thought.

“Twenty-two mistakes you made when crafting
your palace this way?” Seth offered with sarcasm dripping from his
words. He had counted at least a hundred just on his way up the
stone path.

Finn frowned and looked up at him. The lines
deepened on his forehead as he shook his head slowly. “You killed
twenty-two demons.” He corrected calmly.

“I didn’t keep count.” Seth admitted and his
eyes scanned the books once more. “What is this Finn? What are you
doing?” he asked and tried to keep the frustration from his voice.
Behind them the young man was still speaking, and in the silence
that followed his words Seth realized with a start he was telling a
story, and a very old story at that. The land he was describing was
from beyond the barrier.

Finn lifted a stack of books from one of the
chairs and dropped lightly into it. His green eyes roved over the
table before turning his attention back to Seth and he smiled
faintly. “Taking your suggestion.” He answered with a faint shrug.
“I am making this place my own, and as I changed the palace it
occurred to me that people aren’t the only things that die. Places
die too, and all of these books describe them. If I am Death than I
will have everything that is dead. I will have fallen cities
instead of barren rock plains. I will have forests and oceans and…”
His voice had been gaining volume, but dwindled off at the end and
his smile grew wider. His eyes locked on Seth’s and he let out a
long sigh. “I will have what everyone above wants so damn badly.
I’m building what they destroyed outside the Barrier.”

“By the Divine, Fiona was right. You are
mad.” Seth sighed heavily and shook his head slowly. “Finn you
can’t spend your power like this. I meant add a few bloody lamps
and some new curtains not rebuild a world and leave yourself in a
defenseless position. You have to change the palace back. This
isn’t safe.”

“I can’t?” Finn asked loudly. He rose from
his chair once more and waved a hand to the storyteller behind him.
The young man abruptly fell silent as Finn moved around the table
to stand before Seth. They were nearly equal in height and frame,
Finn was slightly taller than him, but he had him on muscle. “Look
Seth.” He ordered.

With a gasp Seth stepped back as Finn
loosened the grip on his power and allowed it to show. The Divine
radiated strength like the Barrier itself. Seth could hear cries of
dismay from the spirits in the room and had to turn his gaze from
the raw magic. He wouldn’t cringe as the spirits were doing, but he
couldn’t look directly at Finn either.

“You have been cleansing my enemies and so
have I.” Finn informed him casually. The aura of magic faded around
him as the Divine once more reined his power back in. “I absorbed
them. The ones I knew would never find redemption.” He explained as
if he were describing the weather. “With the fighting still raging
above and the energy I took from the fallen I am holding more power
than I can hope to contain.”

“Finn you are supposed to judge the souls and
give them penance. You can’t simply decide they can’t be redeemed
and devour them.” Seth objected and to his dismay his voice cracked
on the words. He knew the expression on his face was one of horror,
but surely Finn could realize why. For centuries he had been
considered unredeemable, and now Finn was feasting on his kind.

Laughter rose in the Divine as Finn moved
back to his chair once more and settled comfortably. “Who made the
laws for the Divine?” he asked quietly.

“The holy circle of Divine gathered together
and formed the binding laws.” Seth answered without hesitation.
Everyone knew that answer and he wasn’t sure why Finn had bothered
asking the question.

“The holy circle of the Divine.” Finn
repeated with a chuckle and nodded. “The holy circle that is
currently outside the Barrier and can’t get to me to enforce its
laws.”

Seth stared at him in disbelief and shook his
head slowly. “But the Aspects Finn…” he began but Finn simply
laughed.

“Are a cheap facsimile just like everything
else you pointed out to me. There are only two other Divine here
aside from myself, Lutheron and War. Beyond them the Aspects are
nothing more than Elder Blood with a very specific focus for their
magic. War won’t move against me for the same reason he wouldn’t
put you in power. If he attacks me I will gather strength from the
souls here. My actions today have proven I will cross that line if
I have to.” Finn grinned like a child that had just mastered his
letters. “You gave me the freedom I needed Seth. Thank you. I’m not
restrained by their laws any longer, because I have what they
don’t. I am seated on a font of strength and if they force me to
use it they destroy themselves in the process. They were forming me
into their tool. War set Fiona to watch me like a hawk and chastise
me when I don’t do as they wish. Now she will report what I’ve done
and when they question me I will explain it all. I’m not corrupt,
I’m not a tool, and I finally have the freedom to control things
here as I wish. I will build what I want, govern as I want, and I
will be involved in the politics above just as I had planned.”

“They have you outnumbered.” Seth warned
cautiously.

“No they don’t. I have thousands in my domain
and once I am done they will fight to the bloody end for me. My
predecessor believed sins should be paid for in pain and misery. I
don’t think that is the way to redemption for most, and as I see it
that is my purpose here. I judge them so that they can return to
the Lifestream cleansed. I believe I should teach them rather than
torment them. I was redeemed through kindness and it worked, had
someone tried to teach me with misery I would have been defiant and
bitter, just like you.” He paused and let out a long sigh before
waving a hand at the room around him. “Look at these spirits Seth.
They were all serving penance and yet their sins are pathetic. I am
not simply changing the landscape. I’m changing everything. I am
rewriting the laws of judgment. I am not going to torture someone
for Adultery if it was done in love. That is a law for a country
not for the afterlife. I will not penalize for theft if the thief
was stealing food to survive. I am not a High Lord, I am the Divine
of Death and my laws will reflect that. I will not redeem them
through pain. I will show them what life could be if they walk a
different path.” Finn’s words were filled with such emotion that
Seth found himself smiling. With a start he let the grin fade and
let out a long slow breath.

“You are treading in dangerous water.” Seth
warned once more but there wasn’t much conviction in his words.
What Finn was describing was tempting, and he couldn’t deny his
interest.

“It is.” Finn agreed and locked his gaze on
Seth once more. “Will you help me keep the sharks at bay until I’m
finished?”

He was moving before he realized what he was
doing. The stone beneath him was cold as he settled to one knee
before Finn. “How may I serve you? My loyalty is yours to command.”
The words flowed easily from his lips and Seth felt his pulse
quicken as he spoke. It was the honest truth he realized with
amazement. For the first time in his life he was swearing his
loyalty and actually meaning it.

“Clear some books from a chair and join me.
Listen to the stories I’m being told and tell me if my bard is
misspoken. You have actually seen what he describes. For now that
will be enough.” Finn picked up a book from the table and then
glanced up at Seth once more. “Perhaps you will tell me your plans
for Zoey as well, and then of course there is also the matter of
Jala and speaking to the Empress for me, but that can wait until
later.”

Seth cleared the books silently and glanced
up at the bard leaning against the wall. “Take a break from your
stories of history and tell the Lord of Death one that is more
recent. The Crow King’s wife if you know it.”

The young man nodded slowly and glanced to
Finn for permission before clearing his throat hesitantly. “I do
know it.” He said cautiously.

The look on his face was one of dread and
Seth nearly laughed at the sight of it. He could imagine how anyone
would fear telling him this particular story. It certainly wasn’t
one that shone him in a good light, but it was typical of all of
the rumors and legends about the Crow King. Some of the stories
were well founded, this one was not, but it was one of the most
widely known story involving him.

“Tell it as they tell it in Glis. I won’t
find offense. Don’t change the story to flatter me.” Seth pressed
and the bard stiffened further.

“Is there a reason you are tormenting my
storyteller?” Finn asked with amusement.

“You wanted to know my plans for Zoelyn.”
Seth reminded him. “He is about to tell you.”

The spirit visibly flinched at his words, but
cleared his throat once more and squared his shoulders. “In the
southern hills near the river lands just past the Bramblewood a
village once stood. It was a dwelling of people so closely knit
that neighbors were as brothers and every pain or joy felt by one
was felt by all. Amongst these folks was a girl by the name of
Karalea. She was the pride of her village for more than just her
beauty. It was her gentle nature and kindness that folk spoke of
when they described her. She was a hunter’s daughter and so she
knew the land as no other did. She was not the sort to laze about
while others worked and often she was out gathering and foraging
the wilds to help maintain not just her family, but her village as
well. She would be out from dawn until dusk on her wanderings and
so it was that one day as she was foraging she came across a crow
that was wounded. To her eyes it was a poor creature that was
suffering and so by her gentle nature she sought to ease its pain.
Any other who encountered this creature might have believed the
simplest mercy would be death for the bird was gravely wounded with
a cut that scored from its breast to far past its wing. Death was
not the answer for one as kind as Karalea though and so she carried
the creature back home with her and cleansed the wound with clean
water before binding it with strips of cloth from one of the few
dresses she owned.” The bard paused and his gaze flicked to Seth
once more. There was a faint glint of accusation there and for a
moment Seth wondered if the storyteller actually believed the tale
he was spinning.

“Continue.” Finn prompted. The book he had
picked up was lying forgotten in his lap and he was watching the
bard with interest. He glanced at Seth and raised an eyebrow. “I’ve
never heard this tale. I had no idea you spent your spare time
luring peasant girls into pampering you.”

Seth snorted with amusement and waved a hand
at the bard. “You heard your master. Continue.” He ordered
quietly.

The bard took another deep breath and bowed
his head slightly to Finn before his rich voice rose once more.
“For days she cared for the creature and often carried it with her
on her wanderings never realizing what she truly held. To her the
crow was a creature of the forest, an innocent animal that had been
wounded cruelly, but in truth it was far more than a crow. It was
in fact the Crow King himself that Karalea devoted so much kindness
to and had she simply killed the creature when it was weakened the
world would have been a brighter place, and perhaps that small
village would still stand today. That was not her nature however
and over time the creature healed until it once again had the
strength for flight. Her heart lifted to see it survive such a
grievous wound and with a loving hand she released it back into the
wild. For days all was peaceful and her life returned to normal.
Then in the still of night the first dream came to her and in her
sleep she saw truly what she had saved. The Crow King himself spoke
to her and tried to lure her to him with sweet words, but Karalea
refused his charm. She was no fool and she knew the danger of the
Crow King. He was a creature of hell with the blackest of souls and
no matter how sweetly he spoke she knew it was lies. For many
nights he plagued her dreams with temptations until the folk of the
village began to see the haunted look in her eyes. They begged her
to tell them her troubles, but she was not the sort to burden
others with her pain and so she kept her silence until the tempting
dreams turned to nightmares. As his sweet words shifted to threats
she went first to her mother and told her all. In ignorance her
mother bade her be silent and hold strong. She didn’t want her
daughter to suffer, but she was foolish enough to believe the Crow
King could only haunt dreams and that he had no strength over the
pure of heart.”

Finn held up a hand to still the bard and the
spirit fell silent at once. Turning in his seat he regarded Seth
for a moment. “Didn’t you dreamwalk to Zoey a few days ago?” he
asked cautiously.

Seth smiled at the memory and nodded his
head. “I did and it was sweeter than I could have hoped. She was
already dreaming about me when I stepped into her thoughts and
while it wasn’t exactly an accurate image of me it was still a
flattering one.”

Nodding slowly Finn watched him with a
dubious look on his face and then nodded to the bard once more.
“Continue, and do exactly as Seth told you. Tell it in the Glis
fashion and as honestly as you can remember. I have a feeling there
is more to this story than I am going to want to hear.”

The bard’s expression never shifted as he
bowed his head to Finn, but Seth didn’t miss the dark glance the
spirit gave him before continuing. “With the nightmares and threats
came the crows in flocks such as the folk had never before seen.
They gathered about the village devouring every bit of food they
could find from the gardens and surrounding forests. The air was
constantly alive with their calls even in the dead of night. For
days they lingered and tormented the peaceful village with their
noise and thieving nature. Karalea felt pangs at seeing her friends
and family suffer the nuisance, but kept her silence as her mother
had bid her and worked all the harder at her gathering to provide
the village with what the birds had stolen. Her silence and refusal
infuriated the Crow King and he realized that his minions were not
enough to frighten her. Karalea was strong of heart and spirit and
he knew by watching her endure his minor torments so stoically that
it would take more to break her will, and so the nightmares faded
away and the flocks of crows left. For a time she believed he had
given up, and for the first time in weeks she slept in peace. It
wasn’t until the next night that she knew the truth. In the dark
hours of early morning there was a noise outside her door. Thinking
it was her mother or father she rose to see what had brought them
from their beds so early. The air beyond her room was chill and it
was not one of her beloved parents waiting for her. The creature
was hideous with the marks of the grave still upon it. Once perhaps
it had been human, but no trace of humanity remained in the glowing
eyes it set upon her. In terror she stumbled back into her room and
braced herself against the door as the nightmare beyond slammed its
strength into the rough wooden planks. For what seemed like hours
it clawed at the door snarling and growling as it hissed threats in
a low guttural voice. Only with the Crow King would she be safe it
warned her, but through her sobs and cries of terror she held it
back and refused the newest threat. It fled with the first light of
dawn and Karalea sagged in exhaustion. Only by sheer force of will
did she manage to drag herself to her parent’s door. She expected
to find them dead, for the had not responded to the noise of the
night, but to her vast relief they lay sleeping and with only a
gentle nudge she roused them. Through tears she told her father
everything and watched as his face darkened with anger and then
paled in fear as her story unfolded. His reaction was as different
from her mother’s as night is from day and within but an hour of
hearing her troubles he had gathered the entire village to his
home. He told them all of the Crow King’s torments toward his
daughter. Another place might have turned Karalea away and banished
her from their village, but that was not the sort of place she
dwelled. Instead the folk rose in righteous outrage and vowed to
protect her and see her safe until help could be summoned even if
they must petition the High Lord himself.”

“Seth I don’t like where this is going.” Finn
warned in a low voice. He had shifted in his chair and the book was
once more on the table. Apparently the Lord of Death had lost all
interest in his research for the time being.

Seth smiled and remained silent simply waving
his hand for the bard to continue. It was a dark story, he knew
that, but it was a story Zoey would know given how long she had
lived in Glis. Once she realized what he was doing she would know
what to do, and as clever as she was it wouldn’t take her long to
piece together his plan.

The Spirit hesitated his gaze flicking
between Seth and back to Finn until he was waved to continue by
Finn as well. His voice faltered at first and then regained the
rich tones he had no doubt been famous for in life. “At first
guards were placed in an attempt to protect her from the spirits
that came to torment her, but after several brave men suffered
dearly for their service she was moved to the temple. When even the
holy ground failed to keep the torments at bay Karalea began to
rest under the protective light of the sun and remained awake and
terrified during the long lonely hours of the night. As the
troubles continued first one messenger then another was sent to the
capital to beseech help, but no answer came, and not a soul that
was sent returned. The days progressed and her suffering increased
as did the pain of her village. The game that had always been
bountiful in the forests fled and for many days the hunters
returned to their family with empty hands. Then one by one the
hunters began to disappear as well. Karalea’s heart swelled to
breaking as each life was lost for she knew it was because of her
that they suffered. She vowed to her people that she would
surrender herself to the Crow King if he would end their torment,
but her village loved her so that they refused her brave offer. As
the guilt grew in her she insisted it was the only way and so to
protect her they began to lock her inside the temple and prayed
every night that salvation would come before all was lost. It
wasn’t until her own father was lost on one of his hunts that
Karalea truly lost all hope and knew that if she didn’t act the
entire village would fall to ruin. Already her people were
starving. For with the theft from the crows and the lack of meat
from the hunters there was nothing left to them. So it was that in
the dark of a moonless night that she climbed to the rafters of the
small stone church. She knew that they had locked the doors and the
windows fast below, but they had not considered the small window
near the roof. As quiet as a mouse she crept through the window and
down to the narrow porch below it. She could hear the fearful
whispers of the men who guarded her below, but she was the daughter
of a hunter and so knew how to move as silent as a shadow. Without
light to guide her she made her way into the deep forest to a glade
that she knew from her wanderings and there she called upon the
Crow King. He came without pause to claim the prize he had worked
so dearly for and so it was that Karalea was never again seen by
those she loved so dearly and the Crow King won his wife. The
village that she had sacrificed herself to protect faded with her
for no one that dwelled there could remain without thinking of the
beautiful sweet girl that had been stolen from amongst them and the
torments they had endured on her behalf. To this day that land lays
barren, and to this day the people of Glis are wary of all
creatures they do not know as their own, especially crows.”

Finn stared at the bard for a long moment and
then turned slowly to regard Seth. “So you plan to romance her by
sending her nightmares, dead people, and cursing her home?” he
asked in an incredulous voice. Shaking his head slowly he stared at
Seth then rubbed his face quickly. “Tell me that isn’t a true
story. By the look on his face I think it might be.” Finn added and
waved a hand toward the bard who stood glowering.

“Karalea lived in Glis some time ago. The
sleepless nights and haunted look came from a tryst she was having
with what she thought was a wandering hunter. The lad was handsome
and Karalea was naïve. The dead that haunted her were sent by a
mage and most of them were illusions. The crows were summoned and
the game was scarce because her lover had a large group with him
that was preying upon the same forest for their own comforts. The
story she gave about the Crow King was rubbish to hide what she
truly did in the moonlit hours, and when she disappeared it wasn’t
because I kidnapped her. It was because she had finally run off
with the slaver that had been seducing her for months. The hunters
that disappeared were victims of the same group and all of them
eventually found themselves in Nerathane as slaves. The men I’m
sure died from the labor, but Karalea still lives there. She had
enough Elder Blood in her veins to lead a long life and has existed
as a courtesan for years.” Seth explained calmly. He leaned back in
his chair and grinned at the Bard who was watching him with
doubt.

“What about Zoey? Why don’t you just go to
her in person? Why would you put her through torment when you could
simply go see her and apologize?” Finn pressed with a note of
frustration clear in his voice.

“I can’t go to her in person right now. She
is with Ryvenken so it isn’t safe. I should have before, but as you
remember I was busy sulking and angry with Jala. Now it’s too late.
So either I wait for Ryvenken to leave or I convince her to come to
me. The latter is the faster. I have a feeling he will linger
around her for a while. He knows what she truly is now and he will
want to keep an eye on her because of it.” Seth sighed and tried to
ignore the confusion on Finn’s face. He would have to explain more
and he knew it, but decided to hold his tongue until Finn forced
him to speak. He gave a meaningful glance to the spirit that
lingered beside them and silently prayed Finn would send the bard
away before he forced him to speak. What he was going to share
wasn’t something he wanted to become common knowledge.

Finn sat silent and seemed to be considering
his words carefully. He waved the bard away from them as he looked
up and settled his dark green eyes on Seth once more. “I’ve never
seen you show hesitation over confronting anyone before. Even
Hemlock doesn’t seem to scare you.” He observed quietly.

“I didn’t say I was scared, I said it wasn’t
safe, and so I’m showing caution.” Seth corrected a bit too
sharply. To even suggest he was feeding Lutheron was an insult,
though he didn’t think Finn realized that.

“I don’t know the name Ryvenken, but you have
never shown hesitation around Shade or Dray so I’m assuming you are
referring to Caleb Faulklin, but I have a very hard time believing
he is at threat to you. Granted he is formidable, but Seth you are
terrifying when you fight.” Finn spoke slowly and Seth could see
the confusion still present in his gaze.

“Ryvenken the Keeper is not a person it is a
thing. It is a sword to be precise and quite possibly the most
powerful weapon within the Barrier. Caleb carries it. He plundered
it from one of the fallen Veyetta cities and it has accepted him
and bonded with him. Don’t judge him by his age or by his family,
he is more than that now. Ryvenken was crafted for one of the
Divine, and one of the most dangerous Divine at that. It holds
memory and power and it grants those gifts to whoever it bonds
with. At the same time it drains power and memory from those that
wield it until they are one. Every time Caleb uses that sword he
gives more of himself to it and it becomes more of him. Who he was
will eventually fade into the blade and his body will be a shell
for the combined memories of the sword. As much as he has already
used it in battle I would venture to guess that very little of his
original mind remains and his power has grown to nearly match
yours. Ryvenken knows me, I have faced that blade in battle before
and I know what it is capable of. I don’t care if a three year old
child holds it. If they are bonded I am cautious, and Caleb
Faulklin was formidable before the bonding.” Seth kept his voice
low as he spoke but laced every word with sincerity. He didn’t want
Finn to ignore the warning in his words.

“So you think following the story is the
better path. I can’t say I’m convinced it is. It sounds cruel to me
and I don’t think Zoey will react well to anything that was done to
Karalea.” Finn said with a sigh.

“Caleb Faulklin is a fully anointed priest of
Lutheron.” Seth informed him quietly and watched as Finn’s
expression shifted from hesitation to concern. “Zoey will recognize
the story before I ever reach the nightmares. I have faith in her.
It is possible she may be stubborn, but she will come to me before
she allows others to suffer as the villagers did in the story. She
has to come to me. It’s the only way I can save her. I didn’t tell
her the secrets of how to sustain herself, and I won’t. She needs
me to provide for her or she will corrupt herself in the gathering.
The key to Undrae survival is Life energy Finn, and I can’t let her
kill for herself. It would darken her soul every time she had to
kill to survive and I’m not sure she would even do it. I think she
would rather starve herself or worse than kill someone to gather
life energy.”

Finn had paled at his words, and he wasn’t
sure if it was the mention of Lutheron or the explanation about
Undrae. Grudgingly he nodded and let out a long slow breath. “Do
what you must then, but be careful. If Caleb is everything you
describe than I have a feeling he is our enemy. I don’t know why
Lutheron hates me, but he certainly appears to, and I’m sure that
will extend toward those that serve me as well.”

“It doesn’t matter if Lutheron hates me.
Ryvenken does. I’ve killed two of its former masters and it never
forgets. If I show myself before him, Caleb will attack.” Seth
replied quietly. With a faint smile he leaned forward to the table
and plucked a book from the stack. With a casual glance he examined
the worn leather cover then glanced back toward the bard. “Summon
your storyteller back and let’s devote the next few hours to your
research. I’d rather my mind be in a brighter place before I go
face Jala. If we work swiftly maybe you can have something
impressive built when I bring Legacy back to visit you.”
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“If I never see another Spell Hawk it will be
too soon.” Dray grumbled as the ship finally landed. He looked much
paler than normal and it took him several moments before he seemed
to trust that the ship was going to remain still. With a heavy
breath he unclenched his hands from his arm rests and glowered at
Shade.

Zoelyn smiled faintly at the reaction and
rose unsteadily from her seat. Neither Shade nor Grim were unnerved
by the flight, but she shared Dray’s opinion fully. The storm had
been bad enough with wind buffeting the ship like a sparrow, but
Shade had seemed intent on testing his skills at every moment. She
hadn’t even realized a Spell Hawk could move so swiftly, but it had
barely taken them four hours to reach Delvay. Four
gut-clenching-terror-filled hours of flying through canyons, trees,
and skimming across the ocean so close she was certain that the
waves were brushing the bottom of the ship.

Her attention flicked to the front of the
ship as Grim rose from the co-pilot’s seat and headed for the door.
He seemed perfectly at ease, as did Shade, but she wasn’t certain
she could walk on her shaking legs and Dray still hadn’t chosen to
stand.

“Welcome home.” Shade smiled brightly at her
as he followed Grim to the door. He paused as he noticed Dray’s
scowl and gave her a questioning look.

“We aren’t used to Spell Hawk travel.” She
informed him quietly and to her embarrassment there was a quaver in
her voice.

Shade nodded in understanding and smiled
brightly at both of them. “Lucky you. I’m the best pilot there is.
At least you didn’t have to deal with a rookie. That would have
been terrifying with the weather we had to face.” There was a
scampering noise from behind him as the goblin crawled from under
his pilot seat and hurried after him. The creature paused long
enough to sniff both of his hands making certain that Shade didn’t
have food before rushing to the door and disappearing through it.
“Walking stomach.” Shade muttered with a faint smile.

A low growl rose from Dray’s throat with
Shade’s casual dismissal of the flight. The goblin may have
succeeded in distracting Shade, but it hadn’t worked on Dray at
all. The Blight stood from his seat finally and continued to glower
at Shade. “I would have liked to have had time to speak with Grim
on the flight. Instead I found myself grasping the seat like a
child and trying to keep my panic from overwhelming me. Was all of
that truly necessary?”

“Got here quick didn’t we? Time is precious
today, I don’t have much of it to spare.” Shade returned with a
shrug and followed Grim down the steps from the ship. “I think we
should speak with Neph and see what information he has on the
Rivasans. I’d like the information we have to be as current as
possible before we face them.” Shade said as he stepped away from
the ship. His voice grew fainter as he walked and Zoey pulled her
attention slowly back to Dray.

“Are you really going to go with them?” She
asked quietly. Even with anger clouding his features Dray seemed
far too young for the mission Grim was going on. His tan skin still
held the shine of youth and his hazel eyes were clear and
innocent.

His anger faded at once with her words and he
gazed around the ship once before looking back at her. A rueful
smile curled his lips and he nodded slowly. “Maybe that’s why Shade
flew the way he did. He was trying to guarantee I didn’t get back
on his Hawk.” He mused in a soft voice.

Zoelyn smiled faintly but shook her head
slowly. “I don’t think he even realized he was scaring us. I was
watching him as he flew for lack of anything better to focus on. I
guessed that as long as he didn’t look alarmed I had no reason to
be alarmed, and for most of the flight he had an expression of pure
joy on his face.”

“Then it’s true. He is insane.” Dray grumbled
and rubbed the back of his neck. He glanced toward the open door
and then back to her with a questioning look. “Why are you
hesitating? You are home.”

A faint chuckle escaped her lips and she took
a hesitant step toward the door. “It seems stupid to be afraid now
doesn’t it?” She observed softly. Turning back she shrugged at Dray
and leaned against her seat. “I’m home, but I can’t admit to anyone
I’m home. They would kill me if they knew what I truly was. Then of
course there are the memories. Remembering them and seeing them in
my mind isn’t the same as actually seeing the place it occurred. I
have good memories of my brother, but very little about the city
itself is pleasant.”

“Why not stay with Jala then? You know she
would have found a place for us.” Dray sighed. The expression on
his face was almost one of understanding, but she knew he couldn’t
quite grasp what she was saying. It was simple to him, if you
didn’t like a place, you didn’t go there.

“It’s not a matter of where I want to be,
Dray. It is where I need to be.” Zoelyn frowned as she spoke the
words. There didn’t seem any other way to convey the feeling that
had been in her gut for weeks. She needed to be at Delvay and it
was more than just a longing for her brother.

“Zoey c’mon please.” Shade called from beyond
the ship. She could hear both impatience and understanding in his
voice, and knew beyond a shadow of doubt that Shade knew what she
was feeling better than anyone else did. Neither Grim nor Dray
could understand what it meant to go home and know you wouldn’t be
welcome. Grim was avoiding home to save Micah’s secrets, but if he
were to walk into Lord Elijah’s throne room he would be welcomed as
a returning hero, and from what Shade had said of ,Onvalla Dray
would be just as welcome were he to return to the Blights.

With a long slow breath Zoelyn stepped from
the shadowed interior of the ship to the bright sunlit afternoon
and gazed at the high stone walls of the city. “Valemuir” She
breathed the city’s name as her eyes roved over every detail of her
home taking silent stock of everything that had changed in her
absence. Each repaired stone told her the story of the Rivasan
attack and she shuddered. She heard Dray step down behind her, but
didn’t glance back at him. Her eyes were locked on the city
searching for signs of movement, but there wasn’t any. There should
have been soldiers in the yard and snow cats on the ledges, but she
couldn’t even find the shadowed forms of guards watching the gates.
The entire place seemed deserted.

“Neph doesn’t have enough people left to
maintain the outer city.” Shade explained as he watched her. “It’s
not all abandoned, just this part. They stay in the inner city now
and focus their numbers on guarding it.” He promised as he started
toward the massive gates. His goblin scampered out of the nearby
brush and hurried after him muttering growls and clicks as it held
various objects up to him in an attempt to get his attention. To
its obvious dismay Shade was ignoring it, and just as a human child
would the goblin redoubled its efforts nearly tripping Shade in its
attempt to get him to accept a dirt covered rock.

“Thank you.” Shade muttered as he unwillingly
accepted the gift examined it quickly before tossing it over his
shoulder away from them all. The goblin let out a squeal of dismay
and immediately took off after its prize. Shade glanced after it
and shook his head slightly but didn’t slow his steps.

Sympathy for the creature distracted her for
a moment and Zoelyn watched it in silence. Its actions had reminded
her of Legacy when he had found a new type of bug or something
equally disgusting to fascinate him. Just as Jala typically did
Shade had blown off the interest and continued with what he saw as
truly important. She considered approaching the goblin to admire
the rock but quickly decided against it. While Legacy typically
reveled in her attention she doubted the goblin would. The creature
seemed fascinated with Shade, and only Shade. It tended to growl at
anyone else that approached it, and she wasn’t entirely certain
that it didn’t bite.

Grim cleared his throat to catch her
attention as he shifted his backpack to a more comfortable position
on his shoulder. With a casual nod ahead he motioned for her to
follow Shade. He seemed on guard despite the deserted look of the
place. She felt rather than heard him fall into place behind her
and Dray and knowing he was behind her eased her nerves a bit. It
wasn’t that she was expecting an attack. It was the fact that he
was still willing to protect her. After their talk in Merro she had
wondered if Grim still considered her a friend, and now she knew he
did.

Her steps slowed as they crossed the
courtyard. She could remember the last time she had trained at
swords there with such clarity. It had been right before her failed
attempt at running away, right before her father had killed her.
She didn’t even realize she had stopped completely until she felt
Dray’s hand on her arm. He was watching her with concern and she
tried to smile reassuringly, but she could tell by the look on his
face that it was a botched attempt.

“Why don’t we go back to Merro?” Dray
whispered and there was a note of pleading in his voice.

“RenDelvayon is dead.” Grim said flatly from
behind her and she felt a steady weight in the small of her back as
he urged her forward. “Everything he said, and everything he did is
a memory. You are looking at your past.” Grim turned her gently
from the courtyard as he spoke and she found herself staring at the
massive wooden gates set in the cliff face that were obviously
newly constructed. The wood still gleamed with fresh varnish and
the sigil of house Delvay stood out brightly with fresh enamel.
“Look toward the future instead.” Grim suggested quietly and gave
her another gentle push to urge her after Shade.

Shade had already reached the gate and after
a quick examination he stepped back. “No smaller doors and no latch
for this one.” He observed loudly then glanced over his shoulder at
his companions. “I suppose knocking might work.” He mused
hesitantly.

Between the obvious thickness of the barrier
and the stone walls they were set in Zoelyn had her doubts if
anyone inside would hear a simple knock.

“If only I had a battering ram to knock
with.” Shade said with a smile. He raised an eyebrow as Grim moved
past them all and walked purposefully toward the gates. Silently
Grim dropped his backpack beside the stone wall and tossed his coat
down over the top of it. Flexing his arms he examined the gates
quickly before setting a hand to each near the seam in the center.
“Oh look, I do.” Shade added dryly as he took a hasty step back
toward Zoelyn.

“Shouldn’t they have sentries?” Dray asked
quickly as it became more obvious that Grim had no intention of
knocking. The Arovan had already set his heels and Zoelyn could see
the muscles in his back tensing.

“They should, and probably do. I wouldn’t be
surprised if Neph were on the other side of that door laughing at
us, or using us to test his defenses.” Shade sighed. “Do you want
some help with that Caleb?” he called in a louder voice.

Grim ignored the offer and focused on the
doors as he applied pressure against the seam at one point and then
raised his hands a bit higher and repeated the process. He had
moved his hands four times before he seemed satisfied and Zoelyn
watched in fascination as he planted his feet once more. The
muscles of his back strained against his shirt as he put his full
strength against the gates.

The entire area fell silent and she realized
with shock that she had been holding her breath. Both Dray and
Shade seemed just as captivated as Grim increased the pressure on
the gates. Nothing happened for a long moment and then the air
filled with the sound of groaning wood. Several loud pops resounded
through the courtyard followed by a resounding crack as the gates
pushed open. Traces of light flashed across the sigil that had been
carved into the gates and Zoelyn gasped as the sparks centered on
Grim and danced across his hands. She knew it was the magical wards
that had been breached and most likely ones that were intended to
be lethal, but Grim seemed unfazed by the magic. Still silent he
stepped back from the gates and flexed his fingers before picking
up his coat and backpack once more.

She could hear cries of alarm from within the
city and the sound of running boots. It wouldn’t be long before
they were swarmed by guards. Yet she seemed to be the only one
troubled by that fact. Dray had faded from view with his camouflage
and neither Grim nor Shade looked the slightest bit concerned. “I
somehow doubt they are going to be happy.” She whispered to Dray,
or at least where Dray had been. For all she knew he had already
moved inside the city and she was talking to herself.

“He should have installed a bell or knocker
or something if he didn’t want his gates broken.” Shade observed
with a smile then strolled toward the gate with a nonchalance that
she most certainly didn’t feel. “Damn, Caleb. You broke the bar
holding the gates closed in two and It’s the size of a bloody
tree.”

“When he repairs it he will put up more than
one bar and reinforce it with iron.” Grim replied calmly. He
motioned for Zoelyn to follow with a casual wave of his hand as he
adjusted the backpack once more then stepped into the shadowed
halls of Valemuir behind Shade. There was a flurry of movement by
her legs then the goblin was past her in its frantic haste to catch
Shade with the dirt covered rock once more clutched in its
hands.

“Definitely the ugliest child I’ve ever
seen.” Dray grumbled and she started slightly at his voice. He
hadn’t replied to her earlier comment so she had thought he was
already inside the city. “And you still jump when I speak.” He
sighed and cuffed her gently on the shoulder. “C’mon might as well
see what is going on. It would be nice to know if Shade is going to
get us thrown into a Delvay prison.”

“The gates are actually intended to open
outwards.” A man’s voice was announcing from inside. It wasn’t Neph
talking. Zoelyn was certain of that. She had no doubt that her
brother would have chosen more colorful language as a greeting.
“And the wards should have killed whoever touched them.” The man
added in a concerned tone as she stepped up behind Grim and peaked
around him to get a look at the speaker.

She had seen him once before she realized
with a start, and he wasn’t Delvay. He had been at the last stand
in Arovan, and it had been his voice of reason that had prevented
the alliance from falling apart there. She couldn’t remember his
name, but she was grateful for his calm manner now. By the
expressions on the guard’s faces around him they did not share his
opinion on how to deal with the intruders. The man was dressed
genteel in a long dark coat and his brown hair pulled back loosely
at his shoulders and tied with a neat black ribbon. Compared to the
burly armor clad guards beside him he looked harmless, and yet he
seemed to hold authority over them despite how the Delvay typically
despised anything refined.

“Well now you know that they can open inward,
that you need better wards and more than one bar across the gate,
Madren. Better to learn those facts from friends than enemies.”
Shade’s voice was pleasant as he spoke but there was a trace of
confusion to his voice. “Why are you here?” he asked after a
moment’s pause, obviously deciding that it was better to get the
question out of the way quickly.

Madren Goswin, the name returned to
her in a flash. The man before them was the High Lord of Goswin,
and she found herself just as confused by his presence as Shade
was. Grim had stiffened at the name and she pressed a gloved hand
to the back of his arm. She wasn’t sure why his expression had
darkened at the High Lord’s name, but she sincerely doubted
attacking the only peaceful person in sight just after breaking
down the entry gates was the best course of action.

“Delvay and Goswin are allies. Delvay needed
support, Goswin answered.” Madren replied quietly and his gaze
moved past them to rest on the gates. With a flick of his hand he
motioned to the guards behind him. “Get a work crew up here and see
to the repairs. Inform our builders of how easily the gates were
breached and see that improvements are made. I will show our guests
to Lord Delvay myself. I’m sure he will be eager to speak with
them.” Madren’s tone shifted from casual to commanding without any
hesitation and with a quick nod he motioned for them to follow as
he turned toward the city.

Zoelyn had expected the guards to balk at his
orders, but they moved to Madren’s command without hesitation. She
noticed the continued scowls on several faces, especially when they
saw the goblin, but it wasn’t their expressions that brought the
frown to her face. It was the fact that she didn’t recognize any of
them. She was home amongst her own people and they were all
strangers to her. When she had been planning to come to Delvay it
had been a secret homecoming in her mind. None of them would or
ever could know her, but she had believed she would know all of
them.

With a quiet sigh she pulled her mind back
from those paths and fell in step beside Grim. There would be
plenty of time to figure things out later, for right now she had
more important things to worry about. Such as controlling Grim
until he was out of Delvay. The memory of him so casually
suggesting he might have to kill her brother was still very fresh
in her mind, and the look she was giving the Lord of Goswin wasn’t
much better.

“I thought Neph hated you?” Shade said. He
was matching pace with Madren and looked perfectly at ease, but
then it was Shade and he seemed to treat everyone with the same
friendly acceptance he was showing now. From what she had seen of
the man she knew she couldn’t trust his assessment of people. To
Shade there was no such thing as a stranger, and he seemed to trust
everyone until they gave him a reason not to. In her mind trust
wasn’t something given freely. It had to be earned.

“We have an understanding between us now.”
Madren replied casually. All trace of command was gone from his
voice and posture now that the guards were no longer in sight.
Madren glanced back at Grim as he walked then looked to Shade.
“Caleb Faulklin?” he asked apparently deciding that Shade was the
friendlier of the two considering Grim’s continued scowl.

“Old prison buddy of mine.” Shade offered
with a boyish grin.

Madren’s steps faltered, but he quickly
regained his composure and glanced once more back at Grim. “The
Sanctuary prison?” he asked hesitantly.

“Aspects no.” Shade shook his head quickly.
“Glis. I paid a social call to the Blights and as it turns out they
aren’t too social. They decided to keep me as an ornament in an old
barn, and Caleb had the good fortune to be my roommate there.”

“I see. Perhaps we should wait until we are
with Neph to discuss this further then. If it involves the Blights
it involves Delvay as well.” Madren said and his pace seemed to
quicken with his words.

As both men fell silent she found her
attention straying to the city and some of her tension eased. The
guards had been strangers, and the outer city had been recently
rebuilt, but the area she walked through now was as familiar as an
old friend. This was the oldest part of Valemuir and she doubted
the Rivasans could have destroyed it even if they had wanted to.
When the original city had been built her people had used the
mountains themselves as the foundation. Each of the massive
buildings around her was carved into the stone itself. Only the
outward facing walls were mortared stones. The rest of the
structures were raw stone walls that had been smoothed and shaped
to fit the Delvay needs. To bring down one of the buildings would
collapse part of the mountain itself. Valemuir was as solid as the
people that built it, and just as enduring.

A smile formed on her lips as the sigil of
Delvayon loomed before them carved deeply into the walls of the
city itself. Two more turns down the wide stone hall and she would
be standing before the door to her home. Her heart fluttered a bit
at the thought and she closed her eyes for a moment trusting her
memories to keep her from bumping into the walls as she walked.

“Are you ok?” Dray’s voice broke the silence
with a whisper that was barely audible and she nodded silently in
response. “You haven’t spoken a word since we entered the city.” He
pressed.

“It’s like walking through a dream.” Zoelyn
said after a long moment. “I know it all, and yet it isn’t me that
knows it.” She kept her voice low and there was hesitation to her
words. It wasn’t really a good explanation for what she was
feeling, but it was the best she could manage without speaking the
truth where Madren might over hear. He seemed like a nice person,
but she didn’t know him, and she had a hard enough time trusting
people she did know.

Madren’s steps had slowed as they drew closer
to the door to House Delvay. The High lord rubbed the back of his
neck and then glanced to Shade. “I’m not sure what kind of mood he
will be in. He has been distracted for days. I believe Zoelyn’s
presence will improve his mood drastically, but I can’t promise
that.”

Zoelyn blinked in surprise and stared at the
man. She had been concerned about him discovering who she truly
was, but with what he had just said it was obvious he already knew.
A twinge rose in her chest as she realized there was only one way
he could know. “Neph told you?” her voice was soft but carried
easily through the quiet hall.

Madren nodded once and gave her a faint
smile. “There are only a few that he can trust his secrets with,
but I believe I am the only one in the city that knows this
particular secret.”

She nodded slowly and watched him with new
found interest as he turned back to the door and slowly pushed it
open. Neph liked people even less than she did, and if he found
this man trustworthy it would likely be in her interest to learn
more of him. The world was filled with enemies. It was allies that
were in short supply.

“Neph, are you busy? Shade has arrived and he
brought Zoelyn.” Madren called in a cautious voice. He peeked
around the edge of the door, but seemed unwilling to actually enter
the house without Neph’s permission.

“Damn Madren are you still scared of him?”
Shade sighed as he brushed past Madren and pushed the door open
fully. “Neph! I am short on time and we need to talk.” He called in
a louder voice as he disappeared inside the room.

Zoelyn hung back as Grim followed Shade in
and glanced at Madren who was still eyeing the door skeptically.
“What has he been distracted with?” She asked calmly.

Madren started to reply but fell silent as a
flurry of movement sounded from within the room and the door
crashed shut in front of them with a resounding boom. Muffled
curses echoed through the wooden door and Madren shoved his weight
against it in a frantic effort to get inside. “Damn it!” He hissed
through clenched teeth.

With growing alarm Zoelyn added her weight to
the door and pushed her way into the room before Madren had a
chance to move past her. Shade had been the obstruction holding the
door closed she realized as she watched him stagger toward one of
the walls. He seemed dazed and his jaw was hanging at an unnatural
angle. Her gaze flashed quickly to the other side of the room in
time to see Grim drawing his fist back. Neph was pinned against the
wall, but judging by the bruise forming on Grim’s face he was
giving as good as he was getting.

“No!” Zoelyn’s voice rose to nearly a scream
as she sprinted across the room and launched herself at Grim’s
upraised arm. He was already beginning the swing as she threw
herself on him and her weight pulled his arm downward to crash into
the stone wall rather than her brother’s face. Squirming
frantically Zoelyn wrapped herself more tightly about his arm and
braced both feet on Neph trying to force the two men apart. Snarls
rose from the ground below her as the goblin launched itself onto
Neph’s leg. Apparently it had decided that her actions were an
invitation to join the fight. “Dray! Help me!” she bellowed as she
tried to nudge the goblin back with one foot while still bracing
Neph far enough away to keep him from striking Grim.

“What in the bloody hell is going on?” Madren
demanded with the air of command in his voice once more. His words
did no good though, both men were obviously too angry for simple
conversation to satisfy them.

Dray had managed to get a firm hold on the
goblin and was trying to pull it back, but it was taking all of his
attention and she could feel the muscles of Grim’s arm tensing once
more. She wouldn’t be able to hold him back and she knew it. She
had one of his arms pinioned, but he was more than capable of
throwing a solid punch with either arm.

There was a scuff of movement behind her, but
she couldn’t spare her attention to see who it was coming to help.
She doubted either Shade or Madren had the physical strength to
break up the fight completely, but maybe with their help the men
could at least be restrained. A hand moved gently past her to rest
on Grim and she felt the muscles in his arm go slack at the touch.
With a squeak she realized she was falling as Grim collapsed, but
strong arms caught her before she could hit the floor. Neither Grim
nor Neph were so fortunate however. Both had fallen boneless to the
cold stone floor. Neph had the benefit of sliding down the wall,
but Grim had hit hard. In a daze she stared up at Shade’s face and
her eyes widened at the look of cold fury lighting his features.
She had never seen him angry before and the sight was more
terrifying than Neph’s temper had ever been.

He didn’t spare a glance for her as he gently
sat her on her feet behind him and knelt before the two men. Calmly
he turned both of their limp heads to face him and stared down at
their dumbfounded faces. “I am so bloody sick of watching my
friends attempt to kill each other and finally I’ve reached the end
of my patience. I don’t have time for this kind of idiocy.” Shade
began in a low voice with tightly restrained anger lacing each
word. “You both consider me a pussy because I don’t participate in
your male dominance crap. Well guess what? You are both lying
helpless on your backs and as far as male dominance goes, you are
both my bitches. I could kill you with the flick of a finger.” He
traced a clawed finger across both of their throats to emphasis his
words. “I’m not a complete ass though, and as much as I would like
to simplify my life by doing so it’s because I’m pissed and I’m
rational enough to realize that.” He pulled his hands back from
them and leaned back on his heels. With a heavy sigh he rubbed his
face and flexed his jaw as if testing it to see if it was fully
healed. “I’m not sure exactly why you greeted me with a right hook
Neph, but if you ever strike me again without warning you will wake
up with the words Shade’s Bitch carved into your forehead.
As for you Grim, while I do appreciate your support I can handle my
friends. This is the third time today that you have torn into one
of them, although the first two times it was only verbal assault.
Where my enemies are concerned I am grateful for your support, but
leave my god damn friends alone.” Shade’s last words came out as
more of a snarl and he took another moment to rein his anger in.
Letting out a long slow breath he pulled a hand down across his
face much as a frustrated parent that was faced with a wayward
toddler. “Neph may be a complete ass, but I am more than capable of
handling him as you can see. I know you are frustrated and angry
due to other circumstances, but if I can’t trust you, I will leave
you behind.” He finished in a voice that was only a bit calmer.

The look of subdued fury still glinted in his
dark blue eyes and Zoelyn could see how much restraint it was
taking for him to speak rationally. It didn’t quiet her curiosity
though. The fact that Shade had brought both men down with a simple
touch was beyond shocking too her.

“What did you do to them?” Zoelyn whispered
finally unable to keep silent any longer. Neither man had made any
attempt to rise during Shade’s long speech and she was beginning to
wonder if they would be able to. It didn’t seem possible that Shade
had disabled them so thoroughly but the proof was before her
eyes.

Shade flexed his clawed hands once more and
then rose slowly to his feet. He continued to stare down at them
for a long moment and then glanced back to her. His anger had faded
a bit more, but he still wasn’t smiling. “I paralyzed them. The
venom should wear off soon.” He answered calmly before turning his
attention back to the prone men. “This is how it’s going to be.
When the venom wears off we are going to talk like rational adults
and sort through whatever issue you apparently have with me Neph.
You can both snarl and growl all you like but if either of you so
much nudge the other in a fashion I don’t approve of I will drop
you both to the stones again, and if you wake up again it will be
because I spent my last bit of patience and mercy in allowing you
to live. Got it?” He gazed at them both for another long moment and
then slowly crossed the room ignoring the silence that followed
him.

Zoelyn gazed down at her brother for a moment
then looked back to Shade who was pouring a small glass of what
looked to be whiskey for himself. Dray stood just behind her still
holding the goblin and both of them wore identical expressions of
shock. It was clear that she wasn’t the only one amazed by Shade’s
actions, even Madren seemed frozen by the events of the past few
minutes.

Shade drained the glass and poured another
one before turning to look at them all with a raised eyebrow. He
gave a faint sigh and sat down on the edge of the table. “I am
Morcaillo.” He announced with disgust. “We don’t fight unless we
know we can win, and then only when it’s to our advantage. I don’t
brawl, snarl or snap at others because I don’t need to and I prefer
to voice my anger or push it aside rather than act on it. There are
times when even I lose my temper though and I apologize to those
who had to witness it.” He bowed his head in her direction and then
to Dray and Madren. “But not to those I unleashed my anger on. You
both bloody well deserved it.” He added in a harsher tone as his
gaze fell on Neph and Grim.

“You bedded a Nightblade.” Neph’s voice was
weak and the words were hesitant as he slowly pushed himself up
against the wall. Grim was moving now too and a bit more quickly
than Neph though he didn’t seem to be any steadier.

“So I deserve to have my jaw broke?” Shade
demanded in an incredulous voice.

“You do when you weren’t wearing a bachelor’s
ring. The bitch wasn’t trying to kill you Shade. She wanted a child
to hand over to Kali and you obliged her with it.” Neph returned
harshly. The strength was returning to his voice and he was already
pushing his way further up the wall to stand.

Silence filled the room once more and Zoelyn
watched Shade down the second glass of whiskey and poured a third
with a shaking hand. He had paled at Neph’s accusation, but hadn’t
denied it. He swallowed heavily and rubbed his face once more
before locking eyes with Neph again. “How do you know that?” he
asked weakly.

“Does it matter how I know it?” Neph growled
in response.

“So Kali has the Changeling gene to work with
now.” Grim said quietly. He let out a long breath and glanced at
Neph. “You could have informed him of that before you punched him.
Had you mentioned it I probably wouldn’t have objected to you
breaking his jaw.”

“So kind, Grim.” Shade said dryly. His head
lolled back on his shoulders and he stared up at the ceiling with
frustration clearly written on his face. “So we attack Rivasa,
rescue your daughter, I break into the prison save Charm, and then
somehow locate Kali and steal the child if there is in fact a
child.” He spoke the litany in the voice of one that knows he is
damned.

“You realize moving against Kali means moving
against the entire Nightblades. She is close allies with Hemlock.”
Neph growled as he pushed himself off the wall and moved to the
table. With a heavy sigh he pulled several more glasses from the
cabinet and dropped them onto the table before glancing up at her
with a wry smile. “Welcome home Zoey.” He said quietly then poured
himself a glass and dropped heavily into the chair across from
Shade.

“I’ve dealt with Hemlock before.” Shade
pointed out calmly before sliding into a chair as well.

“In conversation or in actually moving
against him?” Neph asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Conversation.” Shade admitted with a frown.
He ran a hand through his auburn hair sending it into a tousled
mess which only seemed to add to the look of frustration that clung
to him.

“Hemlock is a master of time magic. Even if
you manage to rescue the child there is a chance he can manipulate
time and counter whatever measures you took to be successful in
your mission.” Grim pointed out coldly as he joined them at the
table. His dark eyes flicked from Neph to Shade and then lingered
on the whiskey. He seemed about to pour himself a drink but looked
away after a long moment. It spoke volumes for the stress he was
under. Zoelyn knew he only drank alcohol when he was at the end of
his wits.

“So even attempting it is pointless? Is that
what you are saying?” Shade asked in exasperation.

“Unless you kill Hemlock first it is.” Grim
replied calmly.

“I don’t even know who Kali or Hemlock are.”
Zoelyn pointed out calmly as she joined them and motioned Dray and
Madren to do likewise. “By the way you are all acting I’m assuming
they are very bad.” She added lamely as she looked at each of them
in turn.

“That’s putting it mildly.” Madren sighed as
he took a place beside her and rubbed the back of his neck. It
seemed to be a habit when he was stressed, and by the expression on
his face the skin on his neck would be raw by nightfall. “Hemlock
is the leader of the largest Assassin guild on Sanctuary. He is a
man with no moral grounding at all and a very sadistic nature. Kali
however is the more dangerous of the two. She is chaos incarnate
with a knack for life magic that makes every other life mage on
Sanctuary pale in comparison. She devotes herself to the creation
of new creatures and is responsible for the Bendazzi, the serpents,
the goblins, as well as the Blights.” His eyes moved to Dray with
his last words and he gave a mildly apologetic shrug.

“And with the Changeling gene she can create
new enemies that can hide themselves flawlessly amongst us. The
Blights nearly destroyed three countries with their camouflage. Can
you imagine how well they would have succeeded had they been able
to mimic our leaders?” Grim added sadly.

“Why would she want to destroy us though?”
Zoelyn asked in confusion.

“Because she is bloody well insane.” Neph
grumbled.

“She was a pariah amongst the Elder Bloods
even before the prison was built. It may be some sort of revenge.”
Madren offered quietly.

“Because the magical energy from the Elder
Blood is what holds the Barrier around Sanctuary and if she can
manage to kill all of us off it will weaken the barrier enough for
her to escape.” Shade said in a matter of fact tone. All eyes
turned to regard him and he shrugged on shoulder in response. “That
is my Father’s goal at any rate so I assume it’s what Kali is after
as well.”

Zoelyn leaned back in her chair and listened
in silence as Madren and Shade debated his theory. If what they
said was true than Seth could almost be considered a hero. Hemlock
was his mortal enemy and she knew Seth would do anything he could
to kill the man. Which in essence made Seth one of the good guys
despite his dark reputation. The thought almost brought a smile to
her lips but she caught herself at the last moment. Given the topic
being discussed currently a smile was not the expression she should
be wearing. Her gaze flicked between Madren and Shade and then came
to rest on Grim. He was looking far more agitated than the
conversation warranted and his gaze kept moving to the door. She
was surprised Shade hadn’t noticed his impatience yet, but by the
expression on her brother’s face Neph had.

“Kali is a Guardian. I sincerely doubt she
wants to bring down the Barrier she helped build.” Grim announced
loudly in a voice that rang with annoyance. The room fell to
silence at once as everyone turned to stare at him as if he had
gone mad. He shifted in his seat and glanced at the door once more
before letting out a resigned sigh. “I believe her general
philosophy is to keep us too weak to escape by pitting us against
each other and her creations. If Kali truly wanted to kill us she
is more than capable. She earned the start of her dark reputation
by creating a symbiotic creature that dominated its host. If she
were truly out for our blood why not just recreate that monstrosity
and have us all as her puppets?”

“How do you know Kali is a Guardian?” Neph
asked with suspicion clear in his tone.

“I have tea with her every week and chat with
her about her life and goals for the future.” Grim returned
sarcastically before looking directly at Shade with a glare. “While
I understand this is an important conversation it also seems to be
one that will keep for a time. Will the rest of our business today
keep?”

Shade blushed in response and shook his head
quickly. “No you are right and I’m sorry we were so off track.”
Shade apologized quickly. He turned in his seat to face Neph and
smiled weakly. “I don’t suppose you might have recent reports from
Rivana would you?”

Neph continued to watch Grim for another long
moment before slowly nodding to Shade. He cleared his throat and
settled back in his chair. “Most of their soldiers have been
deployed to perch on my border like vultures though a few are
waiting on the borders of Goswin as well. Prendington has become a
holding place for prisoners and has guards sufficient to keep the
ones they hold there in check, but little more than that. It’s a
bit much for the two of you, but you have managed to pull off
miracles with worse odds before.”

“And how did you know we were going to
Prendington?” Grim asked in a mockingly suspicious tone. His dark
eyes danced as he stared hard at Neph. Despite his earlier
impatience and their need for information the temptation to goad
Neph had obviously been too much for him to resist.

Irritation lit Neph’s face at his words but
to Zoelyn’s surprise Neph’s only response was to inhale sharply and
glare at Grim before turning back to Shade. “There has been an
increase in Spell Hawks crossing into Rivana lately and while I
don’t know why they are there I will tell you that they are
arriving, but not departing. The reports from my scouts say they
are Morcaillo ships, but with the Firym and Oblivion ready to
attack Morcath I can’t see any reason why Lord Morcaillo would send
soldiers to Rivana. Still it might make getting across the borders
tricky if you plan to fly there which I’m assuming you do.”

Shade nodded slowly and took a moment to
digest the information before looking up at Neph once more. “What
do you mean prisoners? That sounds far more plural than I was
expecting. I thought they were just holding certain individuals
there.”

Zoelyn watched her brother closely and marked
the gleam that rose in his eyes at the question. His expression
didn’t shift in the slightest, but she could tell just by looking
at his eyes that Neph had been hoping Shade would ask that
particular question.

“They are holding prisoners from Arovan and
Delvay in their cells and from the reports I have the majority are
children below the age of twelve. Though I’m sure they managed to
acquire girls a bit older than that as well for obvious reasons.
From what I understand the prisoners are to be traded to Nerathane
in return for support and no doubt financial gain.” Neph explained
calmly in a dispassionate voice. He let out another quiet sigh and
shrugged one shoulder at Shade before picking up his glass once
more. “It sickens me, but what can I do? I have barely two thousand
people and I can’t spare any to attempt a rescue. Not with so many
soldiers sitting on my borders awaiting orders to attack. I will be
lucky if I can hold Delvay already and if I lose more of my
warriors I don’t have a chance in hell.”

Well played Neph. Zoelyn silently
congratulated her brother as she watched Shade’s face pale and then
crease with frustration. Grim had stiffened at the words too, and
while his expression was more guarded than Shade’s she could tell
he was just as troubled by the information.

“Shade, how do you expect to empty a prison?”
Grim asked softly. There was no reproach in his voice it was simply
a question and Zoelyn knew if Shade could answer it Grim would
help. Neph had chosen his words well when he spoke. By saying
Arovan children first he had guaranteed that if a rescue could be
accomplished Grim would see it done.

“Perhaps this will help.” Neph offered
quietly as he reached down beside his chair and heaved two heavy
looking leather bags onto the table. Shade looked up expectantly
but Neph pushed the bags toward Grim instead. “I was told to give
them to you and that you would know what to do with them.” Neph
explained as Grim stared at him without moving a muscle toward the
bags.

“By who?” Grim asked coolly still eyeing the
bags with suspicion.

“My chosen companion for weekly tea. I find
Kali’s company so tedious and seek my entertainment with livelier
folk. Take it or leave it Huntsman. It makes no difference to me if
you live or die.” Neph growled in response.

She doubted anyone else at the table could
hear the lie in his voice, but Zoelyn could read it clearly. Neph
wanted them to live and whatever was in the bags was proof of that.
If he truly didn’t care he wouldn’t have offered any assistance at
all.

“What can it hurt to look?” Shade asked when
Grim still showed hesitation.

With a resigned sigh Grim leaned forward and
pulled the closest bag over to him. His expression shifted from
suspicion to shock as he stared at the contents and then looked up
sharply at Neph. “Who do you drink tea with?” he demanded. He
slipped his hand into the bag and lifted a handful of what looked
to be black gravel from her vantage point across the table. Still
watching Neph he let the handful spill slowly back into the bag and
glanced to Shade who looked thoroughly confused. “These are
Stonevine seeds from Glis. Typically they are in very short supply
and the amount in front of me is worth a small fortune in
gold.”

“Uh, how exactly are seeds going to help us?”
Shade asked with obvious hesitation. He still looked confused but
there was a faint gleam of hope in his eyes at Grim’s reaction to
Neph’s gift.

Neph, Zoelyn noticed with amusement had
remained utterly silent on the matter of how he had gained the
seeds and from his expression he didn’t look inclined to speak of
it anytime soon. Her gaze shifted back to Grim once more as he
lifted another handful of seeds and let them trail from his hand
back into the bag. She could see the gears of his mind turning and
the glint of determination that was slowly forming in his dark
eyes.

“I can disable the city with these.” Grim
whispered and Zoelyn wasn’t sure if he was answering Shade or
talking to himself. His eyes were still focused on the small
treasure before him. “We sneak into the city and scatter these and
then I will lure Derrick Rivasa to us and ensure he brings Syrah
with him. Once Syrah is safe I will activate the seeds. That should
cause enough of a distraction for you to kill Derrick as you
promised Onvalla while I see to his remaining guards. The part I’m
unsure of is how to rescue the prisoners. We will be working with
limited time once I attack the city. Someone there is bound to have
enough skill to mind link for help with a neighboring city.” Grim’s
voice trailed off and he began to slowly drum his fingers on the
table as he continued to contemplate the matter.

“It’s simple. Dray and I will go with you and
while you and Shade are seeing to Derrick we will retrieve the
prisoners from where ever they are being held.” Zoelyn said
quietly.

“No.” Neph snapped at once and Zoelyn smiled
in response. She had known he would hate the idea, but it was the
most logical solution to their problem.

“Dray can you camouflage Zoey or does her
curse absorb your magic as well?” Shade asked quietly before Neph
could continue in his objection.

Shrugging one shoulder Dray rose from his
chair and moved closer to her. Zoelyn watched his face closely as
he extended a hand toward her, but there was no trace of the fear
that typically showed on the faces of others who touched her. She
could feel the weight of his hand through the leather of her coat,
but no trace of the tingling that always accompanied her curse when
it drained magic. With a frown she glanced up at Dray and raised an
eyebrow.

“Are you going to try it?” She asked softly
and he smiled at her in obvious amusement.

“I did and it is working. You can still see
me because of the contact between us.” Dray explained with a wink
then reluctantly pulled his hand back and nodded to Shade. “There
was no drain of my powers. Perhaps it’s due to the lead lining of
her coat or maybe the Blight immunity to magic protects my talent.
I’m not sure why it works, but it does and that is all that
matters.”

“Zoelyn you just arrived here. How can you
possibly expect me to allow you to go?” Neph growled with clear
annoyance. His pale blue eyes were alight with anger, but he was
controlling it. She wasn’t sure if it was due to Shade’s earlier
threat or if her brother still remembered how poorly she reacted to
his temper. She had always been the more rational of the two of
them, and in the past she had chosen to simply ignore his tantrums
until he conceded to rational conversation.

“Neph, how can we ask them to rescue our own
people without offering help? I understand why you can’t go, but
can you give me one solid reason why I shouldn’t beyond your
concern for my safety?” Zoelyn countered calmly.

“You are a pacifist for one.” Neph said
raising one finger. “You aren’t trained to defend yourself even if
you decided you wanted to.” Neph continued raising a second
finger.

“I’m going Neph.” Zoelyn cut in before he
could raise the third finger. “I know a bit about defending myself
and I can heal. There is a very good possibility that particular
talent will be required.” She added firmly and gave him a glare of
sheer stubbornness.

“So everything as I said it before and add
the fact that Zoelyn will be rescuing the prisoners while we deal
with Derrick.” Grim said with a nod of approval. “There is a
distinct possibility that this might actually work. Can you stone
the ship again Shade so that you will have a quick escape once
Zoelyn returns?”

“I can stone the ship so that we can have a
quick escape once she returns.” Shade corrected with heavy emphasis
on the word we.

“No time to argue it now.” Grim grumbled and
rose from his chair. He carefully lifted each of the bags with the
same tender care most handled newborn babes and nodded to Neph.
“Give her more credit and respect her courage.” He suggested in a
none to gentle tone.

“I respect her courage and condemn her idiocy
in the same breath.” Neph growled and rose from his chair still
glaring down at her.

Zoelyn smiled in response and shrugged her
shoulders at her brother. “I will be far safer than you give me
credit for.” She assured him quietly. The entire idea of venturing
into Rivasa made her stomach clench with nerves, but the knowledge
that if things went too horribly bad Seth might appear was enough
to keep her from trembling. She wasn’t at all certain he would show
up, especially after the trouble his appearance in Delvay had
caused, but just the possibility gave her the extra boost of
strength she needed.

“I will guard her with my life.” Dray
promised solemnly and bowed to Neph. From anyone else the words
might have seemed noble tripe, but Zoelyn could see the sincerity
written in every line of Dray’s face. He meant what he said, and
the thought unnerved her even more.

“You better.” Neph grumbled through clenched
teeth.

“Better yet I will guard myself and then you
can focus on helping me gather the prisoners and keeping yourself
alive.” Zoelyn suggested hopefully.

“Argue about it on the way. The more time we
waste the longer my daughter is in Rivasan hands.” Grim snapped as
he turned for the door without a second glance back.

“Light a candle to Fortune for us.” Shade
said with a nod to Neph before turning to follow Grim.

Neph stared at Shade’s back for a long moment
then glanced to Zoelyn as she began to ease toward the door. “Make
sure you make it back in one piece Zyi.” He whispered just loud
enough for her to hear him.

“I promise I will Neph.” Zoelyn smiled at him
and considered crossing to give him a hug, but as reluctant as he
had been over her leaving she was half afraid he wouldn’t let go of
her and Grim would force Shade to depart without her. “With every
Delvay child that still lives.” She added as she stepped through
the door and headed toward the Spell Hawk with Dray at her
side.

“Perhaps by the end of this mission you won’t
need to find strength in thoughts of a treacherous demon. Maybe
once we are safely back within these walls you will realize that
strength lies closer at hand and Seth isn’t worthy of your
devotion.” Dray spoke the words so softly that she almost missed
them.

Silently she glanced over to him and wondered
just how often he scanned her mind. “Does it matter what I use to
bolster myself?” she asked quietly.

Dray met her eyes for a moment and shrugged
his shoulder in response. His face was free of all emotion and
there had been no hint of what he was thinking when he looked at
her, but she had the unsettling feeling that somehow her answer had
disappointed him deeply.


Chapter 11

 


The Darklands

 


 


Wind whistled through the limbs above him,
but beyond the soft whisper of the leaves the grove was silent. She
didn’t make a sound as she approached, but he knew she was there.
He had known the moment she had entered his domain despite her
stealth. Since the day Seth had pulled him from the mire of
depression and been forced to kill to preserve his seat of power
Finn hadn’t let his guard down once. He knew every whisper, every
move, and every soul within his domain with an unwavering
certainty. No one could sneak in or out of the Darklands without
him knowing, not even Exodus the Mistress of thieves.

With a long silent breath Finn stared up at
the black barked trees and watched the oak leaves dance. He didn’t
know if she realized he could sense her, but didn’t turn to face
her. Let her wonder a bit longer and keep her silence as long as
she would. He had very little doubt as to what had brought her to
visit him. She had heard the rumors of his insanity and had come to
judge for herself if he had indeed gone mad. It was a topic he
would broach once she spoke, but until the silence was broken his
mind would remain with the grove and his current project.

His cloak shifted slightly as he stepped
forward and pressed a hand against his newest creation. The bark
was cool beneath his touch and he felt a pang of disappointment.
There was no pulse of life beneath his hand, and there never would
be. He could create the image of a tree and give it leaves to
flutter in the wind, but it would never grow and it would never
bloom or change with the seasons. It was the image of a tree and
nothing more. A true tree required sunlight and water and most
importantly the spark of life, none of which he had to give. The
water of course could be managed, but the other two requirements
were quite beyond his talents.

“Has the Lord of Death taken to gardening?”
Exodus asked softly. She had ensconced herself in one of the trees,
tucked neatly against the trunk with her legs propped daintily on a
thick branch in front of her. Her short dark hair fluttered in
mimicry of the leaves and an impish smile curved her lips.

Finn stared at her in silence for a long
moment his gaze locked on the bright blue of her silk shirt against
the constant twilight of the sky behind her. The color she wore was
the blue of a cloudless summer day, another aspect of his domain
that he couldn’t master. He had tried to lighten the sky, but the
effect had been both unnerving to his subjects and too draining on
his power to maintain. So it was twilight again, and always would
be. He let his hand fall from the tree as he straightened. His
cloak settled straight across his shoulders once more as he pulled
his gaze from her and studied each of the trees in turn before
looking back up at her. Her smile had faded and he could read
concern in her face as she watched him. He felt the corners of his
own mouth tug into the fraction of a smile in response. It amused
him to no end that everyone seemed to think he had gone mad when he
was finally thinking clearly for the first time in his life. He
knew exactly what needed to be done, and this little project of his
was just the first step. The changes to the Darklands unsettled his
servants, and when they were unsettled they were not plotting. He
needed them complacent while he sorted out the rest of his plans
and started taking the steps needed for his true goals.

“Taken to gardening and lost your tongue. It
hasn’t been that long since I parted company with you, but
apparently I missed something very important.” Exodus said with
forced levity and he watched as she attempted to summon another
smile and failed miserably.

Finn let his own smile widen fractionally and
lowered himself slowly to the moss covered ground. Still silent he
adjusted the fall of his cloak and leaned back against one of the
massive oaks. He let his attention wander for a moment toward the
distant grass covered hills that rose closer to his city then
glanced up at her once more. “I don’t think that you are a regular
guest at War’s table so I’m going to assume the rumors of my
madness have spread throughout all of the Aspects by now.” He began
in a calm voice. For some reason speaking in low tones seemed to
reassure those that questioned his sanity. It didn’t make much
sense to him, but he wasn’t going to knock it. He would take every
advantage he could get.

“A few people are talking.” Exodus agreed
hesitantly. She eyed him curiously as if she couldn’t quite believe
he wasn’t frothing at the mouth and rambling then seemed to relax a
bit on her perch above him. “You don’t sound mad though even if you
do look a bit nutty.” She added in a brighter voice.

Frowning Finn gazed down at his immaculate
armor and traced a hand through his hair. He knew it was wind
tousled, but that couldn’t be helped. Beyond his hair however he
was perfectly respectable in appearance.

Exodus laughed softly at his self-inspection
and shook her head quickly. “Not in appearance, but in action. You
are planting a bloody forest in the Darklands after all.” She
amended with a grin.

“I’m recreating the city of Evagale. It was
surrounded by thick forests on three sides. The city itself was
built in a bit of a valley and was famous for the scholars and
artists that dwelled there. I’ve read in three books by different
authors that say Evagale was the most precious gem lost in the
thousand year war.” Finn explained with the same patience that he
had used when explaining his projects to everyone else that doubted
him.

“And why should you bother? It is a lost city
from beyond the Barrier does it really have a place in the
Darklands?” Exodus asked. Concern had crept back into her face and
voice.

“I could give you the same answer I gave
Fiona.” Finn began with a grin. “I could say it’s dead therefore
its mine, but I said that mostly to make her question my sanity so
she would run to her true master in panic. War has done a good job
of spreading his concerns for my well-being and here you are.” He
waved a hand toward her lightly and his grin broke into a full
smile as the glint of concern on her face blossomed further. “I
will give you the truth though.” He added before she could speak.
With a sigh he propped one of his legs before him and rested his
arm against it. “Evagale is dead, but it could be revived, just as
easily as the souls of my domain can be returned to the world
above. Every piece of land I alter is a monument to what we can
accomplish. The souls are sent to me for redemption and I am
showing them what is worth being redeemed for. I am showing them
what can be done if they can set aside their wars and their
differences. I altered my own house for that reason. It is not the
protective fortress that will keep me safe now, but it is one of
the reasons for my redemption. That is a replica of the house I was
born in. That is the house that my mother and father lived in for
decades and raised their family in. That was my Mother’s prison and
sanctuary. Every time I walk through my door I remember why she was
trapped there, and it gives me the strength to try to achieve the
impossible.”

“And what exactly do you define as the
impossible?” Exodus asked cautiously.

“A world where Evagale can exist again and
thrive and no one is forced to live in fear.” Finn began softly and
he rose slowly to his feet. He motioned toward the trees and then
looked up at her with determination lighting his eyes. He knew he
was on delicate ground here. He had to gain her support and if he
chose his words poorly she would think him just as mad as Fiona
did. “The city had no standing military. It had no guards or walls,
and the only thing that could be considered defense was the forest
that surrounded it on three sides. Yet it stood for close to four
hundred years in complete and utter peace. I want to take away
their desire to fight Exodus. I want to eliminate their desire to
escape what they see as a prison. All I have to do is force them to
realize the Barrier is protection as much as restraint. If I can
build Evagale in the Darklands it can be built in the Sunlit world.
All I have to do is remind them of what they could have, and how
little the cost would be.”

“Something like that would never last in
Sanctuary.” Exodus replied with a shake of her head and a wistful
smile. “It sounds beautiful Finn, and it makes a good story, but
something like that could never exist in our world.”

“Why?” Finn demanded with a raised eyebrow.
He didn’t raise his voice, but she looked stunned regardless.

“Well they would never build a city without
defenses for one. No matter how hard you try you will never get
them to stop their fighting the city would have to be protected.”
Exodus explained with obvious frustration for what she must see as
stupidity.

“For an Aspect you have a remarkable lack of
faith.” Finn mused. “Evagale will be built Exodus, and we are the
ones that are going to build it.” He informed her calmly and smiled
once more as her expression shifted to bewilderment. “Not you and I
personally, but the Divine.” He amended with amusement clear in his
voice. “Close your eyes and picture a city with no walls and no
guards that is dedicated to the Aspects, knowledge, and the arts.
Imagine a city that holds a library at its heart rather than a
government building and citizens that exist amongst each other with
no quarrels, poverty, or crime.”

“It’s a beautiful image of idealistic
nonsense that can never stand.” Exodus replied the moment he fell
silent. She hadn’t bothered to close her eyes and he could tell by
the expression on her face that he was very close to losing any
chance he had at her support.

He fixed his eyes on her and held her pinned
with his gaze as he calmly produced a stoppered vial from his cloak
and held it flat in the palm of his hand before him. “Do you know
what the term blooded means, Exodus?”

“In Nerathane it means those half-bloods that
have been gifted with pure Dragons blood to grant them more power.
I’m not sure if that is what you are referring to though.” Her
words were hesitant, but the annoyance had cleared from her
features and she was listening to him once more.

“The Dragons borrowed the technique from the
Divine beyond the Barrier. I read on it during my research.
Originally it was a gift reserved for the most honored of their
servants. What I propose is something a bit more drastic.” He let
the vial roll back and forth on the palm of his hand as she
considered what he was saying. He could tell she was confused, but
she also looked intrigued. “This is a vial of my blood Exodus. It
is the purest silver of the Divine. If I gave you this vial and you
drank it you would become more of what you are attempting to be. In
brutal honest truth you and I both know that an Aspect is nothing
more than an Elder Blood that has very specialized focus for the
channeling of their power. What I’m offering you is a taste of true
Divinity.” She was leaning forward now with eyes fixed on the vial
in her hand, and despite her obvious attempts to keep the hunger
from her face he could see it clearly. “It has a price Exodus.” He
warned her softly.

“This city you want?” she asked cautiously
then dropped down from her perch to stand before him. She was small
with a slight build that made her seem little more than a child,
but he could see the muscles tensed beneath her silk clothes. His
fingers closed on the vial and he smiled at her knowingly. She was
small, but she was extremely quick, and he wasn’t fool enough to
leave something as precious as his own blood unguarded mere feet
from the Mistress of Thieves. Her lips pursed at his closed hand
and she gave him a withering look. “I wasn’t going to snatch it
from you.” She snapped.

“Of course not.” Finn agreed amiably.

“The cost?” Exodus prompted with a raised
eyebrow. She still looked mildly irritated, but the expression was
fading quickly. She knew her own talents well enough and couldn’t
begrudge him taking precautions.

“If you drink it you will be bonded to me in
a fashion. It won’t make you a mindless slave by any means, but
your feelings toward me will be kinder. The price of Divinity is
loyalty to me Exodus.” Finn answered with a faint smile.

“Bloody hell.” Exodus muttered her eyes
widening as she stared at him. He could see by the look on her face
that she saw the entire picture he was painting. “I’m not the only
one you are going to make this offer to am I?” she asked
quietly.

“You are the first of many.” Finn agreed in a
somewhat smug tone. He knew he had her. The offer of true power was
too much for her to resist. It would be too much for the others to
resist as well. “Evagale will be built Exodus, and our servants
will dwell there in peace without fear of retribution, because
everyone will know that true Divine have returned. The phrase
The wrath of the gods is about to gain meaning again.” He
paused to ensure she was hanging on his every word then continued
in a confident voice. “When the High Lords meet for their council
we will be there as well. Sanctuary is our home and I have no
intention of sitting on the sidelines while they tear it apart.
They say that by our laws the Divine may not participate in
political affairs, and yet I see Lutheron do it every day. So I
have determined that if he can, I can, and that our laws are
outdated. It’s time to reach a new agreement between the Divine and
the Elder Blood.”

Her eyes flashed once and she shook her head
at him. “You are doing this for Jala aren’t you? I thought when you
first spoke that you were doing this for the Aspects and then you
mention their council.” There was a note of jealousy in her voice
that left him silent for a long moment and her anger seemed to grow
in that space.

He pulled himself from his shock and shook
his head slowly. “I’m doing this for me, Exodus.” He murmured. His
hand moved to the tattoo on his wrist and his fingers absently
traced the marriage lines imprinted on his flesh. “I have to feel
as though the gain was worth the price I paid. Some might say that
Divinity was well worth the cost of my mortal life, but I don’t
agree. I’m doing this so that I can sleep at night knowing it was
all worth it. The Aspects are a joke to the Elder Blood as it
stands now, and if I can change that and give them a voice then I
will be able to actually see some good that I have done.”

Exodus watched him for a long moment and then
regarded the trees surrounding them with renewed interest.
“Evagale.” She said softly as if pondering the name then looked
back to him with interest filling her dark blue eyes. “Where would
it be if we built it?” she asked cautiously.

A smile pulled at his lips once more but he
kept his expression subdued. She might see a smile as gloating, and
that was the last thing he wanted. She was serious now and he
needed to be as well. “In its own place like Sanctuary. I don’t
want it to be claimed by any one land. I want it to belong to
everyone and yet no one. I won’t give the High Lords power there
such as they have in Sanctuary, and yet I won’t ban them from the
city either.”

“How will you keep the rival priests from
fighting amongst each other?” Exodus continued. The caution was
fading from her voice replaced by simple curiosity.

“With laws.” Finn answered simply and slowly
lowered himself to the ground once more. The moment for concern was
past. Exodus was as good as his and he didn’t need to stress over
the matter any further.

“How will you enforce the laws if you have no
guards?” Exodus pressed. She glanced quickly at the moss covered
rocks he was seated on before sitting down to face him with both of
her legs crossed in a childlike pose.

“If I were to say to you. Exodus your priests
are thieves and I understand their natures, but I cannot allow
crime in Evagale. If your followers steal in this particular city I
will ban your temples and remove your seat on the council with the
Elder Blood. If you cannot control your priests I cannot put faith
in your leadership and therefore your presence there is a waste.
What would you do?” Finn kept his voice mild but he could still see
her stiffen at his words.

“My followers will obey my will.” Exodus said
defensively but he could see the understanding in her eyes as she
nodded her agreement with his logic. “As will the followers of the
other Aspects.” She conceded with a faint smile and a nod.

“Everyone will be too afraid of missing
something important to let their flock stray.” Finn agreed with a
slight nod.

“But what about those who visit the city? How
will you keep them in order? Our priests might follow from
reverence, but not everyone will.” Exodus asked after a long moment
of contemplation. She was leaning back on her arms now and looked
perfectly relaxed despite where she was. Not many could manage to
look so at ease while speaking with the Lord of Death in hell Finn
realized with amusement.

“If it is more than our priests can handle,
then we handle it ourselves. Which would you suppose a visitor to
the city would find more unnerving, an angry city guard or an
infuriated god? It will only take one or two instances before word
spreads about the city and its laws.” Finn returned without pause.
He wasn’t sure if she were truly as curious as she seemed or if she
wanted to know how much thought he had placed toward his goals.
Either way he doubted she could ask anything that he wouldn’t have
an answer for. He had spent days in contemplation over this. The
changes to the Darklands had been more spontaneous, but they were
the spark that had ignited his new plans. With every change he made
to his domain he considered what changes he could make in the rest
of the world, and the plan had slowly grown.

Exodus fell silent with his words. Her blue
eyes were filled with thought as she traced a slender finger back
and forth across a rock. “War won’t like this.” She muttered and
glanced up at him to see his reaction.

“Neither will Lutheron.” Finn agreed and
shrugged one shoulder. “They can feel free to discuss the issue
with me at length, but they won’t stop me.” He assured her
firmly.

Her chin lifted slightly and a faint smile
touched her lips as she held her hand out toward him. “You won’t
face them alone Lord Death. Give me the vial. You have my
loyalty.”

Finn smiled at her and bowed his head to her
in respect. “Thank you Exodus.” He replied gently. “There is one
thing I ask and I hope you don’t find offense, but it’s a matter I
won’t budge on.” She nodded for him to continue and he glanced down
at the vial in his hand as he spoke. “I’d like you to drink it now
and give me back the vial. I don’t intend to use more than one vial
in this process. It’s not that I don’t trust you, but there are
some amongst the Aspects that I don’t trust, and the fewer vials
with traces of my blood inside them the better I feel about my
continued good health.”

“Wisely planned and no offense taken.
Considering some of the magic that can be worked with blood I can’t
say that I blame you.” Exodus agreed with a grin.

Finn nodded and felt his stomach clench as he
handed the vial over to her. There was a possibility that she would
simply vanish with the prize, but he didn’t’ think so. He didn’t
exactly trust Exodus, but he thought he had judged her character
well enough to know what she would do.

With nimble fingers she opened the vial and
tilted it to her lips. Her face contorted slightly as his blood
filled her mouth, but she didn’t hesitate in swallowing. Her eyes
closed as she lowered the vial and her breathing quickened as faint
traces of sweat broke across her pale face. The vial tumbled from
her fingers to land in the moss beside her and she leaned forward
to brace herself on the ground.

“Give it a moment and it will pass.” Finn
assured her as he picked the fallen vial up and tucked it carefully
back into the pocket in his cloak. He couldn’t seem to pull his
gaze from her and was a bit shocked by the stir in his own blood at
the sight. Her head was thrown back and her breath was coming in
short quick gasps. He couldn’t tell if it was pain or ecstasy, but
the effect was the same regardless. For the first time since Jala
had shared his bed he was admiring another woman and the stir in
his blood was lust. He had thought he was beyond that emotion and
the fact that he wasn’t unsettled him more than he cared to admit.
He knew better than to consider Exodus in those terms however and
so he pushed the thoughts away as she slowly regained her
composure. He needed her as an ally without anything between them
that would confuse things. She was not a bed warmer, and at the
same time she wasn’t someone he could keep. By her very nature she
wouldn’t allow herself to be tied down.

“That was the most exquisite bliss and yet
the most excruciating pain.” Exodus gasped and folded her arms
around her tiny frame. Shaking her head she smiled at him as her
breathing slowed. “It seemed to last an eternity and yet ended too
soon.” She added and then laughed breathlessly. “And I’m not making
any sense at all.”

“It’s not something you can put into words
easily.” Finn assured her with a smile.

“Was it like that when you killed Death and
took her mantle?” Exodus asked softly.

Finn shook his head slowly and let out a
quiet sigh. “There was nothing about that experience that I would
ever consider blissful. It nearly tore my body apart and the only
thing my mind could focus on was what I was losing rather than what
I had gained. I had no preparation for what was coming, and I
wouldn’t wish that on anyone, not even an enemy.”

“If you could go back and change things would
you? I mean if you could avoid gaining the mantle would you give it
up?” Exodus asked quietly and he could tell by the tone of her
voice what she wanted to hear.

The answer she wanted was already forming in
his mind. For years he had conditioned himself to tell women
whatever they wanted to get his way, but he pushed that part of
himself aside and nodded slowly. “If I could have everything back I
would change things without hesitation.” The blunt honesty seemed
to shock her and he shrugged at her widening eyes. “I never wanted
power in life and I don’t truly want it now. The only reason I am
attempting to gain it is the simple fact that I don’t trust anyone
else to have it. If I don’t gain the upper hand now that leaves War
or Lutheron on the top of the ladder and I will not be their
puppet. The only other option is to make them mine.”

“So where do we start?” Exodus asked
cautiously. He had seen the flicker of hesitation on her face at
his mention of puppets, but chose to ignore it. Once he had a few
more of the Aspects on his side she would relax.

Finn grinned at her as he rose to his feet
and offered her a hand up. Her fingers were warm in his grip and he
felt a brief flash of lust rise once more. “A trip to a fest hall I
think. There is a man I’d very much like to play a round of cards
with.” He answered as he pushed away the urge to pull her closer.
I’ve been alone far too long. He realized grimly but let
nothing of his inner turmoil to show on his face.

“Fortune then.” Exodus agreed with a smile
and nodded her approval at the suggestion. If she noticed anything
amiss with him she didn’t give any indication. “Are you sure you
want to leave your domain? I could speak with him for you.”

“Seth is here. Everything will be fine.” Finn
assured her and winked. “You were the first Aspect I offered the
vial to, not the first friend. Seth was more than capable of
handling anything in my domain before he drank the blood. Now
nothing here has a bloody prayer against him.”

Exodus blanched a bit and nodded quickly. “He
was terrifying before.” She agreed quietly.

“To everyone but me.” Finn sighed and waved a
hand toward the twilight darkened sky above them. “Shall we? I
could really use something to drink.”


Chapter 12

 


Sanctuary

 


 


Pale sunlight filtered through the strands
making the droplets of dew sparkle like jewels scattered across the
web. Remedy admired the effect for little more than a breath before
his attention was drawn back to Azashy. She stood just on the other
side of the web with adoration filling her dark eyes and a faint
smile creasing her full lips. Her eyes traced the path of the
spider as it climbed further up its maze of silk and for a moment
she seemed oblivious to his company.

He had given her full creation of the
illusion they shared, and she had created a cottage at the edge of
thick forest. The details on the cottage itself and the trees told
him this was a real place, but he couldn’t determine what land it
was. It could have been Glis, but then it could have just as easily
been Faydwer or Morcath. He had thought she would create a place he
knew if he gave her control, and perhaps he would be able to glean
information about who she was, or where she was from. Instead she
had created the cottage, and a simple spider seemed to hold her
attention more than anything else around them.

“Do you see how precise everything is for
them? There is no other creature like them. They are perfection of
nature.” Azashy whispered. She raised a slender finger to the web
and coaxed to spider onto her hand. With deliberate slowness she
lowered her hand and gazed at the creature with longing. “I wish
this were all real.” She whispered.

Remedy followed her gaze and frowned. “It’s
as real as I can make it. I’m sorry Azashy. I’d love to be able to
grant your freedom, but until I find out how the door opens I
cannot release either of us.” It had taken him days before he had
dared to scan her surface thoughts, and another week before he had
mustered the courage to trust her enough to speak. In that time
Myth had visited twice, and each time had left Azashy more
wretched. If he didn’t figure out how to rescue them both soon she
would give up on life. Every question she answered for Myth seemed
to be a wound to her.

“I’m grateful for what you have given.”
Azashy spoke softly as if she was afraid of being overheard. Her
attention returned to the spider once more as the tiny creature
made its way down her arm toward her elbow.

“You don’t have to whisper her Azashy. No one
can hear you. It’s just like a dream and everything we say is in
your mind. Unless there is a mind mage more skilled than I am
nearby, everything we say is safe.” Remedy assured her. He was
rather hoping it might prompt some sort of confession or confidence
from her, but the expression on her face was skeptical.

“I can’t even begin to guess what Myth is
capable of.” Azashy replied in the same soft voice. Apparently his
words had done little to soothe her. “But then I doubt there is
much I could say that Myth wouldn’t know.” She added in a mildly
disgusted voice.

He let out a slow breath and gazed toward the
cottage. It was unremarkable in construction with the typical
stucco walls and thatch roof. Even the tiny blue flowers growing
near the door were common to most lands. “How exactly did Myth
manage to find you, Azashy? Given the detail of this place I’m
going to assume this is your home from before your prison days, and
it does seem rather remote.”

Azashy frowned and gently replaced the spider
back on its web. Her dark eyes met his once more and to his
astonishment they held the glassiness of unshed tears. She let out
a quiet sigh and wrapped her arms around herself before stepping
back from the web. He watched her as she took another step away
from him chewing on her lower lip. He had nearly given up on an
answer when she finally did speak.

“When I fled my homeland Myth offered me
safety. He was kind and always polite, and I was terrified. I found
security in the fact that a High Lord as powerful as Myth Morcaillo
was guarding me. All he asked in return was information on
occasion, and I saw no harm in the questions he asked me at the
time. I realize now that what he asked then was the prelude to the
current disaster of our world.” Her voice trembled slightly on the
words and her arms tightened around her stomach. His expression
must have shown his confusion he realized as she smiled sadly at
him. “You don’t even know who I am do you?” she asked quietly.
Remedy shook his head slowly and a bitter laugh rose from her.
“Azashy of the thousand eyes.” She said once her laughter had died.
“The betrayer of Glis. I am the former spy master of Nicoli
Blackwolf.” She informed him as she bowed her head mockingly toward
him.

“I heard of the scandal, but your name was
never mentioned. All I heard of it was that the Spy Master of Glis
revealed Nicoli’s affair and Blue Bess was nearly exiled. I thought
the spy master had died after that though.” Remedy spoke as gently
as he could. He knew the topic itself was painful enough to her and
didn’t want her to read anything into the tone of his voice.

“Not dead, though I wish I was. If Nicoli had
killed me I wouldn’t be where I am now.” Azashy said wistfully.

“But the Shifters of Glis are primarily
druids, and I don’t see how you could possibly gather your
information with those talents.” Remedy pressed. He had a rough
idea of how she knew so much, but he wanted to keep her talking.
The more she told him about herself the better chance he had of
figuring out what to do next.

Azashy waved an idle hand toward the spider
web. “One of my thousand eyes.” She explained with a shrug. “Most
Shifters find affinity with predators. My predator just happens to
be very small. I think I may be the only Shifter to ever bond with
spiders, but they have always fascinated me. If I focus I can see
through their eyes or hear what is around them, and there are very
few places in our world that hold no spiders.”

“It’s the first case I’ve ever heard of.
Though I will freely admit that I haven’t put much time into
learning of Glis or its people. My talents were primarily needed in
more difficult lands.” Remedy admitted with a grin.

“Remedy Lutheron, adopted child of the
Fionaveir’s second. Diplomat and socialite in an otherwise
undiplomatic or social organization. You don’t know me, but I do
know you.” Azashy returned before turning toward the cottage.
“Fictional tea in our little pretend world sounds rather pleasant.
Shall we retire inside and I will do my best to explain to you what
is going on so that you can figure out what needs to be done?”

“Fictional tea sounds lovely.” Remedy agreed
and felt his muscles relax at her words. He had expected to have to
pry information from her in small bits, but apparently she was
going to serve him answers on a silver platter. All that left him
to do was sort the truth from what she told him, and given what he
already knew of the Fionaveir’s troubles that task shouldn’t be too
difficult.

The interior of the cottage was bathed in
shadows with only faint light shining through the tiny windows. A
small table rested in the center of the room and aside from the
tiny kitchen and a sleeping pallet near the wall the house was
empty. He didn’t even see a storage chest for clothes.

“Watch the webs.” Azashy warned him and he
ducked his head and stared up at the ceiling. The rafters were
encased in the silken strands and even in the dim light he could
see the scuttling black forms of what seemed to be hundreds of
spiders. “Of course they aren’t real so I don’t know why I bothered
to warn you to watch for them. Force of habit I suppose.” Azashy
sighed and motioned toward the small table as she continued toward
the kitchen.

“I don’t know much about spiders.” Remedy
admitted hesitantly as he eyed the imaginary versions of what he
was sure filled Azashy’s house in reality.

“Those are Ebony Damsels on the ceiling.”
Azashy informed him casually and Remedy found himself crouching
lower despite the fact that the creatures weren’t real. Damsels had
a very painful bite that would leave a strong man convulsing on the
floor for what seemed like an eternity. “That’s a Wraith spider by
the window. The silk on his web is exquisite isn’t it? It almost
looks like crystal when the sun hits it. And over by the sleeping
pallet there is a small nest of Sweet Whispers.”

“Every spider you named is deadly in some
fashion.” Remedy observed quietly. As softly as he could he
approached the window and gazed at the Wraith spider. It was the
closest he would ever willingly come to one of the creatures and
the only reason he was doing so now was the assurance that his
physical body was safely tucked away in a prison cell in Sanctuary.
The Wraith spider had venom so toxic it could kill a horse in
little more than a breath. From what he understood of the process
it was a painful death, and the venom was difficult for even a
talented healer to counteract given how quickly it acted. Once
bitten by a Wraith the victim was as good as a ghost himself.

“To others perhaps, but not me.” Azashy
replied distractedly. She was rattling around in the cabinet in
search of cups as she spoke and didn’t bother turning to face him.
“I’m immune to them all no matter how vicious the bite. Not that
they would attack me at any rate. They understand me as much as
they are capable of understanding and they know I mean them no
harm.” The clatter subsided as she produced a heavy stone cup.
“Hah!” she proclaimed triumphantly as she waved the cup toward him.
“I knew I had another one. As you can see I don’t have company
often. Well at least not company that cares to come into my house.”
Within a breath she had water on to boil and was wiping both of the
stone mugs clean. “Mint or Chamomile?” she asked glancing back
toward him with a raised eyebrow.

“Mint.” Remedy replied without hesitation as
he moved back to the table and took a seat. It was difficult to
keep his eyes from straying to the mass of spiders on the ceiling
or back to the window, but he forced his attention to Azashy and
refused to wonder about the third nest of spiders by her bed. It
wouldn’t do to be distracted. He needed to listen to everything she
was willing to share and remember exactly what she said and how she
said it. “Can you take the form of spiders? I’ve heard that
Blackwolf can become a wolf.”

Azashy smiled faintly and shook her head
slowly as she opened a canister of tea. “There are varied degrees
of Shifters. The weakest can only communicate with their chosen
animal. The strongest can assume not only the animals shape, but a
hybrid form between animal and human as well. I am toward the
bottom of the ladder as far as strength goes. I can command them,
speak with them, and I’m immune to their venom, but no I cannot be
them.”

“I find that oddly reassuring considering we
are roommates at the present.” Remedy returned with what he hoped
was a charming smile.

“Are you scared of spiders Fionaveir?” Azashy
asked and her smile grew wider.

“Scared? I wouldn’t say that is the
appropriate word. I respect the dangerous ones, and I tend to
ignore the lesser ones. I can’t say they are something that I would
ever go out of my way to be around any of them though.” Remedy
answered as carefully as he could and tried not to think of the
countless spiders he had intentionally crushed or swatted in his
lifetime.

“Most people do ignore them, if they ever
notice them in the first place. Which is why I am useful enough to
lock away in a dungeon. The term To be a fly on the wall
applies very well to my talents. I hear and see so many things that
are meant to be private.” Azashy sighed then pulled the boiling
water from the stove and joined him at the table with the cups.
Carefully she filled both mugs to the rim and the smell of mint
bloomed in the stale air.

“So you are the reason that the world is in
such chaos. Through your talents Myth has an idea of what we are
going to do before we begin to do it. Every time we plan something
he knows what it is.” Remedy observed with a frown.

“Partially.” Azashy agreed sadly. “I’ve told
Myth so much about certain individuals that I find myself wondering
how they are still alive for me to gather information on. I know
Myth knows enough about them to kill them, but he doesn’t move
against them. He is biding his time for something, but I don’t know
what it is. As far as your plans go, well I’ve told him just enough
to keep my skin intact, but I’ve tried to spare the details as much
as I could. Once I figured out what exactly he was up to my
relations with him became…” She paused and a bitter smile creased
her lips as she searched for the correct word. “Strained. We will
use that word for now, though I’m not sure it is quite descriptive
enough. Myth is a monster in every sense of the word. I’ve seen him
do things that would sicken Death herself.”

“Who holds the most interest for him?” Remedy
asked as he accepted the mug from her and nodded his thanks. He
wanted to ask what she had seen Myth do, but he needed to get as
much information as he could while he had time. If he managed to
ask all of the important questions before Myth’s daily visit to the
cell he could go back for details, but for now it was better to
have the bones of everything than the full picture on a few things.
Raising the cup to his lips he carefully blew on the contents and
took a cautious sip. The flavor of mint washed over him and he
allowed himself a small smile before nodding his thanks to her
again. There was something so soothing about mint that he found
himself relaxing despite the fact that he knew the tea wasn’t even
real.

Azashy watched him for a moment and took a
small sip from her own tea. “It’s amazing how our minds can fill in
all of the blanks so perfectly. I know this is not my house and I
know this is not really tea, yet I can somehow trick myself into
finding comfort in just the memories of it all.” She let out a long
slow breath and smiled. “That’s not what we need to be talking
about though, so I will get back to the answers you are seeking.”
She paused once more as she settled back in the smooth wooden chair
and cleared her throat as if she expected it to be a very lengthy
conversation. “At first it was the Fionaveir. Given the fact that
they were outlaws I assumed he was trying to bring them to justice.
I told him what I could of Caspian, Lutheron and Faramir. Vaze was
more difficult to gather information on, and you have a horrible
tendency to kill any spiders you see. So spying on you was touchy
as well.” She smirked at him and he felt himself blush in response
to her words. “Then he began asking me about a young girl at the
Academy. He even went so far as to have one of his servants deliver
spiders to the rooms she stayed in. As it happened she was staying
with his son, and it became increasingly obvious that what I told
Myth about his son upset him more than the knowledge I gave about
the girl. I never understood that.” She shook her head sadly and
ran a thumb absently around the rim of her steaming mug. Her eyes
rose and she met Remedy’s gaze fully. “Shade Morcaillo was a son
any man would have been proud of. He was honorable and
compassionate. He strove at his studies as well as his duties to
his family with a zealot’s devotion. Everything he did was in an
attempt to please his father, and yet all it seemed to do was anger
Myth more. Myth called him weak and simple minded, then Myth
stopped visiting me for a week or so and when he came again he was
different. I was confused at first until I figured that out. I
still watched the girl you see, and I had spent so long watching
her that I knew those around her fairly well. So I noticed quickly
when Oma started acting a bit strangely and it didn’t take much to
put the clues together. Myth had become Oma, and something less
than him was paying me visits in his guise.”

“So Lex led Myth straight to our stronghold.”
Remedy sighed heavily and rubbed his face. “I didn’t know the exact
details there. I knew Faramir was different, but I didn’t know if
she had always been Myth and was just now showing cards or if
Faramir had been replaced and I had truly lost a friend. No one
knew very much about Faramir beyond the fact that Caspian trusted
her with his life and secrets. No one really knows where she came
from or how Caspian found her, so it was possible she could have
been Myth all along.” Remedy explained and felt something tighten
inside his chest. He had kept himself from dwelling on Faramir, and
some part of his mind had decided she had been a traitor all along
and so he had pushed away any thoughts of mourning for her. Faramir
had been with the Fionaveir long before him, and she had been the
one to cleanse his cuts and read him stories as a child. She had
nearly been a second mother, and now she was gone. He couldn’t
decide which was a more painful thought, losing your mother or
knowing she was a traitor and deceiving you all along. He had
chosen the latter for the simple fact that it bred more anger than
agony, but Azashy’s revelations stole that small bit of solace.
Faramir had never been a traitor; she had been betrayed by her own
blood. Though Remedy sincerely doubted Lex had any idea what he had
done.

“Myth killed Faramir and took her form. It
wasn’t too difficult for everyone to believe that Oma had run off
and disappeared given how broken her mind was. The only one that
might have been confused by that story was Shade, and he
conveniently wasn’t there when it happened.” Azashy spoke gently.
The look in her eyes told him that she understood the pain he was
hiding, but there was no way to soften the truth.

“And with the trust everyone felt for Faramir
Myth had an easy time with corrupting our ranks.” Remedy concluded
sourly. He leaned forward in his seat and propped his elbows on the
table before shaking his head at Azashy. “I don’t understand
though. How did he turn Symphony so completely? Not even Lutheron
is acting the same and I don’t understand at all. None of them
would abide by what is going on if they were thinking clearly. Is
Myth a mind mage as well?”

“It’s called conditioning, and as far as I
know Myth is not a Mind mage. There are herbs that weaken a mind
though and over a long course of time if you are told the same
thing over and over you will believe it, especially if it’s
something that already concerned you. Symphony worried that she
wasn’t fit to rule over all, and with the use of herbs and soothing
words Myth convinced her that it was true. Now Symphony will not
make a single judgment without consulting Myth, and she doesn’t
bother to check on the after effects of her decisions. She trusts
every word she hears from Myth and believes the world to be exactly
that way without looking for herself. Lutheron was simple to
manipulate. He had to see a threat and once Myth showed him one
clearly he was distracted from her actions. Caspian…” Azashy
trailed off and stared down at the table.

“That is truly Caspian isn’t it?” Remedy
demanded as she fell silent. He spoke more sharply than he intended
to, but Caspian was more to him than Faramir had ever been. This
entire mess was painful, but the thought that Caspian was dead too
made it nearly unbearable.

“It’s Caspian.” Azashy replied softly. Her
dark eyes trailed back down to her tea and she shrugged one
shoulder. “He was an outlaw to most but to others he was a true
hero. Seeing him so far from his path breaks my heart. The
knowledge that I’m the one that brought about his fall is a guilt
that crushes me whenever I dwell on it too long.” She rubbed
absently at her temples and shifted in her seat before continuing.
“Caspian was conditioned with his own failure. Myth used his time
as High Commander of the Justicars against him and combined the
memory of Fiona Veirasha’s death to lead him down his current path.
Caspian is focused on cleansing the city of everything remotely
wrong and he is going to an extreme that is going to get him
killed. You cannot keep so many people imprisoned without
repercussions. It is coming and it will be bad.” She met his eyes
once more and smiled sadly. “And Sanctuary will lose another Hero
and only a few will even mourn his death. Myth has taken Caspian’s
shining honor and tarnished it beyond repair. No one will ever look
at him with respect again, not even his own people.” Her gaze
dropped once more and she slowly shook her head. “And it’s my
fault. So many things are my fault and it’s a lesson I should have
learned long before. What I did at Glis should have taught me to
keep my mouth closed, but Myth has such charm when he chooses to
use it. I didn’t even realize what I was doing, and now…” She fell
silent and raised her tea cup to her lips.

“I can fix it Azashy. I am a Mind Mage. I can
take the brainwashing and cleanse it from them and return them to
what they were.” Remedy spoke into the silence and tried to keep
the hesitation from his voice. What he suggested was risky and he
was sure even Azashy knew that. In order to repair their minds he
would have to guess what their true feelings on the matter had been
before Myth’s tampering. There was a very good chance that he
wouldn’t actually repair the damage but would simply change it to a
different kind of damage. It was nearly impossible to keep personal
sentiment from such work, and the odds that he would implant his
own beliefs into their heads were very good.

“I could shatter this cup and glue the pieces
back into place as I believe they should go, but the cup would
never be the same again. There would be some cracks and chips that
no matter how hard I tried I could not repair.” Azashy returned
gently. “What is broken will never be properly mended. You can
attempt to mend it, but there will be cracks that show and chips
that are missing. Too much has been done to repair it fully and we
both know that.”

“I won’t write them off.” Remedy said firmly.
“There may be cracks showing but that is better than leaving
something broken. They are my family.”

Azashy nodded her agreement and started to
open her mouth then closed it abruptly. “He is coming. Can you stay
here? Can you keep part of me back from him?” her voice was frantic
and he could see the fear growing in her eyes.

“I can, but I don’t understand why. You face
him daily Azashy and I’ve never seen you look this terrified of it
before.” Remedy reached across the table and took one of her hands.
He could see her trembling and the hand he held was icy to the
touch. Her dream self was a reflection of her form in reality and
he knew she was shivering beyond the dream. With a gentle nudge he
sent a wave of calmness toward her. It wouldn’t do to have Myth see
her trembling in cold sweats when he entered.

“When I betrayed Nicoli I destroyed a child’s
life. Because of me he was raised as an orphan and far from his
true home. I tried to redeem myself and I did everything I could to
make his life easier in an attempt to make amends for what I had
stolen from him. I told him secrets, I taught him magic, and I
showed him where to find things of value. He is on his way to
Rivana as we speak to avenge the death of his loved ones. If Myth
learns of my Godson’s existence or what he is about I will betray
the boy again. Myth thinks he is dead, Myth believes he died in
Amdany and I would rather die than betray him again. I would rather
die a thousand times in agony than cause him more pain, and I know
what Myth is capable of.” The words poured out of her with such
conviction that he couldn’t think of what to say in return. Her
hand clamped tightly around his and she no longer trembled. Dark
eyes locked on his and he could see the determination filling her.
“Keep the part of me that knows such things here with you Remedy.
Hold it tight and no matter what Myth does to try to steal my
secrets do not let go of them.”

“Azashy, he threatened to cut off your
fingers last time you refused him. Do you honestly expect me to sit
idly by while he mutilates you?” Remedy objected. He could feel his
stomach coiling at just the thought of watching Azashy tortured.
There was a fragile friendship building between them, and he wasn’t
the sort to sit silently by while a friend was in pain.

“My suffering is a very small price if the
Bloody Huntsman succeeds today. Please Remedy. Please promise me
that you will help me in this. Myth is more powerful than both of
us. We can’t win against him, but others can. He won’t kill me. I’m
too useful to kill. He will try to break me, but with your help I
won’t be truly broken.” Azashy’s voice took on such a note of
pleading that he found himself nodding slowly.

“The Bloody Huntsman is your Godson?” He
asked softly. In the world beyond their shared dream he could hear
the sliding door opening followed by Myth’s soft footsteps. There
was a faint sound of bedsprings as Azashy sat up from the cot she
had been resting on. His own body was tucked safely away in the far
corner and well hidden by the mind fog.

“He is.” Azashy confirmed proudly. Her dark
eyes flashed as she smiled widely at him. “He is the most beautiful
mistake I’ve ever made. He is the sort of hero that Caspian himself
could never equal, and he will be one of the lynch pins that holds
this broken world together. If he survives today that is, and I
will do everything in my power to see that he does.” Her words rang
with promise as she turned her gaze away from him. She stared
toward the web filled window and her eyes locked on the slowly
crawling form of the Wraith spider. “Help me spin a beautiful web
of lies little one.” She whispered as her attention faded from the
dream.

Azashy hadn’t waited for more than his nod
before focusing on Myth. Perhaps she had glimpsed the resignation
in his eyes Remedy reasoned as he forced his own mind to stop
whirling. He had a lot to focus on and very little time to focus.
Myth was dangerous and he had to work quickly if he was truly going
to help Azashy protect her secrets.

“I have a few questions Azashy.” Myth’s voice
rang loudly through the small room beyond the dream.

Remedy closed his eyes and focused his mind
on Azashy. With practiced ease he moved past the dream they shared
and into her mind itself slowly gathering her secrets to him and
locking them beyond her reach. Once he was done she would not be
able to betray her loved ones no matter what Myth did. The
information simply wouldn’t be there. Even if Myth forced her to
gather it anew Remedy would be watching and the secrets would
vanish before Azashy could even open her mouth. This was not a new
game for him. He knew very well how to keep secrets from being
shared. He had performed this exact service for Vaze a hundred
times or more. Only then it had been against Lutheron, and if a
Divine couldn’t force the truth, Myth didn’t have a chance of
succeeding.


Chapter 13

 


Rivana

 


 


The ship settled uneasily into the sandy
riverbed. It was far from an ideal landing spot but it was the
closest he could get to the city without risking his ship being
spotted by scouts. They would still have a substantial walk to
reach Prendington, but it was the only option he had seen that
offered any hope of stealth. With a sigh Shade leaned back from the
controls and turned to Caleb with a pleading look. He had tried to
talk reason to him before they left Delvay, but the man hadn’t
listened. Now was his last chance, and he had spent the entire
flight inventing ways to manage the day without Caleb dying. He had
several ideas and he was certain they would work even if they
weren’t conventional plans. The difficult part would be getting
Caleb to listen.

“No.” Caleb snapped before he could even open
his mouth to speak. The Arovan rose from his seat and stretched
with a look of mild irritation on his handsome face. He had changed
from his uniform the moment they had left Delvay and the chain mail
he wore now rattled softly as he moved. He wore no insignia on the
armor, and Shade couldn’t even determine where it had been crafted.
It had no special touches to it whatsoever and as far as Shade
could tell it wasn’t even magical. It seemed too common for a man
like Caleb, but when Shade had questioned him about it Caleb had
only shrugged in response.

“But Caleb we could…” Shade began
quietly.

“No Shade. There is too much you don’t
understand about this.” Caleb cut him off coldly before he could
finish. With a heavy breath he gathered his cloak from the back of
his seat and walked toward the door.

“I understand my friend is about to suicide
for the sake of his honor.” Shade snapped as he rose as well. No
matter how much thought he put into it, Shade couldn’t figure out
why Caleb was so set on the path of Kevala’drin. The knowledge that
his daughter was still alive should have given him a reason to
live, but it hadn’t.

“Leave off Shade. We do things my way.
Syrah’s life is at stake and I refuse to take risks of any sort.”
Caleb replied with forced calmness. With an angry snap of his wrist
he shook his cloak out and fastened it around his shoulders. “I go
into the city. You, Zoey, and Dray follow me through the gates
invisible. I will lure Derrick to us and ensure he brings Syrah.
Once Derrick arrives Zoey and Dray head off to find the prisoners
while you wait for a chance to kill Derrick. I will make it look as
though I’m sending Syrah away with magic but I will simply send her
to you, Shade. I can’t actually teleport her out of the country,
and even if I could I wouldn’t. I’m not strong in arcane magic and
there is a very good chance they will have several mages waiting
for me to send her off so they can snatch her from the transport.
She will be safer if you find her a place to hide before you kill
Derrick. The moment you have the man’s head gather Syrah and go to
meet Zoey and Dray. Once you have all of the prisoners on the ship,
you leave.”

“And just abandon you to die then?” Shade
snapped as his frustration with the plan crested. It was the same
thing he had done to Jala when she needed his help and the fact
that Caleb was suggesting he repeat the mistake was salt in an old
wound. There was no way for Caleb to know that however, and that
made the argument that much more difficult. He didn’t have time to
explain his objection to Caleb now, and when he had tried earlier
Caleb had ignored him. It was all so damn frustrating it made him
want to snarl and curse like Neph.

“Easier to argue with a stone and you would
have more chance of winning.” Zoelyn mumbled as she rose from her
seat. The expression on her face was one of defeat and Shade could
tell just from looking at her that she was already imagining Caleb
dead.

“I like the plan right up until the point of
me abandoning a friend.” Shade grumbled.

“I don’t care if you like the plan, Shade. I
care if you follow it.” Caleb snapped. His glowered at Shade and
took a half step forward. “And you will follow it. I saved your
life in our prison and I’m calling in that debt. You will pay me
back today by saving my daughter.”

“You are a stubborn ass.” Shade snapped
before giving a grudging nod. “Fine, if everything plays out the
way you expect it to then I will follow your plan. If something
unexpected happens I will make my own choices without wasting time
to consult you.” He added firmly and found himself silently praying
that something unexpected would happen. He had no desire to follow
the plan at all and today was quite possibly the only day he would
ever cheer complications arising.

“I suspect that is the best I’ll get from you
so I accept it. I will hold you to your word Christian Morcaillo.”
Caleb’s voice was low and Shade could clearly hear the hidden
threat.

“Fine, now explain to me how you are going to
simply walk into the city. I may not have recognized you as the
Bloody Huntsman, but I bet there are a few in Rivana that will.”
Shade said lightly. There was no real reason to press the point of
Caleb’s plan or his threat. Zoey was right, the man was
unreasonably stubborn.

“I find myself more concerned with how you
expect us to keep a very young child silent while her father is
dying. We will need her to be quiet to sneak off and I don’t see
how we can ask that of her.” Dray said calmly before Caleb had a
chance to open his mouth.

Shade seized the moment and pointed quickly
at Dray. “He has a very valid point. Are you expecting me to club
your kid to keep her quiet, because I won’t.”

A faint smile formed on Caleb’s lips as he
shook his head slowly at them. “Syrah is my daughter. She will
understand what I am doing.” He spoke with such sincerity that
Shade found himself at a loss of words. “As to the other question…”
Caleb began as he pulled a small black dagger from his backpack. At
first glance it looked like polished obsidian but as Caleb lifted
it free of the last leather strap on his bag it began to writhe in
his hand.

“Shadowsteel.” Shade breathed as he watched
the dagger elongate and shift until it was vaguely sword shaped. It
was nearly impossible to keep himself from reaching to touch it. He
had been obsessed with Vaze’s armor and only the thought of
actually touching Vaze without permission had kept him from pawing
over the Shadowsteel then. He wanted desperately to know more about
the metal, but now was not the right time to ask. Even knowing
everything that was about to happen and what he should be focusing
on Shade still found himself envisioning his ship covered with the
beautiful black gleam of the sword before him. With a mental curse
Shade forced his hands behind his back and clasped them tightly as
he watched the edges sharpen and small details begin to appear
along the blade until the object in Caleb’s hand solidified into a
long sword. It was a weapon unlike any Shade had ever seen before.
There was no groove where the blade met the hilt and the details of
the weapon were breathtaking. Each rune on the blade was too
perfect to have been crafted by human hands and the gleam along the
edge spoke with deadly clarity. He had no doubt that Caleb’s sword
would slice through armor as easily as a hot knife through
butter.

Caleb’s expression was guarded as the shadows
of the blade rose and swirled around him. The white tips of his
hair darkened to pitch black while his skin changed from pale to
sun baked bronze. His features blurred for a moment and then
reformed into something far cruder eliminating all trace of his
Elder Blood. The armor that had seemed too common just minutes
before now suited him perfectly. To the casual observer he looked
like nothing more than a simple mercenary. There was no trace of
Caleb Faulklin left at all in the leathery skinned warrior standing
before him.

“Won’t they see through illusion?” Zoelyn
asked hesitantly.

“This is Shadow magic. The only one that
could see through this disguise is Vaze and I highly doubt he will
inform the Rivasans who I truly am.” Caleb replied quietly as he
removed the common steel blade from his sword belt and slid the
beautiful Shadowsteel sword into its place. With a sigh he tossed
the steel sword onto one of the empty chairs and adjusted his cloak
to cover the fine black hilt at his side. Without a word he lifted
his bag from the floor and turned for the ship’s door.

“Caleb.” Shade said urgently as he
frantically searched his mind for some last words he could offer
that might save his friend.

“Leave it, Shade. Please.” Caleb’s voice was
soft and he didn’t bother glancing back or slowing his steps.

Shade closed his mouth and bit back the words
he had been about to speak as he watched Caleb step from the ship
taking the last opportunity to talk sense with him as he left.
“Well that’s that then. We have our orders.” Shade muttered as he
glanced back to Zoey and Dray.

“Stubborn as a rock.” Zoelyn mumbled as she
shouldered her own bag. Dray rose beside her and they both smiled
weakly at Shade as they headed for the door.

“Hate to do this to you buddy.” Shade sighed
as his eyes moved to the goblin. The creature was crouched near the
pilot’s seat and had stayed unusually quiet from the moment they
had landed. “What I’m going to be doing today is incredibly stupid
though and you will be better off staying out of it.” He crouched
down in front of the creature and it moved closer to him with a
hopeful expression lighting its dark face. “Is there ever a point
you aren’t hungry?” Shade muttered as he pulled a piece of jerky
from his coat pocket. He had taken to stashing the stuff everywhere
since the goblin never seemed to be full and he never knew when he
would need to offer it food to keep it on good behavior. The
creature took it greedily and was instantly absorbed in gnawing
small pieces from the dried meat. “Bet you are going to be pissed
when I wake you up again.” Shade muttered as he summoned magic and
stored the creature in a stone.

He stood slowly and dropped the stone into
his pocket as the loud screech of a hawk rose from just beyond the
ship’s door. Curiously Shade walked to the edge of the steps and
leaned against the door frame just in time to see a shadow pass
over the ground. He gaze moved upward as the bird circled once more
and after a moment he caught a glimpse of a second form in the sky.
It was slightly larger than the first but still birdlike in form.
The hunting screech rose again and to Shade’s astonishment he
realized it was Caleb making the noise rather than the birds. He
stood several feet from the ship as well as his companions and his
attention was focused entirely on the hawks above him. The shadows
passed across the ground once more as the birds circled lower and
Caleb lifted one of his arms in response. With a faint screech the
smaller of the two birds dove and landed heavily on Caleb’s
outstretched arm.

“Are they trained birds?” Dray whispered and
Zoey shook her head in silent answer her eyes locked on Caleb as
the man chittered to the hawk on his arm.

Shade glanced up at the second bird. It
seemed to be circling lower as well and by the way its head was
cocked toward Caleb it looked as though it was listening to its
companion’s conversation. After what seemed like just a few moments
Caleb nodded and smiled to the bird as he withdrew a small pouch
from his coat pocket. To Shade’s amazement the hawk seized it in
its claws and took flight as Caleb tossed a second pouch to the
ground a good distance from where he stood. The larger bird that
had been circling swooped down and snatched the leather purse
before it had managed to tumble more than a couple inches and was
back in the sky once more before Shade could draw a breath.

“The female didn’t trust me enough to even
land.” Caleb sighed with what looked like sadness on his face. “The
birds of Glis are more social. I can only imagine how the Rivasans
must treat nature though, so I suppose they are wise to avoid
people.” He added as he turned back to his companions.

“So you just hired birds.” Shade observed
mildly and nodded his head once. “I don’t understand how you hired
birds or what they would do with coins, but can I ask what exactly
you hired them for?”

“I didn’t hire them I gave them pouches of
the seeds to scatter over the city. I intend to do the same with
the rats once we are inside the walls. They will spread them
farther than I could manage on my own and what I offered in return
was far better for them than coins.” Caleb corrected as he glanced
toward the ship then back to Shade.

Shade nodded in understanding as he stored
the ship in a stone. He wasn’t about to leave it in the middle of a
dry river bed and they would need it to make their escape from the
city.

“What did you offer them?” Dray asked
quietly.

“To eliminate the humans from their land.”
Caleb answered as he began the slow climb up the sandy bank toward
the road leading to Prendington.

Zoelyn smiled faintly and nodded her head
once as if in confirmation. “I always thought he leaned more toward
the ways of a Black druid than anyone else in his family.” She
spoke softly and then seemed to notice the confusion on their
faces. “A true Druid seeks harmony with nature by finding balance
with the humans and animals. A Black druid prefers to eliminate the
humans to grant the animals harmony. It always seemed strange to me
that he was the Marshall for Amdany when he doesn’t really like
cities. I suppose it was just another sacrifice he made for Nel.
It’s hard to imagine a love so strong that you would give up
everything that you are to see them smile.” Her voice trailed off
as she turned from them and started after Caleb.

Shade glanced toward Dray just in time to see
a flash of emotion flicker across the Blight’s face before the boy
raised his camouflage and disappeared.

“I don’t think that kind of love is really
that uncommon.” Shade said with a faint smile then grunted as
Dray’s elbow connected solidly with his gut. “I mean look at Jala
and Valor.” Shade added trying to keep his voice normal despite the
air Dray had knocked out of him. He glowered toward the area that
Dray had vanished in and shifted his bag on his shoulder. “It’s
also possible that he was Marshall for Micah. You’d be amazed what
some people will do for friends no matter what it costs them.”

 


* * *

 


Shade shifted silently where he stood and
tried to ignore the ankle deep filth in the alley. He wasn’t sure
which was less appealing, the stench from the garbage or the smell
drifting from the slave quarter of the city. It might have been
bearable had he been in his true form, but in order to remain
hidden well he had switched to the Blight form for its camouflage
abilities. Unfortunately while the creatures were adept at hiding,
they also had remarkable senses, and his sense of smell was about
to make him vomit. With an effort he pushed his nausea back down
and tried his best to refocus his mind on something besides his own
discomfort.

His attention moved across the rotting
produce and various other items he didn’t want to contemplate to
settle on Caleb. The man was crouched deeper in the alley with a
small swarm of rats surrounding him. All of the rodents were
attentive and some even stood on hind legs as if to hear Caleb’s
various squeaking noises better. In another time or place the sight
would have been comical; today he couldn’t even summon a faint
smile. Too many other concerns echoed through his thoughts, the
foremost being how exactly Caleb would manage to explain what he
was doing if they wrong sort of person walked by the alley before
he was finished. Rivasan were talented with arcane magic, not
druidic powers. Amongst the Elder Blood the Fae and the Shifters
were the ones that excelled in the natural magic and neither of
those would be welcome in Prendington.

The squeaking conversation died down and
Shade let out a slow breath of relief as Caleb began handing out
tiny bags of seeds to each of the rodents. He didn’t understand
this part of the plan at all, but Caleb didn’t seem inclined to
elaborate on any of the details of his plan so Shade had no choice
but to follow blindly.

“Keep close to me and don’t get lost. I won’t
pause for you I’m running out of time.” Caleb whispered as he stood
slowly. He turned toward the west and began picking his way
carefully through the alley taking care to avoid the clogged
gutters that ran alongside the sandstone wall of the building.

He led them through alleys and backstreets
for several blocks and gradually the filth lessened as well as the
stench. With each turn they seemed to be moving into better parts
of town and by the time Caleb stopped once more Shade couldn’t
detect even a hint of the slave markets in the air. With a frown
Caleb pulled a rag from his backpack and leaned back against the
alley examining his boots with a critical eye.

Realizing they were going to be stopped for
at least a few minutes if Caleb intended to remove the filth from
himself Shade moved quietly to the mouth of the alley and glanced
at the street beyond. Everything as far as he could see in both
directions was clean and orderly. The southern area of the road
seemed to be a merchant’s quarter and he could just make out the
bright banners of an open market in the distance. To the north the
shops and cafes gradually gave away to houses and apartment
buildings crafted in the same reddish sandstone that seemed to
comprise most of the city. Neither direction seemed a likely place
to locate Derrick Rivasa. Shade glanced back at Caleb who had just
finished wiping down his boots and wondered if he should even
bother asking what they were doing here. Chances were good that
Caleb would ignore that question as easily as he had ignored the
other dozen questions Shade had asked on the way to the city.

“You should stay here. I doubt any of you
will approve of this part of the plan.” Caleb murmured as he
stepped from the alley into the bright sunlight of the open street.
A few well-dressed passersby slowed to watch him with looks of
distaste on their fine faces, but no one openly rebuked his
presence.

“What part of the plan would this be?” Shade
whispered just loud enough for Caleb to hear him and crossed his
fingers that no one else in the area had hearing good enough to
detect his words.

“Luring Derrick out. An eye for an eye and
all.” Caleb returned softly before setting off at a brisk pace
toward to southern end of the street.

“What in the hell is that supposed to mean?”
Dray mumbled from somewhere to his left.

“I haven’t a clue, but I’m not interested in
skulking in alleys and waiting.” Shade replied quietly. Carefully
he stepped from the alley and ghosted after Caleb. It took most of
his attention to avoid the scattered people on the street as well
as anything on the road that might give his presence away. Even
something as trivial as kicking an errant pebble could draw
attention to him. While he didn’t think anyone in this particular
area of town would notice something so small, he didn’t want to
take any chances.

Caleb crossed the street swiftly with a
determined stride and it took every ounce of skill Shade had just
to keep him in sight. There was little chance of losing him in the
crowd however even if he did manage to lose sight of him for a
time. Caleb’s dark cloak and plain grey chainmail stood out like a
crow in a songbird cage amongst the Rivasan nobles.

His steps veered toward one of the nicer
store fronts and Shade felt a moment’s hesitation at the sight of
the guard standing beside the door. The man eyed Caleb with
suspicion, but Caleb simply bowed his head and whispered something
before continuing toward the door. Shade hadn’t been close enough
to hear whatever was said, but it seemed to do the trick as the
guard didn’t protest Caleb’s entrance beyond a disgusted nod.

The door had barely closed completely behind
Caleb before a woman’s scream erupted from inside. The guard at the
door fumbled for his sword and rushed for the doorway just as Shade
himself was gaining the stairs. With a sprint he slid inside the
building behind the guard and managed to flatten himself against
the wall before anyone had a chance of bumping into him.

The scene inside was pure chaos and Caleb
stood at the heart of it all. Two guards lay dead on the floor to
either side of the door and a third was sprawled across a display
case. Caleb whirled as the last guard closed and delivered a
backhanded blow to the man’s head that sent him stumbling to his
knees. With a quick kick to the man’s face Caleb dropped him
completely to the floor and then turned toward the clerk who was
screaming in pure hysteria.

“Shut up or die your choice.” Caleb snarled
glaring at the woman with more hate than Shade had ever seen on a
person’s face. The clerk gave a hiccupping gasp and managed to
stifle her screams as Caleb’s attention left her and turned to
regard a woman crouching beside a display table of fabrics. His
sword arm relaxed as he gazed past her to the small boy clutching
her skirts and then finally came to rest on an older woman who
stood tight lipped and pressed firmly against the back wall.

Shade stared at the three apparent hostages
and felt his mouth go dry at the sight. All three were Elder Blood,
and all three had the very distinct features of House Rivasa. He
had no idea how Caleb had known the women would be here, but his
earlier words now made perfect sense. An eye for an eye, it was far
more fitting to say a wife for a wife. Derrick Rivasa had killed
Caleb’s wife and sister and Shade had the unsettling feeling he was
about to witness Caleb returning the favor. Shade’s stomach soured
at the thought. At the very least Evanell Faulklin had died
fighting for her life. Rivasan women were not trained in fighting
at all though. These women would be slaughtered like lambs. The
most useful magic skill a Rivasan woman typically learned was a
mending spell, and even that was considered unseemly for a noble
woman.

A small voice inside him screamed at the
thought and Shade found himself wondering if there was anything he
could even do that wouldn’t result in them all dying. He could
disable Caleb, but then the women would call the guards and he
doubted he could escape with Caleb before they arrived. He could of
course leave Caleb to the Rivasan mercy and escape alone, but he
would be better off driving a knife into his own chest and he knew
it. If he allowed the women to call down the guard on Caleb and
left him to die he would never sleep peacefully again. The only
option left was to remain silent and try to think of something to
say that might force Caleb to reconsider his plans.

“Kalleria Rivasa.” Caleb spoke the name in a
cold voice that sounded more like an accusation than a greeting.
His gaze was locked on the woman by the fabrics once more.

“I don’t know who you are, but you are quite
possibly the biggest fool I’ve ever seen. Do you have any idea what
the penalty will be for accosting members of the High Lord’s own
house? My brother rules this entire land and he will not tolerate
such disrespect!” It was the older woman by the wall that had
spoken rather than Kalleria, and even as the words came out of her
mouth she was straightening her posture and smoothing her skirts
with the indignation that only a pure noble could muster in this
sort of situation.

“A Mother for a Sister. That seems fair.”
Caleb muttered with a faint shrug of one shoulder. He was moving
before Shade could even open his mouth to protest. His sword
flashed once and the old woman’s last words faded into a gurgling
sob as blood began to spurt from her throat. Her hands clutched at
her neck in a vain attempt to stem the blood, but Shade had seen
the edge of the Shadowsteel sword and he knew there was no hope
there. With that single slash Caleb had likely cut to the bone
though the strike had looked like little more than a flick of his
wrist.

The clerk began to wail once more and Shade
silently crossed the room toward the woman. He doubted there was
anything he could do to save Kalleria, but he could silence the
clerk and she at least would survive.

“Please. What do you want? I don’t know who
you are or what you want.” Kalleria’s voice trembled as she spoke
and her hands grasped the boy at her skirt closer. Her dark eyes
were wide with fear and her tanned face had paled to a sallow
color.

The twisting in Shade’s stomach grew worse at
the sound of the woman’s desperation, and he nearly turned back
toward Caleb. The reason Caleb had advised him to remain in the
alley became abundantly clear. This was an act of pure evil in
Shade’s eyes, but it was for the greater good if it stopped
Derrick. At least he hoped it was. No matter how much he tried to
convince himself that it was worth it if Derrick died the words
were ringing hollow in his mind.

“I want my wife and son alive once more and I
want my daughter returned to me. Since the first two are impossible
I will settle for your death and your son as a bargain chip for my
daughter.” Caleb returned coldly as he slowly closed the distance
between him and the terrified woman.

Shade cursed silently as he clubbed the clerk
in the back of the head dropping the woman unconscious to the
ground. “Caleb wait! It would be a better bargain if you used them
both for trade. Surely Derrick would listen better if you had them
both.” Shade said in the loudest voice he dared. He had no doubt
that other guards were already on the way and he had no desire for
anyone beyond the store to know that Caleb wasn’t working
alone.

“I told you to wait in the alley.” Caleb
observed quietly as his sword lashed out once more. The boy erupted
into sobs as his mother crumpled beside the table pulling most of
the fabric down with her as she fell. She hadn’t even tried to step
away, or shield her own throat. Shade noted silently as bile filled
his mouth.

“Momma! Momma!” The boy’s cries rose to
hysterical shrieking as blood began to pool under the woman.

Shade hadn’t had a clear view of the killing
blow, but by the woman’s silence he guessed it was another slit
throat and Kalleria was still in the process of dying a very messy
death before her child’s watching eyes.

“The boy will be enough to get Derrick’s
attention.” Caleb informed him in a monotone voice. He eyed the
child for a long moment before apparently deciding the boy wasn’t
going to do anything stupid. With a nonchalance that made Shade’s
skin crawl Caleb dropped down to a knee and pulled a bolt of fabric
from beside the dying woman’s side. Eyes locked on Kalleria’s face
he wiped his sword free of the blood and then slowly turned his
face to meet the frantic child’s wild eyes. “Stay here by your
mother and help her cross into the Darklands. If you leave her side
I will cut your legs off at the knees.”

The boy cringed back away from Caleb as the
man rose and walked toward the fallen guards. By his size Shade
guessed the child wasn’t more than eight. Judgment wasn’t the best
at that age, and Shade found himself moving to stand between Caleb
and the child just in case the boy mustered enough courage to bolt
for the door. An eight year old child might be fool enough to
believe he could make it to the door before Caleb could stop him,
but Shade knew better. Both of the blows Caleb had struck against
the women had been lightning fast with deadly accuracy. The boy
wouldn’t make it three feet from his mother’s side before Caleb
kept his promise and left the child crippled and bleeding.

Shade’s nausea returned at the thought and he
found himself staring after Caleb in disbelief. He never would have
believed the man could manage such cruelty. His name is the
Bloody Huntsman you naïve fool. The thought came from the same
part of his mind that had taunted him in his prison in Glis, and
Shade pushed it aside easily. It was too late to cry about it or
allow shock to settle over him. For the moment he had to focus all
of his concentration on making sure the boy didn’t move.

“Kalleria went through two maid servants a
week. All of them were slaves of course so she disposed of them as
any civilized Rivasan would. If their infractions were minor she
sold them off to a brothel. If they had offended her deeply she had
them thrown into the pits to die in whatever way was fashionable
that week.” Caleb spoke quietly as he shifted the guard’s bodies
with his foot and eyed them critically.

“To the Rivasan slavery is a way of life.”
Shade muttered. He didn’t like the thought of speaking in the
woman’s defense any more than he liked watching Caleb murder her.
“She was raised to treat them that way. Did she deserve to die from
it? Do you feel less pain from Evanell’s death after killing
Kalleria?”

Caleb froze and glanced toward the sound of
his voice with narrowed eyes. “I warned you that I was going to
level this city Shade. Kevala’drin as I said. I will have
vengeance for Micah, Honor, Nel, Ryven, and Chalice. Did you
honestly think Derrick would be the only one to die? Amdany burned
and still lies in waste. I will see that Prendington suffers the
same fate. Thousands will die today, just as they did in Amdany.”
His voice was low and filled with promise as he turned his
attention back to the fallen guards. Crouching down he leaned back
on his heels and checked the pulse on the last guard he had
dropped. With a faint smile Caleb slapped the man hard and shook
him until he moaned.

“The other guards will be here any minute
Caleb. We should take the boy and go.” Shade whispered as he
glanced toward the door. He was rather amazed that the guards
hadn’t already arrived and was grateful for the distraction of
worrying over them. He didn’t want to dwell on the city burning or
think of how many innocent lives would be claimed if Caleb did
manage to succeed in his vengeance. Zoey might be able to free the
Delvay and Arovan prisoners, but Prendington was quite obviously
slaver town and there would be countless people chained in the
lower parts of the city with no hope of escape.

“You should have stayed in the alley.” Caleb
observed sourly as he slapped the guard again and drew him to his
feet. “Wake up or I will slit your throat and find another
messenger.” Caleb growled as the guard’s eyes flickered feebly. The
man tried to rally at Caleb’s words and his eyes fluttered open
several more times before he managed to keep them open. “Good.”
Caleb nodded with approval as he shoved the man against a wall. “In
about two minutes I’m going to shove you out of that door.” Caleb
informed him as he pointed casually toward the only exit the store
offered as far as Shade could tell. “You are going to inform
everyone outside that if they move toward this building I will kill
your Lord’s son. If they set fire to the building, I will kill your
lord’s son. If they stare too long at the building, well you get
the picture. Once you have ensured everyone outside is going to
behave you are going to run your little ass off to reach your lord
before I get annoyed with waiting on you. You will tell him the
Bloody Huntsman has come and has his son. You will inform him that
if he wants his child back alive he will bring me my daughter alive
and well. Are we clear?”

The guard’s face paled drastically at the
words Bloody Huntsman, but to the man’s credit he managed a firm
nod as Caleb released his grip on the man’s tunic. “Lord Derrick
will bring the entire damn city down on your head, fool.” The guard
muttered with a disgusted shake of his head. “Might bring your girl
to you, but only long enough for her to watch you die.”

Shade expected Caleb to kill the man for his
words, but to his amazement Caleb simply smiled and nodded. “No
doubt he will try that. My daughter’s name is Syrah. Lord Derrick
should know her by sight. Now be a good little bitch and to your
master with my words.” With a sharp nod toward the door he took
another step back from the guard and glanced toward the boy who was
still sobbing quietly over his mother’s body.

“What makes you think he won’t just go
straight to the guard’s barracks and summon the entire city guard
here?” Shade asked softly.

“Derrick will want to deal with me
personally. He isn’t fond of me at all.” Caleb said with a sigh.
With a quick glance out the window he leaned back against the wall
and closed his eyes. Pain lit his face for a breath as he slowly
opened his eyes and stared down at the black sword gripped tightly
in his right hand. “Once I have Syrah.” Caleb whispered as he
slowly pried his fingers free of his sword with his left hand. The
blade clattered to the floor at his feet and Caleb took a ragged
breath as he massaged his hand and glared at the sword.

Shade’s eyes moved from the sword to Caleb
and then settled once more on the sword. “It’s sentient?” he asked
softly. The only sentient weapons he had ever heard of were in
stories that seemed too fanciful to believe, but he couldn’t
explain Caleb’s behavior any other way.

Caleb nodded once and folded his arms across
his chest without bothering to retrieve his sword from the floor.
“Ryvenken the Keeper.” He whispered with a trace of hatred edging
his words.

“The Blade of Secrets?” Shade gasped in
disbelief. The sword was only mentioned in the oldest of stories,
but he remembered each reference clearly. Ryvenken supposedly fed
on souls and knowledge. It was written that for every warrior that
had wielded the blade Ryvenken held a thousand secrets. It was also
said that anyone who bonded with the blade could draw on those
secrets and use whatever skills or magic it held.

“None other.” Caleb agreed in a dull voice.
He glanced out the window again and then looked to the boy. For
just a moment a flicker of remorse crossed his features then he was
looking out the window once more.

“How long have you been bonded with it?”
Shade asked quietly. Everything was falling into place now; If
Caleb had been bonded with Ryvenken for years than the sword likely
had a very firm hold on his mind. Artifacts as old as that sword
were dangerous and it took a very strong mage to maintain control
over such things. Caleb had said himself that he wasn’t strong in
arcane power. The cold murder he had witnessed earlier as well as
the Blight’s fear of Caleb could be explained away easily if the
sword were the dominate of the two. Sentient weapons were not
renowned in stories for their honor or compassion.

“Four years aside from my stay in the Blight
prison. Ryvenken and I were sadly not on speaking terms at that
point. I wanted to save Arovan, Ryvenken wanted it to burn.” Caleb
said calmly and shrugged once. He smiled faintly and turned away
from the window. “Return Syrah to Jala or Valor. They will see that
she is taken to my family in Arovan.” The words held an undeniable
farewell to them, but there was no trace of concern in his voice.
Caleb fully planned to face the entire military force of
Prendington alone and didn’t even have a bead of sweat on his face
at the thought.

Swallowing heavily Shade watched as Caleb
reclaimed his sword and moved toward the boy. Wisps of Shadow rose
from him as the illusion faded from his skin and clothes. The dull
grey of the chainmail turned to polished black and Shade stared
hard at the outline of skulls engraved across the chest. Nestled in
the center of it all emblazoned in polished silver was the symbol
for the Divine of fear. Shade was likely considered a heathen by
most religious orders, but even he knew what the skulls on the
armor represented. For a follower of Fear each skull was a symbol
of a conquered fear, and by the number of skulls on Caleb’s armor
he had to be a fully anointed priest.

“So Zoey was wrong about the druidic path I
see.” Shade mumbled as he met Caleb’s gaze. The man’s features had
sharpened beyond what Shade was accustomed to with high cheek bones
and canted eyes that seemed more catlike than human. Small black
runes dotted the pale flesh across his cheekbones and seemed to
writhe just under the skin when Shade tried to examine them closer.
The man before him had the same white-tipped grey hair and pale
grey eyes of Caleb Faulklin, but overall he was as different from
what Shade knew of his friend as the previous illusion had been.
This man seemed beyond Elder Blood. He looked like more like one of
the Divine.

The thunder of hoof beats was rising outside.
Derrick was here and Shade knew they didn’t have much time left to
talk. Caleb glanced once toward the door and then smiled at Shade.
“When you describe yourself do you simply use the word Pilot or are
there other details about you that should be mentioned as well?”
Caleb asked and even his voice seemed to have changed. It was still
low and even but it held a bit of music to it such as Shade had
come to expect from the Fae.

“Many more, but I somehow doubt I hold as
many cards as you do my friend.” Shade whispered trying to keep the
awe from his voice. “Is this another illusion Caleb?” he asked as
he watched Caleb lift the sobbing boy gently from his mother’s
corpse. Part of him was praying it was illusion and that Caleb had
just chosen it to unnerve Derrick. The other part was silently
hoping the man really did have Divine blood, maybe then he would
have a chance of surviving.

“This is me in all of my unholy glory,
Shade.” Caleb returned quietly and bowed his head respectfully to
Shade before turning for the door. “I will send Syrah in to you.
Hide her and stick to the plan.” He ordered as he pulled the door
open.

Bright sunlight poured into the store and
seemed to settle on the dead woman by his feet. Shade stared at her
for barely a breath and then moved as quickly as he could to the
window. The street beyond was filled with armored men and horses.
Near the center of the group was a finely dressed man mounted on a
blue grey horse that seemed to tower over the other animals
present. It didn’t take much for Shade to guess his identity. Only
Derrick Rivasa would show up to face the Bloody Huntsman without a
trace of armor on. The presence of the furiously glaring little
girl seated before him confirmed his suspicion and Shade found
himself studying the child more than the man. She was delicate in
build with grey eyes that looked too large for her fragile face.
Her long hair seemed black until the sun glinted off of it, then it
took on a deep blue hue. The dress she wore was barely worthy of
the title dress and looked to be little more than rags from what
Shade could tell, but the child sat as proudly as any queen. The
scowl faded from her face as her eyes found Caleb and a smile
tugged at her lips. It was the last reaction Shade had expected to
see from the child. According to Finn the girl was barely six, any
other child of that age would have been wailing for their father to
save them. Syrah Faulklin didn’t look the slightest bit inclined to
wail however. Her chin tilted upward and her smile slowly widened
into a look of pure satisfaction. With more dignity than most
adults could muster in a situation such as hers Syrah nodded to her
father and remained silent.

“I looked for you at Amdany.” Derrick Rivasa
announced loudly and his horse danced under him at the raised
voice. With a frown he yanked on the reins and pressed Syrah closer
to him. “They all said the Blights had done for you, but I didn’t
believe it. To believe you dead I will have to see it. I’m so
pleased you made that particular experience so convenient for
me.”

“Release my daughter and once she is safely
to my side you may have your son.” Caleb called loudly ignoring the
man’s taunt.

“So you can teleport away? I don’t think so.
You murdered my wife and mother if my guard is to be believed. You
will have to die for that of course.” Derrick returned in a voice
that held no remorse whatsoever.

“I have no intention of running. I declare
Kevala’drin on you and all who follow you. Amdany and all
who fell there will be avenged.” Caleb’s voice rang clearly
throughout the street without a trace of hesitation. Several of the
guards laughed at his words, but to Shade’s ears the laughter was
edged with nerves.

“How traditional.” Derrick scoffed. “Give
your word you will stand your ground and return my son. I know your
pretty little code of honor will bind you. Everyone knows the Black
Bastard always keeps his word.”

Caleb’s jaw clenched at Derrick’s words but
he visibly forced his temper back down before speaking. “I give you
my word that I will not harm your son and I will release him once
Syrah is safely away. I will not flee or attempt to escape. By the
Aspects and Divine I swear I speak the truth and will abide by my
words.”

“Good enough.” Derrick agreed with a shrug as
he shoved Syrah from his saddle. The girl twisted in the air and
Shade had to bite his lip to keep from cursing out loud as she
landed hard on the cobbles by the horse’s massive hooves. Derrick
loosened the reins on his horse and leaned over his saddle to gaze
down at the child with a wicked grin. “I thought Shifters always
landed on their feet?” Amusement filled his voice as he spoke and
several of his guards laughed in response. This time Shade detected
the nervousness in their voices quiet clearly.

Syrah remained silent as she picked herself
up from the ground and narrowly avoided the large grey’s hooves as
it began to dance in place once more. She crossed to her father
with her head held high despite her scraped knees and bleeding
hands. Caleb dropped to his knees as she drew closer, still
managing to keep a firm grip on his hostage despite the boy’s
frantic attempts to escape him. For a moment Syrah looked as though
she was going to burst into tears, but she clenched her jaw and
bowed her head deeply to her father. Without so much as a slight
embrace she turned on her heels and pointed back toward Derrick
with a steady hand.

“He killed Lord Micah, and he killed him
slowly. Our lord died screaming in agony, Father.” She announced in
a high clear voice. Her hand moved slightly to the right and
settled on a young man in plate mail. “He killed Lord Honor and
made Grandma Blue cry nearly every night. She wouldn’t speak of the
violations he forced on her, but I know he treated Grandma
cruelly.” Her tiny hand shifted once more and settled on a woman
who stood just behind the line of horses and Shade felt his breath
catch as he followed the child’s motion.

He knew the woman Syrah was pointing at,
though he had no idea what she was doing in Rivana. He hadn’t seen
her in well over a year, and the last time he had seen her she had
been deep in her cups. Grace Morcaillo looked to be stone cold
sober today however. Her long auburn hair was pulled back in a
tight braid and the expression on her normally relaxed face was
severe. It was the first time he had ever seen his mother in
anything but a dress. Today however she wore leather pants and an
armored jacket. The sort of clothing a warrior favored, though he
had never known his mother to be anything but a drunken fool.

“She killed Mother and Ryven.” Syrah’s words
barely reached his ears as Shade tried desperately to determine why
his mother was with the Rivasans. As far as he had known she was
still safely back in Morcath draining her bottles of wine for
entertainment. Yet here she stood looking every bit as cold and
cruel as Caleb had as he cut down Kellaria Rivasa.

“Yes, yes, though it hardly matters you
little brat. Your daddy is about to die as well. Life as an orphan
shouldn’t be too bad though.” Derrick taunted in a voice that held
more annoyance than amusement.

Shade barely managed to peel his gaze from
his mother as Syrah turned back to her father and placed a tiny
hand on his cheek. His mind was reeling and he wanted nothing more
than to charge out of the store and demand his mother explain
herself. That was a foolish whim however and he knew it was the
last possible thing he should consider doing. He needed to keep his
eyes on Syrah so he knew when she was heading his way. He would
hide her, and then he would figure out what Grace was doing here.
Her appearance most definitely qualified as the unexpected in his
eyes, and while he didn’t think his mother was trained in combat he
doubted Caleb realized how dangerous even an untrained Changeling
could be. Very few people did.

“Momma says the pain we have faced would
destroy most. Some it would make stronger, but you it will make
strong enough to destroy.” Syrah said and for the first time since
she had started speaking Shade detected a tremor in her voice.
“Kill them all.” She added in a louder voice that was filled with
more anger and hurt than a child her age should have been able to
muster.

Caleb leaned forward and pressed his lips
gently to her forehead. His grey eyes met hers as he drew back from
her. “Though my heart doth bleed with a suffering such as I have
never known I will not falter, for only in the blood of the wicked
will I find peace.” He intoned the words as if speaking a prayer
and his daughter’s back straightened in response.

Syrah’s chin tilted upwards once more and a
faint smile creased her lips as her father fell silent. “And so I
will cleanse their filth from this world. In my righteous fury I
will teach their children a fear so true that they will never again
stray from the path of light.” She finished the verse with the same
formality as her father.

“Live in peace Syrah and know that you were
always loved more than life itself by both of your parents. I
promise you love I will teach them fear and I will make them pay
dearly for their sins.” Caleb’s voice was so soft Shade doubted
most of the Rivasans could even hear what he was saying. If not for
the heightened senses of the Blight form he wore he doubted he
would have heard it. Caleb’s hand moved to rest on his daughter’s
shoulder and her form shimmered under his touch. To everyone
watching it looked as though Caleb had cast a teleportation spell
upon the child, but Shade knew he had done nothing more than grant
her a temporary invisibility to get her safely into the store. He
wasn’t sure when Caleb had informed Syrah of what she was supposed
to do, but guessed it was a mental link between the two of
them.

A soft scuff sounded on the wooden floor
beside him and Shade glanced down as Syrah’s form began to slowly
fade back into view. Without hesitation he reached down and took
the child’s hand so that his Blight camouflage would conceal her as
well.

“Did your father tell you I would be waiting
for you?” He asked as softly as he could. Voices were raised in the
street once more, but Shade didn’t bother paying attention to the
words. By the tone of it Derrick was blustering again and he
doubted the man had anything to say that was worth hearing.

“You are Shade. You are supposed to kill
Derrick and then we flee.” Syrah returned in a soft voice that was
barely audible.

“A bit of a change of plans, but we will
discuss it once we are in a safer place.” Shade corrected as he
pulled her gently along behind him toward the back of the store.
With luck there would be a back door, without luck he would make a
back door. He wasn’t about to risk taking Syrah out onto the street
where fighting might erupt at any moment.

Fortune was smiling on them. The store had a
back door as he had hoped and it wasn’t locked or guarded. With a
quick push Shade shoved it open and hurriedly boosted Syrah to the
roof ledge. With a quick hop he latched onto the edge of the gutter
and scrambled his own way up in less time than it took most to
mount a horse. Silently he took Syrah’s hand once more and
carefully guided her up to the arch of the roof just in time to
watch Derrick Rivasa sending his son off with a small escort of
guards. Caleb still crouched in the street watching Derrick with a
grim expression on his face. His grey eyes were locked on the Lord
of Prendington with the patience of a predator. He was waiting for
the right moment to pounce and Derrick didn’t even seem to realize
it.

“Was that a prayer to the Divine of Fear that
you and your father intoned?” Shade asked softly. If it was a
prayer and Caleb truly was an anointed priest perhaps his god would
listen to him, because with the odds Caleb faced the man could
dearly use a bit of Divine intervention. Caleb obviously wasn’t
scared, of course a Priest of fear wouldn’t be, but Shade was
certain that he was feeling enough fear for the both of them. His
stomach was tied in so many knots that he doubted he would be able
to eat properly for at least a month.

“That was Kevala’s Drin. The last oath she
gave to her people before she marched on the Dark Brotherhood
during the thousand year war.” Syrah explained quietly. “It was one
of the first things Daddy made me learn when my schooling started.”
She added in a voice that was thick with pain.

“Ready to die Bastard?” Derrick called in a
voice that was filled with forced cheer. With one hand he motioned
Grace forward and pointed toward Caleb. “Kill him.” He ordered
casually and then glanced to his guards. “Help her and ensure it is
done properly.” He added with distaste as he carefully backed his
horse away from the open street.

Caleb leaned forward pressing his palm firmly
to the ground as Grace started forward and magic roiled in the air
around him. She had barely taken two steps before the entire city
shook violently. Cries rose from the guards and the horses screamed
in panic, but Grace simply stopped walking and narrowed her eyes at
Caleb. Cocking her head she turned to gaze toward the heart of the
city where buildings were shaking visibly. A cold smile curved
Caleb’s lips and the tremors increased dramatically as vines
wrapped around the distant buildings nearly covering the sandstone
walls. Screams rose from further inside the city as the seeds Caleb
had ordered scattered sprouted to life with more devastation than
Shade would have ever believed possible. Even the walls surrounding
the main fortress were giving under the punishment of the
Stonevines, but he could tell how much magic it was draining from
Caleb and prayed fervently that the man would stop while he still
had enough energy to fight.

“This city will crumble and burn before I
draw my last breath.” Caleb announced as he rose to his feet
unsteadily. “Your men will bleed and die before you, and all that
you have been charged to protect will be destroyed.” He added in a
louder voice as the tremors of the city slowly subsided.

“You are only one man.” Derrick pointed out
loudly then seemed to notice the hesitation on the faces around
him. “He is only one man!” he snarled loudly and jabbed a finger in
Caleb’s direction. “Kill the gods be damned bastard before he has
time to work more magic.” He ordered as Caleb drew the black long
sword from his belt and moved into a fighter’s stance.

“And that is my cue. Stay right here Syrah.
Unless of course your Daddy looks ready to destroy this building
and then you should move to the next one over very quickly.” Shade
whispered as he rose to a crouch and made his way silently toward
the roof ledge closest to Derrick.

He caught a glimpse of Grace moving toward
Caleb once more and then his attention settled on Derrick. He had
to trust Caleb to take care of himself for just a few minutes. Once
Derrick was dead he would help him anyway he could, but killing the
lord of Prendington was essential for all of their plans.

 


* * *

 


Zoelyn moved to follow as she heard Shade’s
footsteps leaving the alley, but a tug from Dray’s hand brought her
to a stop. She turned and eyed the Blight curiously as he shook his
head slowly. Worry creased his face and he ran a hand through his
long brown hair and bit his lip before speaking.

“There was a reason Caleb told us not to
follow. Shade might ignore it, but I won’t. We need to stay here
and away from whatever he is going to do. It will be our only hope
of staying clear of the fighting so that we can locate the
prisoners.” Dray’s voice was a soft whisper by her ear, yet somehow
he managed to emphasize his words to the point of command.

Wordlessly she nodded but moved a few inches
closer to the alley mouth to watch Grim’s dark clad form as he wove
his way through the streets. Nothing she had seen from him in the
past week was what she remembered of her friend. It was as if his
grief had transformed him into something far more violent and cold
than he had ever been before. There were stories about him in Glis
of course, but she had always believed the tales of the Bloody
Huntsman were exaggerated; now she wasn’t so sure. It was possible
he had always harbored a darker side and she had simply never
looked closely enough to see it. He was her friend, or had been at
one time. She wasn’t sure anymore, but it was a concern she didn’t
have time to face. Perhaps if they both survived the day she could
speak with him about it, if Grim would speak with her about
anything. He had been tightlipped for most of the trip.

“I’m bloody well sick of this damn thing.” A
man’s voice from the far end of the alley froze her thoughts and
she turned back just in time to watch two figures enter their
alley.

Wordlessly she pressed herself flat against
the alley wall in a mirror of Dray’s own movement. The man that had
spoken was fully in the alley now and to her dismay he wore the
full armor of a high ranking Rivasan guard. A second man followed
him dressed in dark clothes and a hooded cloak. She could barely
make out the lower part of his jaw, but what she could see was
unshaven and by the set of his lips he was highly amused.

“I feel filthy just wearing it!” The guard
snapped as he unbuckled the chin strap of his full helmet and
wrenched it from his head. His hair was tousled and a deep red
color that was never found in Rivasans. His bronzed skin was beaded
with sweat and his expression was borderline furious. With a curse
he tossed the helmet to the side of the alley and shook his head
with irritation. It wasn’t until he turned to gaze down the alley
in the direction Shade and Grim had gone that she recognized him.
Her breath caught in her throat as his bright green eyes traced
over the street beyond her. Havoc Firym. She had no idea
what he was doing here, and she didn’t know him aside from
glimpsing him near Jala, but his presence here could only be
considered a blessing. Everyone knew how much the Firym despised
the Rivasans.

“Does it feel strange to you to be doing
something like this without Victory here chiding us every step of
the way about how stupid we are?” The second man’s voice was low
and laced with amusement, but it wasn’t a voice she recognized. He
raised a gloved hand as he spoke and pushed the hood back revealing
lanky black hair that looked as though it hadn’t been brushed in
weeks. His eyes were deep set and a long silvered scar traced down
the left side of his face. Even without the scar she wouldn’t have
considered him handsome. There was too much about him that screamed
guttertrash. Even his clothes spoke of someone that would slit your
throat for a bent copper.

“Victory made his choice.” Havoc said
irritably as he unfastened the uppermost clasp of his leather
brigandine. “I hate this armor. I hate this creeping about.” He
snarled as the sound of a woman’s scream pierced the air from the
direction Grim had gone.

The man in black let out a long deep sigh as
if Havoc’s words were a complaint that was well worn through and
moved gracefully past the Firym as he continued to strip out of the
obviously stolen armor. “By the sounds of it the puppy has already
started and we still haven’t located Zoelyn. Do you think we should
continue on to the children without her? There is a chance we will
encounter her along the way.”

“Puppy didn’t plan on us helping at all in
this so I sincerely doubt he mentioned us to Zoey. As far as he was
concerned all we were doing was pretending to be smugglers bringing
in Firym silks to lure Kalleria out of the fortress.” Havoc sighed
in disgust and threw the heavy leather armor to the street by the
helmet. He wore silk padding under the Rivasan leathers and by the
looks of it he planned to be wearing nothing but the padding in a
few more minutes.

“Are they calling Caleb puppy as a
nickname?” Dray’s words drifted through her mind. He hadn’t
risked speaking the words aloud, not with the dangerous looking man
standing so close to them.

Zoelyn shrugged in response never taking her
eyes off the dark clad man. He had paused near the alley mouth and
was so close she could have extended a finger and brushed his arm.
Her eyes studied him closely from the tips of his soft leather
boots to the edge of the scar on his face. It looked like an old
knife wound and it wasn’t until she had traced it down to the very
bottom that she realized it wasn’t a scar at all. The very bottom
corner of the scar was beginning to peal from his sweat. It was
make-up such as the stage actors use, and very cleverly done. Her
eyes moved over him again taking in the faint smudge around his
scraggly jaw line and then settling at last on his blue eyes. Her
own eyes widened as the details of his costume faded and she
studied his build and the bone structure of his face.

“Lord Dark, your scar is pealing and your
beard appears to be losing its color from your sweat.” Zoelyn
whispered.

Zachary Dark stiffened at the sound of her
voice, but Havoc’s reaction was almost comical. The Firym cursed
and stumbled on the leather pants still trailing from one leg.
Barefoot Havoc wheeled to face the direction of her voice
half-dressed with a dagger in one hand.

With a faint smile Zachary reached up and
pulled the fake scar from his face and tucked it neatly into his
pocket as Zoelyn released Dray’s hand allowing the Blight’s
camouflage to fade from her.

“I didn’t recognize you at all. It’s a very
good disguise Lord Dark.” Zoelyn murmured her gaze trailing back to
Havoc. Her eyes roved over his silk padding and his discarded
armor. It was tempting to ask where he had pulled the dagger from
in such a hurry, but she decided it was something she likely didn’t
want to know.

“Havoc has some odd friends. One of which
specializes in costumes for theatre. I myself thought this ensemble
was a bit over the top, but it seems to have served its purpose.
The Guards at the gate believed I was a genuine smuggler.” He fell
silent at the sound of hoof beats and shouting from down the road
and glanced toward Havoc. “Perhaps you should dress quickly. I
believe we need to be on our way very soon if we are going to
rescue the children and free the slaves.”

“Free the slaves?” Zoelyn repeated in a
hopeful voice. Her gaze flicked between the two men and it was
Havoc that nodded in response though his attention was entirely
focused on freeing his leg from the tangled leather trousers.

“Puppy’s request was that I manage to bring
in something pretty to lure Kellaria out of her keep. With the war
going every city in every country has faced shortages and I doubt
Rivasa has seen a decent bolt of material in months let alone a
piss drenched hole like Prendington. He said he was going to bring
the city to ruin. I brought Zach into this because I am quite
obviously Firym and very well known, but no one would ever expect
the honorable Plate mail clad Zachary Dark to pose as a smuggler.
After we discussed it a bit we both decided Prendington can burn,
but the slaves can’t. So here we are and we are short on time.”
Havoc explained in a rushed voice as he shook himself free of the
armor at last and kicked it to land beside the rest of the Rivasan
disguise.

“Are you really calling Grim, Puppy?” Zoelyn
muttered in a bewildered voice. She couldn’t imagine anyone in Glis
or Arovan speaking of Grim in such a condescending way.

“Been his nickname since he first stepped
foot into the Academy and growled at me in his pathetic little
adolescent way.” Havoc replied with a snort of amusement.

“Neither here nor there and we are short on
time.” Zachary reminded him and Havoc nodded curtly.

The Firym’s gaze moved to the street beyond
and then back to Zachary. “Is it too much for him? Do you think he
can manage to live if we both go?”

“He has Morcaillo with him. I know enough of
Shade from speaking with Jala to know he won’t leave the Puppy to
face the Rivasans alone no matter what the plan is.” Zachary
returned easily.

Havoc nodded once more and waved a hand
toward himself in a careless gesture. Bright flame leaped from his
fingers completely obscuring his body in fire for several
breaths.

Blinking rapidly Zoelyn tried to clear her
eyes of the temporary blindness. She hadn’t expected Havoc to douse
himself in fire and she had been looking directly at him when he
did. As the spots faded from her vision he gradually came back into
focus. He was armored once more in the fine Black and red armor of
a Flamerider officer. Two blades rested easily against his hips and
his expression no longer held even a trace of annoyance.

“Alright. Let’s kick these pigs and see how
they squeal.” Havoc said with a grin.

“What?” Zoelyn mumbled looking to Zachary for
a translation.

“What he means to say is we will not be using
stealth and he doesn’t want the Puppy to take all of the fun of
killing the Rivasans. I concur. I’ve had enough stealth and deceit
to last me the rest of the year. I’d much rather face them and have
them know who is sending them to their grave.” Zachary smiled and
tossed the hooded cloak to the ground. He wasn’t wearing armor
underneath it, but a very large sword was strapped to his back, and
that seemed more than enough to satisfy him as he turned back the
way they had come. “Let’s leave that mess for Puppy to sort out and
find a quicker route that will waste less time.” Zachary suggested
with a casual wave in the direction that Shade and Grim were
in.

“Agreed. A lot to do and not much time to do
it if we are going to make it back here in time to kick the teeth
out of some of those asses.” Havoc smiled and winked at Zoelyn. “By
the way, your Blight friend can show himself if he likes. We both
know about him anyway.” He added with a sly grin and winked at
her.

“Now is an excellent time to prove yourself
to be your father’s son young man. Micah Arovan never slunk through
the shadows. He walked as a warrior and confronted everything with
honor.” Zachary added with a smile.

“Damn I like you so much better when you
aren’t drenched in Oblivion, Zach. You are almost human again. You
never smile when you are holding Oblivion inside you.” Havoc
murmured with a shake of his head and a smile that mirrored
Zach’s.

To her amazement Dray dropped his camouflage
and nodded solemnly to Zachary. The Blight smiled faintly then
bowed his head to Havoc in respect. “I don’t skulk because I’m a
coward. I skulk out of respect. I know my presence offends many
people and it is often the most diplomatic to simply avoid being
seen.” Dray’s voice was calm and for a moment a memory of his
father rang in her mind. She hadn’t seen Micah Arovan often, but
she remembered his voice and his careful wording well. Every day it
became more apparent that Micah’s memory would live on in his son,
even if they had never met.


Chapter 14

 


Rivana

 


 


The thrum of bows rang through the air as
Shade moved as quickly as he dared toward Derrick. He could hear
the clash of swords behind him and the cries of wounded men, but he
didn’t dare look back to check on Caleb. He knew if he did the
desire to help his friend would overwhelm the knowledge that
Derrick Rivasa had to die.

His gaze settled on the blue grey horse
Derrick rode and he watched the animal dancing in place. Its ears
were pinned and its teeth were bared in fury. He’s been trained for
war. Shade realized and his steps slowed as he watched the animal
strike at the cobbled street with a steel-shod hoof. Sparks flew
from the stones and Shade’s approach slowed further. Derrick
wouldn’t see him he knew that much, but he wasn’t sure the horse
wouldn’t sense him. He wasn’t as stealthy as a true Blight and he
knew it. Just the faintest noise could send the edgy animal into a
fit that would leave him broken on the stones with hoof prints
decorating his face.

A shrill whistle sounded from behind him and
Derrick’s horse reared in response nearly unseating the man. With a
furious snarl the Rivasan cuffed the horse between the ears and
spurred it hard. The animal lunged forward to land on all four feet
once more and Shade had to dart back to avoid being crushed beneath
it. With a toss of its head the gray backed and stomped its feet
seeming even more agitated than it had been before the whistle.

A memory surfaced of Valor training horses in
Merro. It hadn’t truly been something of interest to Shade, but
Jala had been leaning on the rail watching and so he had stayed to
speak with her and ended up learning a thing or two about Arovan
horsemanship. Such as the fact that they trained their War Horses
with a mixture of whistles and leg pressure. His gaze traced over
the horse once more and then to the other Rivasan mounts and a
smile began to form on his lips. Of course, this animal was a
prize of war. Excitement rose in him with the realization.
Derrick had likely ridden it here to irritate Caleb. In turn Caleb
had given Shade the answer to his problem with one shrill whistle.
It was obvious by Derrick’s reaction to the horse’s rearing that he
didn’t realize how it was trained and that he was essentially
sitting on an enemy.

With a wide smile Shade stepped further away
from the agitated horse and searched his mind frantically for the
memory of Valor once more. There was a set whistle that would send
the horse leaping forward and if he could just remember it he was
certain Derrick would find himself kissing the cobbles. He wouldn’t
be able to do anything about the leg pressure cue of course, but he
hoped the animal was annoyed enough with Derrick’s heavy handed
treatment that even half of the signal would be enough.

A muffled curse broke through the fighting
behind him and Shade felt his pulse quicken at the sound. That was
Caleb’s voice. He was certain of it. It was a sheer act of will to
keep his mind focused on the memory and not turn to aid his friend,
but Shade gritted his teeth and let loose three sharp whistles in a
quick burst. He wasn’t certain it was the correct signal, but he
was praying to Fortune it was.

The Gray’s ears pinned further at the sound
and a squall tore from its throat as it launched itself into the
air. Both hind legs snapped out behind it in a deadly attack that
would have caved the skulls of anyone foolish enough to stand
behind an Arovan Charger. As it was a sandstone wall was the only
victim of the animal’s savage kick and the jarring impact propelled
the horse forward while managing to dislodge Derrick from the
saddle. The Rivasan scrambled to regain his seat and managed to
tangle himself in the reins. The horse squalled again only this
time there was agony in its call as the bit tore painfully into its
mouth. Derrick was dragged several feet and barely managed to
loosen his hand from the reins in time to scurry back from the
furious animal. For a breath Shade thought the horse would do his
job for him and then Derrick was clear of the animal and bumping
into Shade.

“Fortune be praised.” Shade whispered as
Derrick spun to face him. On a whim he let his camouflage drop as
he drove his dagger hard up into the Rivasan’s kidney. “That was
for Micah. You killed one of the few men I respected.” He hissed as
Derrick’s eyes bulged in their sockets. He had caught the Rivasan
completely off guard and with that one strike the fight was over.
The man was well versed in magic, but not in pain. Shade knew there
was no way Derrick would find focus with a dagger wound in such a
vital place. Derrick pulled back on unsteady legs and tried to back
away from him, but Shade stepped closer with relentless
determination. He held Derrick’s panicked gaze as he drove the
dagger hard into the man’s chest. The blade slid neatly between two
ribs and Derrick expression froze in agony as the tip of the blade
found the man’s heart. “And that was for his son.” Shade whispered
as the Rivasan slumped to the ground.

It took several moments before the sound of
the fighting behind him registered again in his mind. From the
moment Derrick had bumped into him until he lay dead at Shade’s
feet the rest of the world had faded away. There had been nothing
but him and his victim and then everything rushed back in with a
vengeance. A scream sounded behind him and he whirled to face the
fighting. The ground was littered with several corpses, but there
were still far too many enemies on their feet.

Shade’s eyes found Caleb within moments and
his chest tightened at the way the Arovan was staggering. Blood
soaked his armor and he could see at least two arrows protruding
from Caleb’s side. The priest was holding his own against two
swordsman, but a third was closing fast and archers were still
firing whenever they had a clear shot. Grace Morcaillo circled the
fight like a hunting cat, and by the way Caleb was trying to keep
her in his sight Shade knew his mother had already traded blows
with his friend.

“To stealth or not to stealth.” Shade
murmured as he eyed the archers. “Buggering hell, stealth.” He
muttered sourly. There was no other option at this point of the
battle. He needed to eliminate the archers quickly and quietly.
Grudgingly he summoned the camouflage once more and crept toward
the far side of the battle. Perhaps one day there would be a battle
he could fight honorably, but today was quite obviously not that
day.

The first archer died soundlessly and Shade
gave him silent thanks for it. The man’s comrades were fixated on
Caleb and neither of them seemed to notice their companion die
quietly beside them. The second was standing too close to his
fellow for Shade to kill him without being noticed.

With a frown he pulled another dagger from
his belt and studied the men carefully. There was a wall behind
them with just enough room for them to draw their bows. It would be
a tight squeeze to get behind them both and he would have to time
it perfectly. If either of them stepped back or brushed against him
all stealth was lost. The only other option for killing them both
without a fight was to stand directly before them, and he wasn’t
keen on the idea of placing himself directly in the path of their
arrows.

The one closest to him had an arrow knocked
and his bow drawn on Caleb. Shade’s mouth twitched in irritation as
he shifted his form. He was still a Blight, but a much smaller
Blight closer to Syrah’s size than a man’s. Eyeing both Archer’s
warily Shade slid along the wall under the man’s bent arm until he
was perfectly centered between the two of them. It only took a
moment for him to shift back to the proper height, but in that time
two more arrows were sent toward Caleb. Maybe I should have
taken Hemlock up on his offer for Assassin training. Shade
mused bitterly as he drove both of his daggers home simultaneously
in lethal blows that dropped the Archers with no more resistance
than their cries of pain and shock.

Shade wiped his daggers on his pants without
a second glance toward the dead men at his feet. He didn’t want to
see his handiwork. Twirling the daggers he slid them home at his
belt and studied the fight before him. Caleb was hard pressed by
three swordsmen though one seemed to be wounded. Not nearly as
wounded as Caleb appeared to be however. As Caleb parried a man’s
blade and dodged away from another blow Grace moved in for an
attack with deadly speed. Caleb darted aside barely missing her
claws but the effort put him too close to the third swordsman. The
Rivasan crowed with delight as his short sword sank deeply into
Caleb’s side and the priest grunted in response, but didn’t slow in
his fighting. Grace backed away from the fight once more and
circled the men.

It took an effort of will to rip his eyes
from the fight, but Shade forced himself to acknowledge the other
threats. There were at least eight more swordsmen, and all of their
attention seemed to be focused on the fight. They were waiting for
an opportunity to draw the Black Bastard’s blood, but they were too
well trained to throw themselves into the fight. Too many men in
one battle were a hindrance and they knew it. Shade wasn’t sure if
any of them had even noticed Derrick’s fall. If they had they
weren’t showing any signs of remorse or rage over their fallen
lord. If they hadn’t noticed, he still had an edge. They wouldn’t
know he was here.

His gaze moved back to the fight as Grace
moved in once more and landed a savage blow across Caleb’s back.
Teeth gritted in frustration Shade made his choice. He needed to
stop Grace and he knew he couldn’t drop a fellow Changeling with
stealth alone, especially not with as much as Grace was moving. His
mother never held her position for more than a breath.

“Grace Morcaillo step away from this fight!”
Shade’s voice rang through the open street as he slid once more
into his true form. There was no point in keeping the Blight form
any longer if he didn’t need stealth. The fight waned for a breath
then regained its tempo as the Rivasan’s took advantage of Caleb’s
shock. Shade cringed inwardly at the expression of fury that lit
Caleb’s features at his words. If he had been following Caleb’s
plan he would have been safely away with Syrah by now, and Caleb
would be dying faster.

Two of the idle Rivasan’s closed on him and
Shade summoned claws in response. A sword would give him more
range, but the venom he could summon to his claws would drop a man
with one scratch. The downside to that plan was that the venom
wasn’t a Changeling trait; it was something he had borrowed from
various creatures on Sanctuary. A concoction of his own devising
that was difficult to summon and part of his concentration would be
lost on maintaining it. He used the last spare moments before the
swordsmen were closed on him to enhance his speed and
regeneration.

“Derrick is dead Grace! You have no reason to
continue to follow his orders!” Shade yelled once more as the first
of the swordsmen sprinted forward for the first attack.

The Guard underestimated his speed and Shade
spun easily away from the blow still managing to land a blow across
the man’s cheek as he passed. The guard’s sword fell from his hand
the moment the venom touched his skin and the second swordsman
slowed to a cautious approach as his comrade fell. Foam began to
speckle the fallen man’s lips and his legs kicked feebly against
the cobbles.

“I don’t want to kill you. You should
probably run.” Shade advised him in a low voice, but he could tell
the man wouldn’t listen and several more of the Rivasans were
turning their attention his way. “Stop fighting now Grace!” Shade
called loudly and tried desperately to add warning to his tone. If
he could just get her out of the fight things would be much
simpler.

“Your father sends his regards Christian.”
Grace returned casually in a voice that wasn’t quite loud enough to
be considered a yell, but carried easily to his ears.

A cold chill rose along his spine as Shade
realized what Myth had done. Somehow his father knew he would be
here. Somehow he had known what they had planned, and so he had
sent Grace. He almost missed the second guard’s attack as certainty
washed over him; Grace wouldn’t leave the fight. He would have to
face her or watch Caleb die. Almost mechanically he raised his arm
and pushed the Rivasan’s attack aside. Still numb he drove his
claws through the guard’s leather armor and deep into his side. A
second man fell then a third before the rest seemed to lose their
interest in attacking him. Dazedly Shade turned toward Grace in
time to watch Caleb drop another guard to the blood covered street.
Caleb was barely standing and Shade silently wondered if he would
even recover from his wounds if they managed to escape dying at the
Rivasan’s hands.

“Last chance Grace. Don’t make me choose
here. You won’t like the choice I make.” Shade called as he began
to advance slowly. The remaining Rivasans backed away from him with
expressions of uncertainty clear on their faces. He could see their
eyes moving from the still convulsing forms of their fellow guards
and then back to him. “Just run and think of an excuse later. No
one will survive here to speak of cowardice to your superiors.”
Shade said bitterly. A faint smile creased his lips as one of the
younger guards dropped his sword and bolted for the fortress. At
least someone here today has common sense he decided
sourly.

Grace moved in again with the speed of a
serpent and Caleb reeled off balance toward one of the guards as
her claws raked viciously across his back. With a grunt of surprise
Caleb twisted at the last moment putting his shoulder into the
guard and barely managed to avoid being impaled on the man’s sword.
His form flickered like a guttering candle then blurred into a form
that towered over the guards facing him.

Shade paused in surprise and stared at Caleb
in awe. He had never actually seen a Shifter in full combat form.
Most Shifters were not strong enough in their magic to attain the
form, and the few that were kept the secret very well hidden. At
full height Caleb stood close to ten feet, and there was nothing
awkward about the blending of man and wolf. Shade had heard the
combat forms were grotesque things, but nothing could be further
from the truth in Caleb’s case. His long slender muzzle was curled
into a snarl and his ears were pinned giving him the sort of
fierceness that would have most enemies dropping their swords and
running.

The Rivasan’s before him back stepped their
sword points drooping toward the ground as Caleb took a menacing
step toward them. His white tipped fur stirred briefly in the
evening breeze without a trace of the blood that had been coating
his armor. A snarl rose in his throat as the powerful muscles in
his back rippled as the slender black sword he held slowly began to
shift as well. The thin graceful blade seemed to gather shadows as
it balanced itself to match its master’s new form.

“How lovely a bigger target.” Grace mused
cheerfully. Her own form shifted slightly as she adjusted her
muscles for more speed and then she was charging Caleb again in a
blur of movement.

Caleb met her first two blows easily, but the
third slipped by him and a rough snarl rose from his throat as
fresh blood darkened the fur on his arm. His jaws snapped shut just
inches from Grace’s face as her claws tore vicious gouges into his
stomach. The Changeling bent nearly double under a swipe from
Caleb’s claws and the Shifter barely managed to dance back away
from her counter attack that would have hamstrung him.

“She is too damn fast for him.” Shade
muttered. He needed to help, but he wasn’t sure how to without
getting in Caleb’s way. Gritting his teeth in frustration he
circled them frantically searching for an opening.

Caleb took several more blows and staggered
visibly under the assault but managed to land a solid blow on Grace
that sent her sliding across the rough cobbles on her back. Shade
moved the instant she hit the ground and brought both hands down
for a slash across her chest as she rose. It wasn’t a lethal blow
with claws alone, but the venom should drop even her and the chest
was a difficult target to miss. He braced himself for the impact of
his claws in flesh, but Grace’s body seemed to curl inward on
itself and he staggered forward off balance. No one can be that
damn fast. The thought hit him at the same moment his mother
did. The air in his lungs exploded outward at the force of her blow
and he struggled to stay on his feet.

A dark form blurred past him and Shade barely
managed a glimpse of Caleb slamming into Grace before fresh pain
tore through him. Waves of agony nearly blinded him as he gazed
stupidly down at the sword point sticking through his stomach. He
blinked once as the blade withdrew and managed a staggering turn to
stare incredulously at the guard who had backstabbed him.

“You son of a bitch, I gave you the option to
run.” Shade hissed. His stomach felt like white fire, but he could
already feel his regeneration taking effect and healing the
wound.

The guard hastily back stepped and looked
ready to bolt but Shade shook his head grimly in response. “I don’t
think so.” He snarled as he closed on the man. Behind him he could
still hear the battle raging, but the sword through his gut had
been a gentle reminder that if the guards weren’t going to run,
they needed to die. He had lost the focus for his venom with the
sword blow and at the moment it seemed too much work to summon it
back. That meant the man would have to suffer a messy death, but
perhaps it would give him something to contemplate in the
Darklands. Such as why you never stab an Elder Blood in the back
unless it is a killing blow.

Shade was barely a step from the guard when
the ground behind him trembled followed by a crash that sounded as
if one of the buildings was being ripped apart. The guard forgotten
Shade whirled and stared in mute horror at the dragon barely eight
feet from him and the collapsed wall of the shop he had left Syrah
on top of. The dust from the fallen stone was still settling, but
even through the thick cloud Shade could make out the battered form
of Caleb crumpled in the rubble. Still intent on her quarry the
dragon stalked forward several feet then drew her head back to
inhale.

“Mother No!” Shade screamed. There was no way
either Syrah or Caleb would survive dragonfire at that close of
range. Even if the child had the sense to move to one of the
adjoining buildings she would still be caught in the blaze. His
hand dropped to his pocket and settled around the cool stone hidden
within as he sprinted toward his mother. Don’t think about it
just do it. He ordered himself as he launched himself straight
toward the dragon’s gaping mouth. His free hand latched firmly
between two of the massive ivory teeth and pain seared through him
as his flesh was sliced cleanly by the razor edge of one. He could
already feel the heat bubbling in her throat as he pulled himself
up high enough to cast the stone into her open mouth and down her
throat.

With a cry of anguish that had nothing to do
with his injuries he released his hold and dispelled the magic on
the storage stone he had thrown. The dragon staggered and her neck
bulged horribly as his Spell Hawk lodged in her throat then tore
through flesh and bone alike. White hot fire gushed through the
rents in her flesh and Shade barely managed to scramble out of the
way as the dragon’s body collapsed to the ground in a tangle of
thrashing limbs. The ship twisted horribly in the wound with the
sound of tearing metal and bile rose in his throat as the
combination of her thrashing and the destruction of his ship
severed her head from her body. The dragon form faded from her as
death claimed her and Shade stared mutely down at his mother’s
head. He couldn’t bring himself to move at all, not toward her
fallen form or toward Caleb. He felt sick and numb and couldn’t
drag his gaze from her sightless eyes or the blood pooling around
the stump of her neck.

“By all of the Divine what have I done?”
Shade whispered as he contemplated his actions. He had repaid Caleb
for saving his life, and at the same time he had killed a pure
blooded Changeling, and a female at that. Not to mention his own
mother. His life wasn’t worth a bent copper now and he knew it.

“You saved my Daddy’s life.” A tiny voice
answered from somewhere behind him

Turning slowly Shade gazed down at the little
girl and nodded dumbly. “Yes I did.” Shade agreed quietly. “If she
didn’t kill him when she threw him through the wall.” He added
bitterly.

“He lives…barely.” Syrah informed him in a
voice that seemed far too practical for such a small child. She
brushed a strand of her dark blue hair back from her face and gazed
toward his ship with wide grey eyes. “Will that be able to fly now?
She says we shouldn’t stay here much longer. It’s dangerous here
and others will be coming.”

Shade followed her eyes to the blood streaked
ship. One of the wings was nearly torn off and the hull was badly
dented. Slowly he shook his head and swallowed heavily. “Not like
it is now, but I can fix it enough to manage quickly enough.”
All I have to do is bring myself to go near my mother’s
body. He added silently.

Syrah nodded once at him and then gazed
upward at the empty air beside her and nodded once more. “Fix it
then, and I will do what I can for Daddy. Hurry though, it cost
Momma a lot of strength to finish those guards and it is already
hard for her to stay here. She needs to go, Ryven needs her.”
Syrah’s voice was barely over a whisper and filled with a sadness
that mirrored the ache in his own chest.

Shade nodded slowly once more and realized
the remaining guards were crumpled on the ground. He snorted in
contempt for himself and shook his head slowly. That should have
been the first thing he looked for once Grace had fallen. He should
have looked for further danger rather than mourning the death of an
enemy. “Tell your Mother thank you please. I’m not really sure how
spirits work or if she can hear me when I speak to her, but I’m
sure I owe her my life for killing the guards.” At some point in
his life he was sure he would have scoffed at a child claiming the
spirit of her mother was near her, or at the very least he would
have pitied the child for her fancies. Now however it didn’t seem
the slightest bit odd. He had seen too much in the past few months
to dismiss anything as a possibility.

Movement behind the child caught his
attention before he could turn to his ship and Shade stared in
shock as Caleb staggered to his feet with his sword still clutched
firmly in his hand. The Shifter swayed for a moment and his head
lolled to one side. The shadows around the sword thickened for a
breath and both Syrah and Shade continued to stare in silence as
the sword began to fold back on itself as if melting. Caleb’s form
shifted back down to his human shape the moment the Shadowsteel
touched his skin. Pain flickered briefly across his slack face and
the muscles in his arm convulsed as the Shadowsteel slithered up
his arm and began to meld into his skin. His head lolled forward on
his shoulders and then snapped back as his spine went rigid.

“What in the bloody hell…” Shade murmured as
he stared in sick fascination.

“A bargain kept.” Caleb answered quietly
though the voice was not his own. It was a deeper voice that rang
hollowly with every word. His head came forward once more and
piercing black eyes settled on Shade. He sighed heavily and looked
mildly disgusted. “You however I did not count on.” He continued as
he stepped carefully from the rubble brushing the dust from his
armor as he walked. He rolled his shoulders and a faint smile
creased his lips as he stared hungrily around the remains of
Prendington. The smile faded as his eyes found Shade once more and
he sighed again. “I owe you.” He spoke the words in what almost
seemed an accusation then took another slower breath and forced the
smile back onto his face. “The Dragon Fire would have destroyed his
body before I could claim it, and thus you are owed by me as much
as I may dislike it. So what will it be Morcaillo? What boon would
you ask of me? Riches? Magic? Knowledge?” Caleb’s black gaze
swiveled slowly to the remains of Shade’s ship and his forced smile
became a genuine one. “The secret of Shadowsteel perhaps? If your
ship were made of Shadowsteel repairing it would require no more
than a thought from you.”

“Ryvenken?” Shade asked hesitantly. He
thought he understood what was going on, but had to be certain.
Caleb had said the sword was sentient, but none of the stories he
had ever heard had mentioned weapons that were able to possess
their wielder so completely.

The black eyes settled on him once more and
annoyance flashed across Caleb’s handsome face. “That was the
arrangement. I wasn’t far from claiming this one anyway, and he
wanted Kevala’drin so badly. Name your boon Morcaillo. I
would be done with this place and onto more pleasant
diversions.

“It’s a life boon. You said the body would
have been destroyed so this is more than just riches or one secret
to repay what I have done.” Shade replied softly.

The annoyance returned to his face and he
waved impatiently with one hand. “Fine then, name it, I hardly care
how greedy you are. I cannot leave here in your debt.”

“I want my friend back. Time has no meaning
to you. Give us back Caleb for now and bide your time at living for
a better era. You don’t want to be part of this world right now
anyway. It is tearing itself apart.” Shade said calmly.

“Are you mad? I offer you treasure, magical
knowledge, bloody Shadowsteel and you ask me for this?” Ryvenken
demanded furiously.

“I don’t ask it. I demand it. You owe me a
life and I want his back. Return his body to him and bide your
time.” Shade informed him in the same calm tone.

“We will meet again Morcaillo, and I will
remember this. I never forget.” Ryvenken hissed through Caleb’s
lips as he staggered forward. The pitch black of his eyes faded
almost instantly and agony filled his face as his left hand grew
black. Moving quickly Shade caught Caleb as his knees began to
buckle and held him upright. The ring of metal on stone sounded as
a black dagger fell from Caleb’s hand and bounced across the
cobbles toward Syrah.

“Don’t touch that!” Shade warned quickly as
Syrah stared down at the dagger then took a hasty step back at his
words. Caleb shifted in his arms and tried to pull himself upright.
“Easy, I’ve got you. Let’s get you to the ship.” Shade murmured as
he turned on his heels but Caleb tugged weakly against him.

“Ryvenken.” Caleb gasped and reached one hand
toward the dagger in a vain attempt of reaching it.

“You don’t seriously want that thing back do
you?” Shade demanded incredulously.

“It’s a curse when you are bonded with it,
but it’s a much more dangerous curse when your enemy bonds with
it.” Caleb whispered in a hoarse voice and reluctantly Shade helped
him kneel to pick up the Shadowsteel blade. “Thank you Shade.”

“Don’t thank me yet.” Shade murmured as he
half-carried Caleb toward his ruined ship. His gaze fell on Grace’s
body as they grew closer and he felt his throat go dry in response.
“No one will thank me by the time this day is over with.” He added
softly. There was still so much he had to do before the night was
over, but by the time he was done everyone would be safe, and
everyone would hate him.

 


* * *

 


Thick vines choked the outer walls and Zoelyn
hesitated as she watched another stone tumble from the crumbling
building. The entire Fortress was ensconced in the Stonevines Grim
had summoned and from what she could tell they were the only thing
holding the building upright. Her eyes moved to what remained of
the doorway and her unease increased. Zachary stood a few feet away
examining the fallen stones clogging the door and seemed to be
trying his best to ignore Havoc’s impatient glare.

“I have an overwhelming feeling this is one
of those moments that Victory would call us both idiots and suggest
another plan.” Zachary said cautiously. His dark blue eyes moved
from the blocked door to settle on Havoc and he slowly shook his
head. “I think the vines are the only things holding the walls up,
and this slide of rocks seems to be one of the pressure points. If
we clear here it might bring the rest of the ceiling down.”

“I’d like to know what else we are supposed
to do. We have already circled this building once and this is the
only opening where we can get through the bloody vines. We are
searching for prisoners from Delvay and Arovan. They will be in the
main keep. No one would keep slaves or captives that were that
valuable anywhere else. I suppose I could just set fire to the
vines and hope we find another weak point in the stones, but I
don’t think that would end well for anyone.” Havoc snapped as he
waved his hand for Zachary to move from the doorway.

“I’m not sure this is going to end well
either. This part of the fortress doesn’t look sound at all.”
Zoelyn began but fell silent as Havoc’s annoyed glare snapped to
her. Frowning she shuffled back a few steps from the two men to
stand beside Dray.

“He is going to melt the rocks at the door
which will weaken the structure further and five minutes inside
that wreck the entire place is going to fall on our heads.” Dray
predicted grimly with a shake of his head.

“I think that is what Zach is predicting
too.” Zoelyn agreed with a sigh.

“I’m almost certain that if I were holding
Oblivion right now I would call you a fool and walk away from this.
Sentiment fades before logic when I’m holding Oblivion and I’m
rather certain no logical person would walk inside this building.”
Zachary pointed out calmly before letting out a heavy breath and
stepping back from the door. “Please be careful.” He added as Havoc
stepped into position with a smile lighting his tanned face.

“Oh of course, careful, always, and by the
way, that logic crap is one of the main reasons I hate talking to
you while you are holding Oblivion.” Havoc muttered as he drew his
hands back and inhaled deeply. The air around him began to glow
faintly and with a grunt of effort the Firym threw his hands
forward sending a fireball the size of a hay wagon into the rock
strewn doorway. Shards of stone exploded from the crumbling doorway
and the entire Fortress gave a low shuddering groan as the rock
slide melted. With a wider smile Havoc winked at Zachary and waved
his hand to clear the foul smelling smoke from the air before him.
“See there is a way inside now and the ceiling didn’t collapse.” He
pointed happily toward the still molten stone and started forward
apparently oblivious to the creaking noises the structure was still
making.

“I do believe I said be careful. What part of
careful involved a fireball of that size?” Zachary sighed as he
stepped closer then seemed to think better of walking into the
still glowing stone that was slowly cooling on the floor.

“The part where it was only that size and not
bigger.” Havoc responded from somewhere inside. If the Firym had
any concerns about the building coming down on him it didn’t show
in his voice. He almost sounded as if he were enjoying himself.

“Is he legally insane amongst his people or
is this normal behavior for a Firym?” Dray asked dryly as he moved
closer to Zachary.

The Blight’s expression was so doubtful that
Zoelyn wasn’t even sure he would enter the building once the stone
cooled. She could see his muscles tense every time the building
made the faintest creak.

Zachary frowned for a breath and then looked
to Dray with an amused smile. “Havoc waited for me to move before
using fire. That makes him quite rational amongst the Firym, almost
too cautious by their standards.” He replied in obvious
amusement.

“Never going to Firym.” Dray concluded then
glanced back at her. “What do you think?”

“I think that the children inside that
fortress are most likely a lot more frightened than we are.” Zoelyn
replied without hesitation and stepped forward nervously. The
molten stone was no longer glowing, but she wasn’t fool enough to
think it had set in such a short time. She’d have to move across it
quickly or damage her boots. Considering she was wearing the armor
Seth had given her there was no way to replace anything she damaged
without begging the Demon, and that was not an option in her
mind.

“Let me go first.” Dray began, but she
ignored him and crossed through the doorway as quickly as she
could. She paused once clear of the slide to wait for the others
and allow her eyes time to adjust to the shadowy interior.

“The vines are covering all of the bloody
windows. Have you got nightvision?” Havoc asked from somewhere in
the shadows to her left.

“Not really.” Zoelyn admitted bleakly. She
turned a slow circle gazing at the darkened room around her. There
were piles of rocks littering the floor near her, and the broken
remains of a long table; everything beyond those details however
was lost in darkness.

“I can guide her. I’d rather not light a
torch.” Dray suggested as he moved up beside her and took her
arm.

She shifted slightly moving his arm further
up her coat and away from the gap between her sleeve and glove. The
curse was gnawing at her so strongly that she didn’t even want to
take a chance of Dray touching her bare wrist. She needed all of
her concentration to focus on what they were doing, and if she were
distracted by keeping her curse in check she would be tripping her
way down the entire hall.

“What if we have to fight?” Zoelyn protested
before any of them had a chance to leave the room. The thought of
making her way through the entire fortress as blind as a mole was
not appealing in the least, and while she understood Dray’s
reasoning for not wanting a torch she sincerely doubted Havoc had
any sort of stealth in mind. Since the moment he had stripped from
his Rivasan disguise in the alley the Firym had been searching for
a fight, and so far he hadn’t managed to find anything to kill.

“Then Havoc and I will fight while Dray keeps
you out of the way.” Zachary replied as he moved gracefully past
them all. “It might be better if you take point Havoc. I’d hate for
you to get overly excited by something and cook our companions by
accident.”

“Probably the best option. If I’m in front
the only ones I can cook are enemies, though fire really isn’t the
best tool against Rivasans.” Havoc agreed with a shrug before
moving to join Zachary at the far side of the room. He paused in
the doorway for a breath then abruptly turned right and began
walking calmly down the hall.

“Does he know where he is going?” Dray asked
as he glanced to the left and then back to Zachary.

“I’d guess that he hasn’t got a clue, but one
way is as good as the other in a fortress this old. Most of the
halls will connect and we will get there no matter which direction
we choose. All we need to do is find the stairway down.” Zachary
explained as he motioned a hand toward Havoc’s departing form. “And
if we don’t keep up with him we will get separated and we don’t
want that. It’s an invitation to have our faces lit on fire if we
surprise him somewhere down the hall.”

“Right.” Dray agreed dubiously as he tugged
gently on her arm and set after Havoc at a quick jog. Zoelyn
frowned at the pace but didn’t bother to object. Given the options
stubbing her toe on a fallen stone did seem preferable to
surprising Havoc.

“Do you think the cowards evacuated the keep?
There should be guards and I haven’t seen a single thing to kill.”
Havoc called over his shoulder in a voice that echoed through the
corridors.

“If they didn’t evacuate they are idiots.
They have either run or set up an ambush for us in a more stable
section of the fortress. I wouldn’t be lingering in this part
either. It looks as though the ceiling beams are splitting above
us. I’d say we have an hour at most before twelve tons of stone is
falling on our heads.” Zachary replied casually.

“If they have possibly set up an ambush
shouldn’t we be a bit quieter?” Zoelyn grumbled softly. She had
never actually met Victory before, but she was quickly coming to
the conclusion that their absent friend was quiet correct in his
assessment of them and that they were in fact idiots.

“House guards in a minor city.” Zachary
replied in a bored tone. “Anyone worth his salt went with Derrick
to deal with Grim. The only ones left in the Keep will be the
scrubs. If they have in fact got an ambush set up Havoc will kill
them before we even catch up with him.”

Firelight lit the hall ahead of them before
Zoelyn could object further and the entire structure groaned once
more. Zoelyn shook her head and blinked her eyes rapidly to clear
the blindness as Dray tugged her along grumbling about insanity.
The air around her was filling with smoke and she had to fight back
the urge to cough as they drew closer to the Firym and his newest
destruction.

“Got tired of looking for the stairs
already?” Zachary observed dryly as he gazed down at the still
smoldering hole in the floor.

Havoc shrugged and smiled. “Seemed faster. I
hate Hide and go Seek, always have.” He replied and began
unbuckling his sword belt. With a flip of his wrist he wound the
belt around the two blades and tossed them to Zachary. “I’ll go
down first. Toss my blades down when I yell for them.” He said as
folded his arms around himself and stepped into the hole.

“He didn’t even check to see how far the drop
was.” Dray gasped in dismay.

“One…Two…” Zachary intoned before violent
cursing erupted from below them. Nodding Zachary dropped to a
crouch and pulled his backpack from his shoulder. “It’s a little
over twenty feet. The rest of us will want to climb down rather
than jump.” He informed them as he drew coils of silk rope from his
bag.

“Swords.” Havoc’s voice called faintly up to
them and Zachary pitched the Firym’s weapons through the hole
without bothering to look up from the rope he was busily
uncoiling.

“Damn it!” Havoc’s echoed response brought a
faint smile to Zachary’s face and he glanced up at the two of them
impishly.

“Got him.” Zachary observed with a wink then
stood and gazed around the hall for something to tie the rope off
on. With a faint frown he settled on a door and busied himself for
several minutes securing the rope to its handle.

“We would be better off with a rabid bear as
our guide.” Dray whispered in her ear and Zoelyn fought back a
smile as Zachary turned toward them.

“I’m not sure how the rope will hold up if it
spends too long in contact with the stone Havoc melted so climb
quickly.” Zachary tossed the rope through the hole as he spoke and
motioned them both forward.

“Bloody hell.” Dray grumbled as he scrambled
for the rope and held it away from the edges of the hole. “You
first Zoey I’ll hold it for you.”

“Think I found the prison entrance. Big bad
looking iron bound door at the end of this hall.” Havoc called up
to them as Zoelyn hesitantly took the rope and tried in vain to
spot the ground below the hole.

“Wait for us before going in. If they do have
an ambush set it will be behind that door.” Zachary called back to
him and motioned for her to move quickly. “He won’t really wait for
us so go as quickly as you can without falling.” He urged.

“I’m not fond of heights.” Zoelyn sighed as
she clutched the rope and braced herself against the sides of the
hole. Logic won out over caution as the still heated stone around
the edges of the hole began to warm her feet through her boots.
“I’m not sure I like you right now Havoc.” She mumbled as she
scurried down the rope and for one of the few times in her life she
was grateful that she always wore gloves. She knew Dray’s hands
wouldn’t fare so well on the climb down. The silk rope was lighter
to carry than any other kind, but it was also slick under her grip
and with nothing to brace her feet against it was difficult to
control her momentum.

“I know I don’t like you right now.” Dray
called in a louder voice as he followed quickly down the rope.
Cursing softly he landed gracefully beside her and shook his hands
in annoyance. “I think we are making this more complicated than it
ever should have been.” He added with a sigh.

“Grim is actually the one that made it
complicated. If not for the Stonevines we could have walked
straight in without wasting time circling the building first.”
Zachary corrected as he landed lightly beside them both and stalked
off down the hall in pursuit of Havoc.

“He has a point.” Zoelyn observed glumly.

“Grim did what he did for a reason.” Dray
objected stubbornly and Zoelyn smiled in response. She had seen the
way Dray watched Grim at Delvay and hadn’t missed the tinges of
hero worship that had filled the Blight’s eyes. Grim had served
Dray’s father loyally, and he was the last one living that had
truly known Micah well. She doubted there was anything Grim could
do to turn Dray against him because of that fact alone.

“You actually waited.” Zachary said sounding
astonished as they reached the end of the hall and found Havoc
leaning against the stone wall with his arms crossed.

“It’s immune to fire.” Havoc informed them
all as he pointed a thumb toward the wooden door. “Protective wards
or something.”

“So you waited unwillingly.” Zachary
corrected with a smirk and let out a quiet sigh before glancing at
the two of them. “Can either of you pick locks? I can’t use
Oblivion here or my brother will know what I’m about and I’d rather
avoid that.”

“Look at you sneaking out of the house and
past curfew too.” Havoc teased with a wide grin. His green eyes
danced with merriment and Zoelyn marveled at how much he resembled
Finn when he smiled.

“Sure to be grounded.” Zachary agreed dryly
but was smiling as well as he watched them both hopefully for any
sign that they had thieving talents.

Zoelyn exchanged glances with Dray before
shaking her head slowly and taking a hesitant step toward the door.
“Havoc.” She began in a wavering voice as she pulled one of her
gloves off. “If I destroy the wards protecting the door can you
bring it down without killing everything beyond it? I mean if the
children as just past this door and you cook them it kind of ruins
the rescue mission.”

Havoc’s brow creased as he seemed to consider
the question. Chewing on his lower lip he dropped to a knee and
slid one finger under the edge of the door. With a slow nod he
examined his bent finger and stood once more. “It’s about three
inches wide. If they don’t get hit by shards of wood they should be
fine. I can keep the fire under control and just take out the
section by the doorknob.” He explained then slammed a fist loudly
against the wooden doors. “Stand back from the door it is going to
kind of explode a bit!” he bellowed.

“Explode a bit.” Zachary repeated with
muffled laughter as he shook his head and stepped further back down
the hall. “You are such an idiot.” He added with a wide smile.

“Havoc, what if that was a guard’s room?”
Zoelyn asked quietly as she stared at the Firym in disbelief.

“Then I actually get to hit something with my
sword soon.” Havoc returned and waved a hand toward the door.
“Please get on with it. At this rate Grim is going to have all of
the real guards dead by the time we get out of here.”

“Do you realize how bloodthirsty you sound?”
Dray asked with a shake of his head before taking several steps
back down the hall to stand a bit behind Zachary.

“You do realize a Blight just called you
bloodthirsty right?” Zoelyn asked calmly as she flattened her bare
hand to the door. Her breath caught in her throat as the warm flood
of magic filled her veins and she had to resist closing her eyes in
ecstasy as the hunger of the curse was temporarily sated by the
draining wards.

“Micah’s son so not an average Blight.
Besides they are Rivasans and therefore they need to die. Have you
seen the corrupted fire they use? It’s blasphemy.” Havoc protested
in a disgusted voice.

“Right.” Zoelyn agreed numbly and stepped
back from the door. Her body hummed with contentment from the magic
and it was swiftly eliminating all desire to argue further with
Havoc on anything he chose to do.

“Right.” Havoc echoed firmly before pushing
her back behind him. She watched with mild interest as he squared
his shoulders and drew his arms back once more. The air around him
heated uncomfortably and she took another step back as he flung his
arms toward the door unleashing a blinding gout of flame.

The door exploded inward sending shards of
wood flying in all directions but rather than scatter as they
should have they seemed to hang in the air as they spun slowly into
the shadowed room beyond. Frowning Zoelyn blinked and stared
stupidly at the pieces of wood as a dark shape stepped forward into
the doorway with blinding speed. She saw Havoc’s hand reach for his
sword but the movement was far too slow to block the flashing blade
that tore across his throat. With a curse the Firym staggered back
into her and the world seemed to explode into motion once more as
the shards of wood spun off into the darkness. Blood gushed from
Havoc’s torn throat and Zoelyn frantically tried to stem the flow
with her gloved hand as she drug him further from the grey cloaked
figure filling the doorway.

“Hello sweets. So very nice to finally meet
you.” The man’s voice was low and filled with amusement as he
stepped from the room and into the hall. “Lord Dark I wouldn’t draw
that sword if I were you.” He warned as his head tilted to look
past her.

Swallowing heavily Zoelyn drew on the healing
magic stored within her and used the faintest touch to seal the
flesh at Havoc’s throat. She would need to examine the wound closer
to know how much healing he truly needed, but she couldn’t leave
him bleeding as she drug him along, and she had to get him out of
range of the approaching man.

Something brushed against her side and she
glanced up to see Dray stepping in front of her with a determined
look on his face. “You will not harm her.” Dray growled as his hand
dropped to his own dagger. He seemed a pitiful guardian considering
how quickly the man had dropped Havoc, but Zoelyn forced herself to
keep silent. There was a small chance that Dray would give the man
enough pause for her to get Havoc to safety just with his presence.
Nearly everyone in Sanctuary knew of the Blight’s now, and there
weren’t many that were willing to fight one of the creatures. Of
course most Blight’s had a bloodthirsty nature and the instinct to
kill, Dray had neither from what she had seen.

“Stand down Dray! Did you see how quickly he
dropped Havoc? Did you somehow miss how the wood hung in the air
like that? That is Hemlock before you and that was time magic he
used to cheat Havoc.” Zachary barked the words like a field
commander and Zoelyn watched mutely as Dray’s shoulders slumped a
fraction, but the Blight didn’t budge from where he stood.

“I would die to protect Zoey.” Dray
proclaimed in a voice that only shook slightly.

“Then you are a fool, because once he has
finished with you he will continue after her. Don’t throw your life
away, Dray.” Zachary snapped as he pushed past the Blight to stand
before Hemlock with one hand on his sword hilt. “What do you want
here Hemlock? As far as I knew the Rivasan’s don’t hire your kind.
It’s considered too dishonorable even for their tastes as I
understand it.”

“I am here for my own reasons Lord Dark.”
Hemlock drawled as he slowed to a stop and leaned back on his heels
to regard the taller man. “You know that knife I used on Havoc was
rather well poisoned. It was the same mixture I used to kill Finn
in Sanctuary. I doubt the girl has the skill to heal it, but Jala
likely does. I’d say the Firym has about fifteen minutes of life
remaining with the dosage I used, so that leaves us with a bit of a
quandary. Do you waste his remaining time dying beside him or do
you escape and attempt to get him healed?”

“I will not leave here without the children.”
Zachary declared firmly.

“Noble to the marrow aren’t you? Well fine
then. Let’s make a deal. I will allow you to take Havoc, the
Blight, as well as the children and flee without giving you the
slightest trouble for your efforts.” Hemlock spread his hands
before him and cocked his head to one side as he presented his
offer then tilted his blood stained dagger toward Zachary. “Or I
kill you, the Blight, and then the girl and still have time to
watch Havoc die slowly and painfully before I sell the children at
the first slave market I can find. Which would you prefer?”

“You are here for Zoey?” Zachary asked
incredulously.

“The more honorable they are the thicker
their skulls I think.” A woman purred from inside the room. Slow
measured steps echoed through the room as the speaker moved to the
doorway and leaned against the frame. From her vantage behind the
others Zoelyn could tell little about the newcomer beyond her pale
hair and white clothing, but she remembered enough of what Neph had
said to guess who the woman was.

“Kali too.” Zachary observed grimly and his
hand tightened on his sword hilt. “Zoelyn we have a problem. I will
have to draw on Oblivion to face these two at once. Hemlock I might
have been able to handle without drawing on more power, but not
both of them.” He said in a tightly controlled voice. She couldn’t
see the expression on his face, but his knuckles were white on his
sword hilt and the set of his shoulders spoke of pure fury.

“And Oblivion destroys sentiment, so when I
make the same offer to an Oblivion soaked Lord Dark he will leave
you here with me without a second glance.” Hemlock finished with a
faint chuckle.

“Unfortunately that is correct. Without
personal grievance toward me I won’t fight them once I hold enough
Oblivion to win against them, and I promise you they won’t provoke
a fight with me once I draw on my power.” Zachary agreed sounding
thoroughly disgusted with himself.

“Take Havoc and Dray to find the children
then. I don’t want anyone to die on my behalf.” Zoelyn said in the
calmest voice she could muster as she gently laid Havoc against the
wall and straightened were she stood. Summoning what she hoped was
a confident look to her face she drew her other glove off and
tucked it into her belt. “Kali won’t be a problem for me, and
neither will his time magic. I will manage on my own.” She added
with forced bravado.

“It’s the only option you have.” Kali offered
lightly and pushed a wooden box through the doorway. “Look I’ve
already packaged the brats up for you nice and neat Lord Dark.
Shrunk just like you pretty shiny knights transport your
horses.”

“Take them and go Zachary. I would be
satisfied just to know that the children of Delvay are safe.”
Zoelyn urged quietly.

The faint rustle of feathers rose behind her
and her thundering heart froze in her chest as a warm hand gently
moved her aside. Seth’s gold eyes met hers for a breath and a faint
smile creased his lips as he continued past her to stand beside
Zachary. “Your third option would be allowing me the honor of
killing them while you leave with Zoelyn.” Seth’s voice was low and
far too casual for what he was suggesting. She had seen the
illusions of the last fight between Seth and Hemlock and she didn’t
want to even think of Seth kneeling on the floor in a pool of his
own blood again.

Hemlock sighed heavily as he twirled his
dagger lazily in one hand. “It’s amazing how we find ourselves
repeating history isn’t it, Seth? Me with children as hostages and
you about to watch the woman you love die, again. Really this story
is getting old.” He snarled as he kicked the wooden box toward
Zachary. “Go ahead Lord Dark scamper away now.” He snapped then
pointed down the hallway directly at her. “I’ll see you very soon
sweets, and I’ll leave his blood on my daggers just for you.” He
added in a sickeningly sweet voice.

“I am in your debt, Seth.” Zachary said
stiffly as he gingerly picked up the box and backed away from
Hemlock. Kneeling quickly he pulled Havoc to his feet and looked to
Dray. “Bring Zoelyn. We need to be away from here now!” he ordered
with anger layered thick in every syllable.

“We can’t just leave him here to face them
alone!” Zoelyn protested and tried to pull away as Dray’s hand
locked firmly on her arm.

“We can and we must.” Zachary returned firmly
as he started down the hall at a brisk pace with Havoc hanging
limply from his arm.

“He is right Zoey.” Dray murmured and pulled
her along quickly on Zachary’s heels. She tugged at his hand and
tried to pull away but his grip tightened as the first ring of
steel filled the shadows behind them.

“Seth.” Zoelyn gasped and felt tears welling
in her eyes as the tempo of fighting increased behind them while
Dray pulled her further away with every step.

The Blight slowed as they caught up with
Zachary and the Lord nodded impatiently toward the closed door
before him. “I can’t open it with Havoc and the children, and
climbing back out isn’t an option so batter it down any way you can
Dray and we will pray we are heading for an exit. I’m not sure how
much time Seth can buy us, but I don’t plan to waste a second of
it.”

Dray nodded and his grip on Zoelyn’s arm
loosed for just a breath as he moved for the door. Twisting quickly
Zoelyn pulled her arm free of his and backed quickly away from them
shaking her head. “I can’t do it.” She gasped as the first few
tears poured down her cheeks. “I can’t leave him to die for me.”
She added hoarsely and turned back the way they had come at a quick
run.

“Let her go and get the door open. You can’t
save someone who doesn’t wish to be saved and Havoc is dying as we
speak.” Zachary snapped.

She didn’t bother to listen for pursuit as
she stumbled blindly toward the sound of fighting. Even before she
closed on them she could feel the magic in the air. Slowing her
steps she flattened herself to a wall and forced her breathing to
calm. It took all of her will to move with what little stealth she
could summon, but she knew it would only make matters worse if she
ran headlong into the fighting.

Kali had moved further into the hall and
stood with her back to Zoelyn. For a moment Zoelyn was torn on
whether she should try to sneak up on the mage or simply rush her,
and then Kali unleashed a spell on Seth causing the demon to
stagger forward off balance and the decision was made. With anger
burning away all trace of logic Zoelyn sprinted toward the mage and
slammed a hand down hard on her bare shoulder. The curse drained
deeply as Zoelyn spun Kali around to face her and slammed her fist
hard into the stunned woman’s face.

The mage reeled under the blow and staggered
back against the wall with her eyes rolling back in her head before
sliding slowly down to the floor.

With a snarl Zoelyn shook her stinging hand
and turned back to the fight in time to see Hemlock’s dagger sink
deeply into Seth’s side. The demon shuddered and one of his swords
fell from his limp grasp. As he turned toward her she could see the
damage Kali’s spells had wrought and her throat tightened at the
sight of his blackened skin. She hadn’t seen any fire light the
hallway but his entire right side looked burnt and she could see he
was barely managing to keep his feet.

“Seth!” Zoelyn screamed as Hemlock casually
slashed the dagger across Seth’s face splitting his cheek open to
the bone.

“Just like old times eh, Seth?” Hemlock
murmured as he took as step back and smiled widely.

“With the exception of one thing.” Finn’s
voice rose over Seth’s rasping breaths as his sword plunged through
Hemlock just under the Assassin’s ribcage. “He serves a Master who
cares about his well-being now.” Finn added coolly as he withdrew
the sword slowly.

Blood bubbled on Hemlock’s lips as he
staggered forward wheezing in an attempt to regain his balance. The
look on his face was one of absolute incredulity as Finn stepped
casually around the Assassin slowly wiping a cloth down his sword
blade and studying the blood covered cloth with a faint smirk.

Finn raised his eyebrows at Hemlock and his
smirk widened to a grin. “My sword was rather well poisoned by the
way. It was not quite the same mixture you used on me in Sanctuary
though. I’d say Havoc has a much better chance at living than you
do unless you can somehow manage to stumble over to Kali and rouse
her quickly. I’d highly suggest you leave here before you attempt
to wake her though. Zoelyn looks ready to kill you and I know Seth
would like nothing more than to bury his knife in your throat.”
Finn spoke calmly as he replaced his sword in its scabbard and made
a point of tucking the blood soaked cloth into an inside pocket of
his cloak.

“You are a Divine.” Hemlock coughed and shook
his head at Finn in disbelief. “You can’t involve yourself
personally in this.” He said with accusation thick in his
voice.

Finn raised one eyebrow and cocked his head
at Hemlock. “I can’t?” he asked in mock innocence then gave an
exaggerated frown. “But I just did.” He pointed out calmly and
motioned toward Hemlock’s blood soaked tunic. “And if you don’t get
that tended soon you are going to be the first victim of the Elder
pox in over two thousand years. That particular disease died out a
while back you know, but I do so hate to let fascinating things
fall by the wayside. I’ve heard it’s a rather gruesome way to die.
What happened to the Veirasha is supposed to be a pale facsimile of
the true pox.”

Hemlock’s already pale face seemed to lose
another shade or two as he stumbled toward Kali and slid down to
the floor beside her leaving a bloody smear across the stone wall
in his wake. “The Divine may not interfere in the actions of the
mortal world.” Hemlock insisted as his hand locked around Kali’s
wrist.

“Don’t just let him go.” Seth snarled, but
even as he spoke Hemlock was beginning the casting of a
teleportation spell with more than a little panic showing in his
expression. Apparently Finn’s mention of the pox was more than
enough incentive to get him to leave.

“I have your blood Hemlock. Remember that
before you think to move against Zoelyn again.” Finn warned as the
Assassin finished his spell and faded from the room with Kali. Finn
gave a weary sigh and looked at Seth’s ragged form. “I’d explain
why I let him live, but in your current state I think you’d be dead
before I got to the second sentence. We need to get you back to the
Darklands where you can heal.” Glancing up he offered a hand to
Zoelyn and smiled. “Come along Zoey. Let’s get you some place
safer.”

Zoelyn started to move forward then shook her
head slowly and stepped away from both of them. “I’m not going with
you Finn. I only came back to help Seth, but I know he will be fine
in your hands.” She murmured as she took another step back and
turned to go.

“Zoey, the others won’t realize you are here.
You will be left in Rivana.” Finn called after her with a hint of
concern lacing his voice.

“I can’t go with you, Finn.” Zoelyn returned
as she quickened her pace. She couldn’t allow herself to look back
at them. She didn’t want to see Seth in such a pitiful state, and
it was taking all of her willpower to walk away from him. She knew
if she went with them to the Darklands that she would lose all
desire to turn away from Seth, and she didn’t want to be caught by
his Charm again. Being tricked once was bad enough. She wouldn’t
allow it to happen a second time.

“Zoelyn wait!” Seth called after her in a
pain filled voice and her walk turned to a run as her willpower
crumbled. She had to get far away from him before it faded
completely or she knew she was lost.

 


* * *

 


The sound of faint footsteps drew her gaze
upward and Zoelyn stared listlessly toward the doorway. She had no
idea what part of the ruined keep she was in, and she knew her
friends were long gone by now. Whoever was approaching was most
likely Rivasan, and she knew she should get to her feet, but she
couldn’t muster the energy for it. She had run until her tears
blurred her vision too much to continue then collapsed by one of
the walls and hadn’t bothered to move again.

There was no point to moving. Her friends
were gone, Finn was gone, and she was lost. She couldn’t even
summon magic to transport herself home. A bitter smile curved her
lips at the thought, there was no escaping Rivasa, and she couldn’t
even count on Seth showing up to save her. He’d already shown up
once and nearly died for it, but she couldn’t honestly say if he
had shown up to save her, or simply to attempt to kill Hemlock. She
knew how much Seth hated Hemlock, and doubted he would miss any
opportunity to kill the Assassin.

The door pushed open and she startled at the
sight of Shade standing in the doorway. His auburn hair was tousled
badly and his leather armor was torn and bloodstained, but he
didn’t appear to be injured, not in body anyway, by the look on his
face she couldn’t say the same about his spirit. His face was drawn
and pale with an expression of utter defeat covering his features.
His blue eyes swept the room once then fixed on her.

“They said Seth came for you, but I didn’t
want to leave until I made sure you were safe.” His words were soft
with more weariness than she had ever heard in his voice
before.

“Thank you.” She murmured as she forced
herself to her feet. Her head throbbed from crying and she knew her
voice was hoarse from her raw throat. I must sound as bad as he
looks she realized glumly.

“The ship is loaded if you are willing to
leave here.” Shade informed her and rubbed the back of his neck as
he looked her over. “I think the two of us might possibly be the
most depressed victors history has ever seen before.” He observed
with a bitter smile.

“I think you may be right.” Zoelyn agreed as
she slowly crossed the room and peered through the door he had
entered from. “I’m depressed and lost. Do you remember the way
out?” she asked hesitantly.

“Perfectly.” Shade replied and moved silently
past her and down the long corridor beyond the room.

Doggedly Zoelyn followed after him silently
grateful that Shade didn’t seem to want to hear any details about
Seth’s rescue. It wasn’t something she was ready to talk about, and
from the look on his face she knew better than to ask any questions
of him. By the way he was acting Grim must be dead, she couldn’t
think of anything else that would dampen Shade’s spirits so
thoroughly.

Within ten minutes of walking Shade led her
out into the bright sunlit day and Zoelyn shook her head at how
close she had been to escape when she had given up. A few more
turns and she would have found her own way out of the fortress. Of
course the odds were good that Shade wouldn’t have located her had
she been wandering aimlessly through the city so it was likely for
the best that she had given in to her sobs and collapsed.

Shade halted a few feet from the fortress and
drew a battered silver case from inside his armor. His face was
devoid of all expression as he pulled a cigarette from it and
calmly lifted it to his lips and lit it while his eyes roved over
the battered city. Stonevines wrapped every building she could see
and there was no sign of anything living beyond a few stray horses
that milled in the streets far below. Shade inhaled deeply and
exhaled a stream of smoke from his nostrils as he seemed to
consider things then pointed absently to his right.

“My ship is just over there. Go ahead and
climb aboard. Syrah could probably use a hand with her Father and I
have one more thing to do.” His voice was monotone as he spoke and
he didn’t even bother to glance back at her. His gaze seemed
riveted on the city with an intensity that kept her frozen where
she was. “Suit yourself.” Shade murmured as he took another drag
from the cigarette and raised a hand toward the sky. His eyes
closed tightly and magic began to roil off of him as the sky above
darkened.

Glancing up Zoelyn expected to see a storm
such as Valor summoned, but instead her eyes found swarms of
creatures she had no name for flying so thickly that their tiny
forms blotted out the sunlight like the leaves of a thick forest.
Even as she watched more of the tiny forms appeared in the sky and
she squinted her eyes in a vain attempt to determine what the
creatures were.

Shade’s eyes opened slowly and all warmth was
gone from the dark blue depths as he dropped his hand to point
toward the remains of Prendington. “Destroy.” He hissed and the
creatures filling the sky above him descended like a swarm of
locusts on the city. Shade watched them for a moment then glanced
at her. “He wanted it leveled like Amdany. It will be leveled.” He
promised quietly as he began walking toward the ship.

Zoelyn nodded slowly her eyes following the
tiny darting creatures as they tore the city apart stone by stone
leaving nothing but destruction in their wake. Shaking her head she
jogged after Shade and slowed her pace once she reached his side.
“What are those things, Shade?” She whispered as she glanced
quickly toward the city then back to his pale face.

“Every raw nerve in my body given physical
form.” Shade replied bitterly and the edge of his mouth turned up
into a faint smile that didn’t hold a trace of warmth. “My anger,
my grief, and my despair manifested. They don’t have a true name as
far as I know and they won’t stay in this world long enough to need
one. Once this city is gone they will fade as well.”

Nodding slowly Zoelyn stared at Shade for a
long moment before stepping onto the ship. She had been studying
magic with Jala as well as Seth for months, and her brother was one
of the most powerful mages she knew of, but the spell Shade had
just used was not one she had ever heard of. It had to be forgotten
magic from beyond the Barrier or she would have heard of someone
using it in some story. For the first time since she had met Shade
she could see a dark side, and she knew what he had just shown her
was only a pale glimpse of the true power he was hiding. The spell
had to require immense energy to cast given how devastating it was,
yet Shade didn’t look the slightest bit worn, which meant his magic
reserves were well beyond what most mages possessed.

“All of the slaves, three Snow Cats, and a
horse that belongs to Grim now.” Shade informed her as he motioned
to the back of the ship on his way to the pilot’s seat. “I had no
choice but the shrink them for transport. There were too many
people to fit on the ship otherwise.” He explained softly as he
dropped into the seat and pressed his hands over the control panel.
A soft hum ran over the ship as Shade prepared for takeoff.

Zoelyn’s gaze moved to the stack of crates
near the back of the ship and she felt relief well in her until her
gaze landed on Grim. With a gasp she crossed quickly to his side
and dropped down beside Syrah as she swiftly inventoried his
wounds.

“Can you help him?” Syrah whispered in a
pleading voice. Her wide grey eyes were full of tears and the
expression on her fragile face was positively wretched.

Smiling softly Zoelyn nodded her head and
hugged the child carefully taking care not to touch her with bare
flesh. “I’ll do everything I can for him.” She promised as she
pushed all other thoughts from her mind. Grim needed her full
attention and she knew it. She didn’t have time to contemplate Seth
or Shade’s strange behavior, and she was almost grateful for the
distraction.

“I’m glad you didn’t go with him.” Dray’s
voice was barely a whisper and she could hear a thickness in his
voice that spoke of tears.

“I think I am too.” Zoelyn agreed softly.


Chapter 15

 


Delvay

 


 


Gnawing hunger tore through her as she bent
lower over Grim’s body. She could feel the curse eating away her
willpower, but she knew Grim was too weak to withstand even the
feeblest draining if she gave into the desire. She had managed to
stabilize him on the flight home, but there was still so much
healing to do. The flesh beneath her hand was far too hot and
clammy and she knew she would have to put every skill Dominic had
ever taught her to the test if she was going to save his life.

Grim’s hand rose weakly to push her away as
he tried to sit up for the fifth time since she had begun removing
one of the arrow heads embedded deeply in his side and she had to
stifle a curse. On the ship he had been unconscious, but he had
woken shortly after they had moved him to a room in House Delvayon
and he had been a thorn to work on since.

“I am never going to get this arrowhead out
if you don’t stop, Grim.” Zoelyn muttered through clenched teeth as
she firmly pushed him flat onto the bed once more.

“Shade.” The name was barely a whisper
through his lips, but somehow Grim turned the single word into a
demand.

“I don’t know where he is, Grim. I’ve told
you that. I promise once I have you patched up properly I will go
find him.” Zoelyn sighed. He sprawled under he hands once more, but
she knew he hadn’t given up. His fever was so high he wasn’t
thinking clearly and he was obsessed with finding Shade. Once he
had enough energy to attempt to push her away again he would, which
meant she only had a few minutes to remove the remainder of the
quills from his side.

“He shouldn’t be alone. Do you know what he
did? Do you know how he saved me?” Grim mumbled. He turned his head
to stare up at her and the expression on his face was desperate.
She had never seen Grim act this way no matter what the situation
had been.

“I know he saved you. Syrah told me.” Zoelyn
replied calmly as she pulled another quill from the wound. Of all
things men used to kill each other the Serpent tooth arrow was the
one she despised the most. Each tiny quill that lined the edges of
the arrow head was designed to break off on impact and typically
they were coated in poison. She was certain the quills combined
with the potion he had drunk before the battle was to blame for his
current condition. The Heroes folly was a potion intended to keep a
warrior on his feet long past the point he should have fallen by
boosting stamina as well as natural regeneration. The effect had
sealed all of the arrow quills deep in his flesh to putrefy and
poison his blood.

Grim’s hand rose once more and pushed at her
just as she locked onto a stubbornly buried quill with her
tweezers. He tried once more to sit up and she fought back the urge
to curse as she lost her grip on the quill. Leaning back she took a
deep breath and glanced at the small girl sitting at the foot of
the bed.

“Syrah, What would your mother do with a
patient like this?” Zoelyn asked in the calmest voice she could
muster. Between Caleb’s constant interference and the gnawing
hunger of her curse her patience was nearly gone. Much more of this
and she was going to strangle the man to speed him on his way to
Finn’s door.

“Summon Daddy and have him knock him out so
she could work in peace on the wound.” Syrah answered in the same
rational voice, but the look she was giving her father was one of
stern disapproval. Her tiny mouth was pursed into a tight frown and
she shook her head in reproach.

“And what should I do since the unruly
patient is your daddy?” Zoelyn asked sweetly. She had known how the
child would answer. Evanell had taught her daughter well and it
showed in Syrah’s every action. When Syrah spoke it was Evanell’s
wisdom in a child’s voice.

“Find him Shade so his mind will be at
peace.” Grim snapped before Syrah had a chance to reply. With
another grunt of effort Grim heaved himself into an upright
position and wobbled unsteadily before dropping his legs over the
edge of the bed.

“You can’t possibly believe you are going to
be able to stand, Grim. It took two guards just to get you into
this bed. You haven’t been conscious more than an hour since you
fell in Rivana.” Zoelyn objected with every bit of righteous
indignation she could summon to her voice.

“He killed his own Mother. He shouldn’t be
alone now. Shade wears his guilt like a noose and this much will
strangle him.” Grim’s voice was strained but she knew the look of
stubborn resolve on his face far too well. He wouldn’t give this
up, either she would have to find a compromise with him quickly or
watch him stumble out of the room and most likely to his death. He
needed the quills out now to stop the poison.

“Lay back down and let me remove the quills
and I will send Dray and Syrah to find Shade, alright?” Zoelyn
offered.

“It won’t do any good to send me. Shade isn’t
in Delvay. He left the moment the children were off the Spell Hawk,
and no one can say where he has gone. Neph has been trying to find
him for hours.” Dray pointed out from his perch by the door and
Zoelyn had to resist the urge to slap him for it.

“What? How long has he been gone?” Grim’s
voice grew hoarse as he struggled to his feet. “Where is my sword?
I have to find him.” Even as he spoke his knees were wobbling as if
they would buckle, but the man seemed to be too stubborn to admit
to his own weakness.

“The only thing you will be finding is your
pillow.” Zoelyn grumbled as she rose from her chair and moved to
stand in front of him. He glared down at her in defiance but one
solid push from her hand send him crumbling back onto the bed. A
flicker of agony crossed his face as the wound in his side tore
open further and she felt a moment’s regret for her roughness. “I’m
trying to save your life, Grim. Shade can take care of himself well
enough. The sooner you let me finish, the sooner you can go find
him.”

“If he suffers from my delay I will not
forgive you for this.” Grim promised in the same hoarse voice, but
didn’t try to rise again. His jaw clenched as he closed his eyes
and turned his face toward the wall.

Zoelyn stared down at him in bewilderment for
several breaths before she realized he was finally going to submit
to her healing. Silently she returned to her chair and leaned over
the wound once more. It was almost impossible to keep from glancing
at his face. She had never seen Grim act so strangely, but decided
it had to be from the fever. Dominic had said that the fever mad
rarely made sense in their ramblings. Her tweezers found the quill
once more and she carefully pulled it from the wound doing her best
to wipe away the puss and blood it left in its wake. With patience
she didn’t feel in the slightest she pressed at the open wound and
searched for more of the quills. She had only managed to find four
so far and most Serpent tooth arrows held ten.

“Shade really did kill his Momma to save my
Daddy.” Syrah’s soft voice broke the silence and Zoelyn glanced up
at the child in amazement. “I could see the look on your face when
Daddy said that, and I guessed that you thought he was fever mad.
He isn’t though. Shade really did do it. I saw it, and I saw him
cry when he gathered her body, even though he tried to hide
that.”

“What was his mother doing there?” Zoelyn
whispered in confusion as she looked from Syrah to Dray who simply
shrugged in response.

“She was helping the Rivasans. She told Shade
that his Father sent his regards. I think that was supposed to make
him give up, but it didn’t. She turned into a dragon and attacked
Daddy, and Shade killed her for it.” Syrah answered softly. He
large grey eyes settled on her father once more and for a few
breaths she actually looked her age as her lower lip trembled.

“He will be ok Syrah. Once I find all of the
quills he will start healing on his own again.” Zoelyn promised and
silently prayed she wasn’t lying to the girl. It all really
depended on what manner of poisons had been on the arrows. There
were certain poisons that were powerful enough to permanently
damage an Elder Blood, but they were few and far between and
usually too expensive for a common soldier to use.

“Even if Shade was saddled with guilt from
killing his mother it doesn’t explain why he left like he did. I
saw him glance back at Grim at least ten times during the flight.
You would think if he was that worried he would have stuck around
to make sure Grim would be ok.” Dray grumbled.

“Maybe he went to get Jala?” Zoelyn suggested
hopefully. If Shade had in fact gone to get Jala, Grim was as good
as saved. She had seen Jala work before and from what she had
witnessed it was possible that the High Lady of Merrodin was a
better healer than even Rose in Sanctuary.

“It wouldn’t take Shade nine hours to get
Jala, and that doesn’t explain why he took the bulk of the slaves
with him when he left. Neph is furious right now. Two of the
missing slaves are Arovan girls. From what I overheard Neph already
made arrangements to return the children to Lord Elijah and now two
of them are missing thanks to Shade.” Dray said in a hushed
voice.

Zoelyn turned to look at Dray in time to see
him glancing back from the door. She smiled faintly and nodded. He
wasn’t speaking quietly in hopes that Grim wouldn’t hear. Grim was
a Shifter and could likely hear what was going on three rooms down
the hall. Dray had been eavesdropping on Neph and didn’t want
anyone outside the room to overhear the stolen knowledge. “It’s
Shade. I’m sure he had a good reason for what he did, and he will
explain it when he returns.” Zoelyn said with a shrug as she
returned her attention to the healing.

“If he returns.” Dray added doubtfully.

“Let me up.” Grim snarled and pushed at her
hands once more. His eyes were locked on her with more anger
burning in their light grey depths than she would have believed
possible in his condition.

With a weary sigh she flattened a hand firmly
on Grim’s chest and glared at Dray. “If you can’t stay positive
than shut up please. He is already behaving like a child and your
words are only encouraging him.”

“A child?” Grim snarled as he feebly pushed
at her hand. “It has been nine hours if he was coming back he would
have been here by now. Let me up now!” She was sure the words would
have been screamed at her if he had the strength, as it was Grim
barely managed to speak louder than a whisper.

“Fear is a weapon to use against your enemy.
To allow its blade to pierce your own heart is blasphemy.” Syrah
intoned quietly from the foot of the bed. Grim’s expression shifted
at once from anger to what looked close to despair as he collapsed
back into the sheets once more. “Allow her to finish her work,
Daddy.” Syrah commanded in a voice that mimicked her mother’s own
patient tones so completely that Zoelyn felt the edge of tears
burning in her eyes.

“If Nel was here you wouldn’t even think of
fussing this much.” Zoelyn whispered as she pulled another quill
free of his flesh.

“If Nel were alive he wouldn’t have been
chasing Kevala’drin and wouldn’t be wounded at all.” Shade’s
voice rose from the corner near the door and all eyes turned to
regard him in amazement as he dropped the camouflage he had been
using.

He was dressed better than she had ever seen
him with fine clothes that would have humbled all but an Avanti
lord. His hair was freshly cut and styled and rings flashed on each
of his fingers, but despite the changes he still looked wretched to
her eyes. His skin was far too pale and there were shadows under
his eyes as he moved closer to the bed to gaze down at Grim. The
smell of cologne washed over Zoelyn as he approached and she stared
up at him in utter disbelief. He was attired as if he were
attending a formal ball. As far as she had known Shade was
destitute after being cut off from his House and finances. She had
never seen him wear anything other than his leather armor or a worn
tunic and trousers before now.

“Shade.” Grim breathed the word with such
vast relief that Zoelyn could do nothing more than simply look
between the two of them in a hopeless attempt to determine which
one was behaving more strangely.

“The door didn’t open. Have you been in here
the entire time listening to us?” Dray demanded sounding more than
a little offended.

The thought of Dray being offended by
eavesdropping was almost enough to make her giggle despite the
tension in the room. Dray was famous for eavesdropping. He could
hardly condemn anyone else for it. It didn’t seem like a good time
to point that fact out though so Zoelyn bit her lip and fought to
keep the grin from her face.

Shade shook his head slowly and motioned to
the crack under the door. “I arrived about the time Syrah was
chiding her father on fear. I wanted to know who was in the room
before I showed myself. I’m afraid I have a bit of explaining to
do, and I wanted to see Grim before Neph had a chance to sink his
talons into me.”

“You came under the door?” Dray asked with
annoyance and his gaze moved automatically to examine the two inch
gap with a critical eye. She could already see the gears turning in
the Blight’s mind as he contemplated how to blockade off a room
against further infiltration of that nature.

“Changeling, anything I want to be and all
that.” Shade returned softly but his eyes were focused on Syrah
rather than Dray. He offered a faint smile that seemed to hold more
sadness than anything of amusement and shook his head at her
slowly. “I’m not sure that you have ever been a child, Syrah. You
seem so adult and set in your ways that I hate to correct you, but
I have to disagree with your logic on fear. I’m not familiar with
the dictates of the Order of Fear, but as far as I’ve seen from
life, to be governed by fear might be blasphemous, but to feel fear
proves nothing more than you care. We all feel fear whether we show
it or not. I myself have been so terrified of what I faced that it
is amazing I managed to accomplish anything. The difference is how
we face it. Your Father faces fear head on and to even suggest he
is cowardly is insulting.”

“I didn’t mean that!” Syrah protested in a
squeaking voice. She shook her head quickly and her wide grey eyes
settled on her father. “I didn’t mean that. I just wanted you to
behave.” She added desperately.

Grim forced a smile onto his face and nodded
once to his daughter in reassurance before turning his attention
back to Shade. “Where have you been?”

“Errands that I had to attend to. I went to
Sanctuary.” Shade replied casually as he pulled a vial from the
inside of his jacket pocket. Turning it over he examined the label
for a moment then handed it to Zoelyn. “I brought that from Rose. I
explained the circumstances and she says that will help counteract
the Folly and promote good healing.”

Nodding slowly Zoelyn turned the vial over
and carefully removed the stopper to take a delicate sniff of the
potion. Wrinkling her nose she glanced at Grim and then back to
Shade. “He drinks it I suppose?” she asked doubtfully. From the
smell of it she almost pitied Grim. It wasn’t something she would
want to taste considering how badly it smelled. At Shade’s
answering nod she held the vial to Grim’s lips and had to fight
back amazement when he drank it without hesitation. He didn’t even
bother remarking on the smell though he did grimace slightly and
motion for water once it was empty.

Shade smiled faintly once more. “Jala will be
here soon. If the potion isn’t doing enough to help have her look
in on him.” He watched Grim for another long moment with what
seemed to be guilt hovering in the depths of his dark blue
eyes.

Zoelyn nodded slowly and watched Grim’s eyes
flutter several times and then finally settle closed. His body
relaxed as he sank into deep sleep. “How long will he stay asleep?”
She asked softly though she doubted the sound of her voice would
awaken him. His breathing was already too deep for it to be a
natural sleep. It had to be the potion and that explained Shade’s
guilt. He had drugged a friend even though he knew Grim wanted to
be awake. It was obvious even to her that Grim had a thousand
questions for Shade, and Shade had intentionally silenced him
before he could ask any of them.

“Forty-eight hours for a normal person. Rose
says to expect twelve for Grim given his Shifter blood.” Shade
answered quietly and there was definite guilt in his voice when he
spoke. Clearing his throat he looked between Zoelyn and Dray and
let out a soft sigh. “I would appreciate it if everything I say
from this point on stays in this room. I understand if you feel
obligated to speak on it later, but I would greatly appreciate your
silence for a few hours at the very least. With what is coming next
it may seem strange, but I have my reasons. I don’t want anyone to
attempt to defend me later today, which is why Grim is sleeping at
the present. Let the cards fall as they will please.” He waited
until the both nodded then turned to Syrah. Digging in his pockets
once more Shade pulled a storage stone out and offered it to the
girl. “I think you might possibly be the only one I can give that
to. I haven’t seen you show fear once, and everyone else would be
afraid of this. There is a goblin inside it, but it is not a mean
creature. If you feed it then it will follow you as loyally as a
puppy. It is yours if you want it, if not please tell your father
to release it. It cannot go with me once I leave Delvay.”

“You are leaving Delvay?” Dray said in
obvious shock.

“I have other promises to keep that I have
already delayed too long.” Shade replied softly, but didn’t bother
to look at Dray. His gaze was still fixed on the child and the
stone she held. Absently he pulled a pouch from his pocket and
dropped it on the foot of the bed before her. “That is for you and
your father if he decides to not return to Arovan. When you give it
to him please let him know that it isn’t blood money. Those are
gems that I had hidden on my ship for emergency use. I want the two
of you to use them instead. If he manages them carefully it should
be enough for you both to live well and pay for your schooling in
the future if you decide to attend the University.”

Zoelyn’s hands froze over the wound in Grim’s
side. She had been trying to work and grant Shade as much privacy
as he could until his last words. Tilting her head up silently she
studied the dark circles under his eyes and the pale color of his
skin. He didn’t look well at all, and his words weren’t the least
bit reassuring. “You aren’t ever coming back?” she asked softly and
watched the expression on his face closely as she spoke.

A flicker of grief lit his eyes for a breath
and then it was gone. Shaking his head slowly he forced a smile on
his face. “I won’t be welcome in Delvay after today.” He spoke the
words calmly, but she could see the tension in his shoulders
increase. Something was very wrong and she didn’t have the
slightest clue what it was.

“What have you done?” Dray demanded as he
pushed himself from the wall. The expression on his face was one of
dread and anger. He was staring at Shade as if the man had just
betrayed them all, and it was only then that she realized Dray was
staring at Shade’s clothing rather than his face. He was wearing
the blue and silver of House Morcaillo, and she hadn’t even noticed
until that moment.

“Dray, it’s Shade!” Zoelyn snapped as she
rose to her feet as well. “How many stories has Jala told us about
Shade? You know better than to doubt him. Shade is the last person
we should suspect of being a traitor.”

“Feel free to doubt me, Dray. I’ve done
everything and I am most definitely a traitor.” Shade whispered
cryptically as he turned for the door. “Don’t bother attacking me
for it though. I’m sure Neph will want those honors.” He added as
Dray took a step toward him.

Zoelyn watched the door close behind him and
turned to stare at Dray. After several breaths she realized her jaw
was still hanging open and hastily closed her mouth then shook her
head quickly to force her mind back into motion.

“What the hell was that?” Dray demanded
looking more than a little unsettled himself.

“I have no idea. Follow him though. If he is
going to talk with my Brother I want to know what it is about and I
have to finish on Grim before I can leave here.” Zoelyn motioned
toward the door as she spoke and shook her head once more as Dray
practically bolted to follow her suggestion.

Slowly she sank back into her chair as the
door closed for the second time and stared down at Grim’s sleeping
form. Shade had asked for her silence, but Grim would have to know.
There was no other way for Syrah to explain the bag of gems or the
goblin. It wasn’t going to be pretty when they explained it either,
by the way Shade spoke something very bad was about to happen.

Still stunned and utterly confused she
focused on the wound before her. It required most of her
concentration to locate and remove the quills which was nearly
enough to keep her from dwelling on Shade’s last words. I am
most definitely a traitor. It was almost impossible to imagine
Shade as a traitor. She had seen him throw himself into the thick
of danger too many times. Shade couldn’t be described as anything
other than a hero, and yet he was wearing the blue and silver of
House Morcaillo. Grinding her teeth she forced her mind clear once
more and pulled another quill from Grim’s side.

“He was lying to us.” Syrah spoke quietly
breaking the silence of the room with her timid voice. “I watched
him fight. He isn’t a traitor. He wouldn’t have killed his mother
if he meant to return to his house.”

Zoelyn froze and slowly looked up at Syrah.
“Matricide.” She whispered and felt her mouth go dry at the word.
She hadn’t truly focused on Shade’s crime until now. Her mind had
locked on the fact that he had saved Grim’s life and she hadn’t
bothered to consider the consequences of Shade’s actions. There
wasn’t a single house on Sanctuary that would condone the killing
of kin, let alone killing a parent no matter what the circumstances
were. “He is cutting his ties with us to protect us. He knows how
everyone will react when word spreads.”

“So what do we do?” Syrah asked softly.

“We keep your Father asleep as long as we can
so I can sort out what to do without him going for my Brother’s
throat.” Zoelyn mumbled and let out a long slow breath. “And then
we strangle Shade for putting me in this position. When I have to
answer to Grim about all of this he will go for my throat.” She
added in a softer voice.

 


* * *

 


She was finishing the last stitch as the door
opened and glanced up to see Dray poking his head around the
doorway. The Blight’s expression was troubled and she felt her own
stomach knot in response.

“Have you finished enough that you can come
to the main hall? Jala has just arrived and Neph is calling for
everyone to attend in the Great Hall. Shade has refused to answer
any of his questions and Neph is so pissed the vein in his forehead
is standing out. You have to see this for yourself Zoelyn. Shade
isn’t acting anything like he was in here. He is being a complete
ass.” The words poured out of Dray and she could hear both
excitement and dread in his tone.

Nodding slowly she rose from her chair and
looked to Syrah. “Will you keep an eye on your Father until I
return?” She asked hopefully and sighed with relief when the child
nodded. “If he wakes find me at once alright?”

“I will.” Syrah promised as she moved to the
chair Zoelyn had just vacated and settled into its cushioned
depths.

Stifling a yawn Zoelyn stretched her back and
followed Dray from the room. The knots in her stomach didn’t seem
inclined to loosen and she had the unsettling feeling they would
only get worse as the day progressed.

“When I came to fetch you Jala had just
arrived at the front gates. If we hurry we might be in time to hear
everything that is said.” Dray explained as he picked up his
pace.

Wordlessly Zoelyn nodded and quickened her
own steps to match the Blight’s. The halls of the city were empty
as they practically ran toward the Great Hall, but she could hear
the buzz of conversation echoing toward her. Everyone was already
gathered, and by the sound of it something big was going on. It
might be the return of the children or the arrival of the High
Lady, then again it might be something Shade had done and they had
already missed it.

She was practically breathless when they
finally reached the door and barely managed to slip inside and
press herself back against a wall as Jala entered from the main
doors. The High Lady was dressed like a queen in a long purple gown
and wore a serene expression on her beautiful face. Valor walked
easily at her side with a faint smile creasing his lips while the
two Bendazzi trailed behind them both like royal guards.

“She looks more like the Empress than the
actual Empress does.” Dray whispered and Zoelyn had to nod in
agreement.

Zoelyn’s gaze shifted to her Brother who wore
the same battered leather armor that he always did. Neph’s face was
lit with a scowl that was softening as Jala approached, but Zoelyn
could see the tension in his body that spoke of contained anger. It
didn’t take much to determine the source of Neph’s fury. Shade
lounged near Neph looking perfectly relaxed and rather insolent by
the way his boots were propped so casually on the small table that
rested in front of Neph’s throne. There wasn’t even a trace of the
grief she had seen on him in Grim’s room and even his color seemed
to have improved. He no longer looked pale and weary, if anything
he seemed amused. A faint smirk pulled at Shade’s lips as he
watched Jala draw closer, and Zoelyn could see the flicker of
hesitation on Jala’s face as she caught sight of it.

Jala didn’t falter in her steps though
despite the confusion in her violet eyes. Her gaze never left the
dais Neph was seated on until she drew to a stop a few feet in
front of him. Her head bowed forward and her wine colored curls
fell over her face as she gently released Valor’s arm and dropped
to her knees before Neph’s throne. The gentle murmur of the room
faded to silence as the High Lady of Merrodin humbled herself
before the Delvay throne. Neph’s scowl faded completely in his
shock and he leaned forward quickly to stare down at Jala in
disbelief as she lowered her head to rest on the stone floor.

“I come to Delvay for several reasons today,
but the foremost is to beg your forgiveness High Lord
NephonDelvayon. I turned my back on Delvay in anger and I spoke
words that I regret more than I can say. I ask your forgiveness for
my childish behavior and beg that Delvay will once again consider
Merro as an ally, though I know I have no right to ask such things
after my unforgivable behavior in your own city.” Jala’s words rang
through the Great Hall and Zoelyn could see mouths dropping open
around the room. The High Lady couldn’t have stunned the people of
Delvay more had she paraded into the room naked and clucking like a
chicken. Such things were simply not done in Delvay. No High Lord
they knew would beg anything of anyone no matter the situation.

“I’d accept that apology, Neph. Do you know
how many men in Sanctuary would give their left nut to say Jala
dropped to her knees before them? Of course no one will blame you
if you embellish the story a bit when you retell it. A person could
add so many tawdry details to that kind of story.” Shade observed
in obvious amusement.

The silence of the room deepened at his words
and Neph glared daggers at the man before rising from his throne to
move quickly to Jala’s side. Still silent he took her gently by the
arm and pulled her to her feet. “Never feel you have to grovel
before me again, Jala. I deserved your treatment and there is
nothing to forgive. You accused me of a crime I was guilty of,
nothing more can be said of it.” He wrapped his arms around her and
pulled her into an embrace as he spoke. “Merro will always be
considered an ally of Delvay. If not for the actions of High Lady
Merrodin we would not be sitting here today.” He declared loudly to
everyone in the room as he stepped back from Jala and smiled down
at her.

Neph seemed to notice Valor for the first
time then and Zoelyn watched as the gentle smile on her brother’s
face slowly withered. Letting out a deep breath he bowed his head
in Valor’s direction. “Lord Hai’dia I know you are expecting me to
return the children of Arovan to you today, but I regret to inform
you that two of the ones rescued are not in my keeping. I would be
happy to tell you where they are, but Shade has refused to explain
that to me. He left the city with them as well as some two hundred
rescued slaves and did not bother to bring them with him when he
returned.”

All eyes moved to Shade at Neph’s words and
Zoelyn could see the furrow on Jala’s brow even from the distance
she stood at. To his credit Shade looked perfectly relaxed despite
the attention that was now riveted on him.

“Shade?” Jala asked in obvious confusion. Her
full lips drew into a frown and she glanced at Valor and then back
to Shade as if she thought perhaps she had misheard Neph’s
words.

“Does it really matter where they are? The
two hundred were commons and the girls that are missing were fat
with child. It’s not as if their families would have welcomed them
back anyway.” Shade returned casually as he dropped his feet to the
floor and stretched is arms in apparent boredom. “I’m a bit more
interested in the fact that we need to visit the Blights. I fail to
see why a few missing slaves merits this much attention.” He added
in annoyance.

“Two hundred people is more than a few
missing slaves. Delvay does not believe in slavery. Those people
were refuges to us.” Neph snarled in response and Zoelyn could see
the anger tearing through her Brother’s patience. If Shade didn’t
answer soon Neph would resort to violence and she knew it.

“I find myself rather interested as well.”
Jala said quietly as she studied Shade intently her eyes lingering
on his fine clothing.

“I sold them. I realize that you and Neph
consider it dishonorable, but honor doesn’t repair my ship or put
clothes on my back. Unlike the two of you I don’t have the luxury
of drawing on a treasury when I need something.” Shade replied
flippantly and waved his hand as if to move the conversation past
something he obviously found trivial. By the reaction of the
gathered hall though he was the only one that found the matter
trivial, angry murmurs had begun to fill the room with his first
few words.

“You what?” Neph demanded in outrage. The
vein in his forehead was indeed pulsing Zoelyn noted with growing
alarm, and by the expression on Jala’s face the High Lady wasn’t
far behind Neph with her anger.

“You sold children of Arovan?” Valor gasped
in complete bewilderment. Unlike his friends Valor looked more
aghast than angry, and seemed to be holding his composure far
better than his wife.

“They were commons!” Shade returned with
anger edging his own voice. He rose from his chair and took a
single step toward Jala and glared down at her. “Do you honestly
expect me to live like a pauper and beg for scraps from your table
Lady Merrodin?” He demanded in an outraged voice. “It will be some
time before the Blight’s have enough treasury built up for me to
survive on. If I am going to govern them properly I will have to
have funds to draw on.” He continued and shook his head at both of
them in apparent disgust.

“What?” The word burst from Jala’s mouth with
such force that it was barely coherent. Magic roiled off of her in
angry waves, and the Bendazzi behind her looked ready to attack.
Shade was on treacherous ground, and he seemed to be the only one
that didn’t realize it.

“Oh please let him shut up now.” Zoelyn
whispered. Dray had stiffened beside her at Shade’s words about
governing the Blights, and she knew she was the only one in the
room that was feeling the slightest bit of sympathy for Shade. When
he had spoken with them privately she hadn’t understood what he
meant when he asked for no one to defend him. Now she understood
perfectly and it was taking everything she had to remain silent
despite her earlier agreement.

“How exactly do you expect to control those
creatures without me, Jala?” Shade demanded and held up a hand in
front of him to show her the rings covering his fingers. “Do you
see that signet? That is a true House Morcaillo ring. I threw my
own away when I left home, but I managed to scavenge this one off
of my Mother’s corpse when I killed her. It’s fortunate that she
was in Rivana. This gives us the extra edge we need to control the
Blights, and through them we should be able to kill off my Father.
With him dead I can turn control of the Blight’s over to you and
take my rightful seat as the High Lord of Morcaillo.”

All color bled from Jala’s face and her eyes
widened as she shook her head in disgust. “I don’t want to control
them.” She hissed as she shook her head more violently at Shade.
“Is that what you think I’ve been doing?”

“Anything else would be idiotic. Have you
actually seen how those creatures behave? Did you honestly expect
them to govern themselves?” Shade asked mockingly and shook his
head in rebuke. “Don’t be an idealistic fool, Jala. We are right on
the brink of success and you are all hung up on the sale of
cattle.”

“They were human beings!” Neph roared in
response. Zoelyn could see the dim glow of magic forming around her
Brother’s hand and tried not to imagine what spell he was
preparing. With the level of anger Neph was feeling she sincerely
doubted it would be a simple disabling when it hit Shade. She would
bet solid money it was something intended to be fatal. She knew her
Brother hadn’t cared much for Shade even before today’s upset.

“They were culls and guttertrash. Even the
Arovan girls had been turned into whores. One of them offered
herself to me for food.” Shade returned loudly. “You are better off
with them gone, and I have the funds to repair my ship now. You
should both be thanking me rather than acting like fools. Do you
realize how many times I’ve used my Spell Hawk to run favors for
you?”

“Shade.” Valor spoke his name like a plea and
Shade turned to look at him with annoyance. “Shade this has to be a
wretched joke. I can’t believe after everything you have done in
the past that you would do this. Please speak the truth before this
charade damages things beyond repair.” Valor’s words seemed to
dampen Jala’s anger and the High Lady bowed her head and turned
away from Shade with disgust on her pale face.

“Do you want a joke, Valor? How about
examining what I’ve done for you all without a fraction of the
gratitude that I deserve. If I were actually thinking of myself I
would be on the other side. If you haven’t noticed they happen to
be winning. They have lost a few battles, but a good deal of that
was due to my intervention. I sabotaged the Spell Hawks of Morcath.
If not for me they would have taken to the air at the Last stand in
Arovan and none of you would be alive today.” Shade paused and
shook his head at everyone in the room. “You say that Delvay
doesn’t believe in slavery? What have I been doing aside from being
a slave? I run everyone’s errands and risk my life for you
ungrateful bastards daily. I sold cattle and somehow that sin
erases every time I have saved your pathetic honorable lives. Fine.
Try to finish this without me. I wish you luck of it.” His hand
dove into his pocket with his last words and Shade threw two
storage stones to the floor in front of Jala. “Those are the bodies
of Derrick Rivasa and Grace Morcaillo. I wish you luck finding
peace with the Blights without me to control them, you will need
it. They are little more than animals.” He snarled as he dropped
down from the dais and headed for the door. “Do not seek me out for
anything in the future. This will be the last time I speak with any
of you without violence.” Shade warned as he pulled the doors open
and stepped from the room.

Neph started to move but Jala placed a hand
firmly on his arm. “Let him go. He has done enough for us in the
past to allow him escape now. If we see him in the future we will
deal with his crimes then, but for now we let him go.” Anger edged
her voice as well as grief and Zoelyn could see the glassiness of
Jala’s eyes. The High Lady was using considerable willpower to keep
her tears at bay.

Moving quickly Zoelyn slipped from the room
and started after Shade before anyone but Dray could notice she had
even been present. She broke into a run once she was far enough
away from the Great Hall and even with her haste she barely caught
up to Shade before he reached the main gates of the city. “Shade
wait!” she yelled before he could step out into the bright sunlit
day.

He paused and turned back to look at her with
the same sad smile he had worn in Grim’s room. “You shouldn’t have
chased me down Zoey.” He chided her as she drew closer.

“I don’t understand.” Zoelyn began, but fell
silent as his hand clamped down firmly on her wrist. She could feel
her curse draining his magic and life force, but he didn’t seem the
slightest bit concerned. Clenching her teeth she fought the curse
back under control and felt a moment’s regret that she hadn’t
remembered to put her gloves back on after tending to Grim. Only
the difficulty of removing the quills and stitching his wounds shut
with gloves on had prompted her to remove them at all.

“Let it drain please.” Shade said softly and
stared pointedly down at her hand. Despite her confusion Zoelyn
nodded slowly and released her hold on her curse. Shade winced
slightly but smiled in response. “My father is scrying on that
signet ring. I’ve felt his magic since the moment I touched the
ring. I wanted him to see what I said in the throne room. I have a
feeling I don’t want him to see what you are about to say
however.”

“But wouldn’t what you said in Grim’s room
contradict what you just displayed to him?” Zoelyn stammered.

“I wasn’t wearing it then. I’ve been careful
to only let him see pieces. He will assume there were stronger
wards on the sickroom and they caused the scry to fail.” Shade
explained with a sigh.

“I don’t believe you really sold those
people.” Zoelyn began and shook her head at him in frustration.
“And I don’t understand why you said all of those things in the
Great Hall. Do you not realize how much they hate you now?”

“I hope they do.” Shade mumbled and rubbed
the back of his neck with his free hand. For a moment she could see
his complete misery, but he hid it quickly. “I don’t have long to
explain. I’d rather not be here when Neph and Jala are finished
speaking. I don’t want to run into either of them right now.” Shade
said as he glanced back toward the Great Hall and sighed once more.
“When I killed Grace, I killed the last female pure Blood
Changeling. I damned my entire race to extinction with that single
attack and my life is as good as over now. There are only three
pure blood changelings left now, my father, my Uncle and myself.
The only way a pure Changeling can be born now is if one of us
chooses to live as a female and mates with one of the remaining two
males. That will never happen. There is too much hatred between us
to allow it. So we are damned to extinction because of me. Neither
my father nor my Uncle will ever forgive that, and the rest of the
world will want me dead for Matricide. I don’t regret saving Grim,
but I am not talented enough with my Changeling powers to evade my
kin. I have too many habits that will give me away if I try to
hide. The only way I can protect my friends is to make them my
enemies. If Myth thinks I still have close ties with any of them he
will use them as bait to lure me out. You have to keep Grim from
looking for me. Find some way to force him to focus on Syrah. Let
him hear every rumor of what is said about me in Delvay and don’t
correct it. Let me be remembered as a traitor please.”

“He won’t believe it any more than I did,
Shade.” Zoelyn protested. She could feel tears burning behind her
eyes and knew it wouldn’t be long before she lost her control and
was sobbing like a child. “They would have helped you fight, Shade.
You didn’t have to choose this path.”

“I thought my mother hated me my entire
life.” Shade mused quietly and the sad smile returned as he spoke.
“It wasn’t until I was desperately thinking of ways to preserve my
friends that I realized every time she pushed me away or ignored my
scraped knees she was protecting me the best way she could. She
made everyone believe she despised me so Myth wouldn’t use me
against her. I understand why she drank so much now too. I could
use a drink myself.” He chuckled bitterly and let out a harsh
breath. “It’s funny how it all makes sense when it is too late to
do anything about it.” He fell silent for a moment and shook his
head once before continuing. “I don’t even know where Myth is, and
after watching Grace fight I know how talented she was with her
Changeling powers. If she feared him enough to shun her own child,
I should be terrified. To allow my friends to help me now would be
condemning them to share my fate, and I won’t do it. I will save
Charm, and then I will deal with Myth. Once I am taken care of he
shouldn’t bother with anyone here beyond his pursuit of this stupid
war. It won’t be personal once I’m gone. I know how he is with
personal grievances and I’d rather no one else face that.” He
tilted his head upwards as he spoke and cleared his throat huskily
before looking back down at her. “Good-bye Zoey, and good luck. I
hope you get things sorted out with Seth, or Dray, or whatever
makes you happy. You should find happiness soon. You never know
when Fate is going to spit in your face.” He whispered then pulled
his hand free of hers and turned toward the gate once more. “It’s
nice to know at least one person in this damn city can see my
worth, but your groveling isn’t enough to keep me here so save it
for someone stupider than me.” He snarled as he stormed from the
city toward his waiting Spell Hawk.

“And everyone says you are a terrible liar.
My how you have them all fooled.” Zoelyn whispered as she turned
back toward the great hall. The knots in her stomach were gone
replaced by a strange hollow feeling and a tight throat. She knew
Shade believed he was doing what was best, but she didn’t see any
way this could end well. He was facing a point in his life where he
needed his friends more than anything else, and he had chosen to
face it alone. “The Aspects keep you well Shade Morcaillo. I will
pray for you nightly.” She promised in the same hushed voice and
kept her steps slow enough to give herself time to force back the
worst of her grief before she entered the hall. It was better if no
one realized she had even seen Shade’s speech let alone spoken with
him.

Dray would be the only one she would have to
explain anything to that way, and she wasn’t even sure what she
could say to him. Shade had sacrificed everything in his life for
his friends, and now he was sacrificing his life as well, and
somehow she was supposed to keep that knowledge buried in her own
heart while she listened to everyone around her scorn him. It was
the kind of secret that would sit like a lead weight in her mind,
and she had no idea how she was going to deal with it, especially
when Shade died because of her silence.

 


* * *

 


“Are you paying attention to me at all,
Zoey?” Neph snapped and Zoelyn turned away from her window to gaze
at her brother in confusion. Her attention had been so focused on
the outer city that she hadn’t even heard him speak.

Her room was one of the few in the inner city
that actually had a window to the outside world and she wondered if
anyone else even realized the entire outer city was covered in
crows. She had forced herself not to think about Seth after seeing
him in Rivana. She didn’t want to remember how he had looked when
Finn had taken him back to the Darklands, but the crows outside her
window had forced the memory back to the surface.

She doubted if anyone else in Delvay would
realize what it meant, but she couldn’t help but be reminded of an
old story from Glis every time she looked at the birds. If she was
right the next part of the story would be the appearance of a
spirit, and then the disappearance of her people would follow.
Silently she prayed she wasn’t right and she wasn’t witnessing the
first part of The Crow King’s Wife being displayed outside
her window

“I’ll take that glazed look as a no.” Neph
said dryly and shook his head at her in mild reproach. “I asked you
if Grim has woken yet. It’s been three days and I haven’t heard any
mention of him being on his feet. Was the damage he suffered
permanent?”

Zoelyn shook her head slowly and sank into a
chair by the wall. “Jala healed him before she left, but I asked
her to make sure he rested a few days more. I need time to sort
things out before he wakes. I don’t know what to tell him about
Shade.” She felt bile rise in her throat as she spoke and turned
her gaze back out the window before Neph could see the expression
of grief on her face. After everything Shade had said in the Great
Hall no one in the city would understand why she was grieving over
his absence.

“Tell him that Shade is a backstabbing little
wretch and be done with it. You can’t keep Grim like an invalid to
spare him the truth of the matter. I know he considered Shade a
friend. We all did and Shade spit our faces with his actions.” Neph
snapped with obvious irritation.

“Maybe I should let you explain it.” Zoelyn
mumbled, though she had no intention of letting Neph be the first
to speak with Grim when he awoke. If Neph explained what was going
on it would end in blood and she knew it.

“Perhaps I will, but it’s something I will
worry about later. I came here to fetch you for other reasons.
There are a few things I need to explain to you, but it will be
easier if I just show them to you instead.”

The tone of his voice drew her attention back
to him once more and Zoelyn frowned at the look of hesitation on
Neph’s face. He was nervous about something, and she couldn’t
decide what it would take to make Neph nervous. Her brother was
usually either calm or angry, she rarely saw him in any other
mood.

“Show me what?” she asked cautiously and her
imagination immediately supplied her with images of Shade’s broken
corpse. It was possible that Neph had ignored Jala’s request to
leave Shade be for now and gone after him. Shaking her head she
cleared the image from her mind and let out a sigh. It was a silly
thought. She knew Neph hadn’t left the city.

“As I said, it’s easier to show you than tell
you. Come to my room for a moment and you will understand what I
mean.” Neph sighed and turned for the door.

Numbly Zoelyn rose to her feet and followed
him. She didn’t want to follow him. She hadn’t been sleeping well
and exhaustion was dogging her heels almost as badly as the curse
was gnawing at her gut. No matter how many mage stones she consumed
it didn’t seem to quench the hunger. Her curiosity was too much for
her to ignore his words despite her discomfort though. It was too
unusual for Neph to act so mysterious about anything. He was
usually painfully blunt on everything and rarely saw the need to
dance around any topic no matter how painful it might be.

Neph moved in silence all the way down the
stairs and only glanced at her once as he paused outside his door.
“I’m not sure how you will react to this. I didn’t handle it well
myself.” He warned her in a low voice as he pushed the door open
slowly.

Zoelyn gazed at him with concern then slowly
stepped inside the room and froze at the sight of the woman sitting
across the room. She was an exact duplicate of the painting on the
wall above her with the exception of the worried look that pinched
her delicate features. “Momma.” Zoelyn gasped and quickly grabbed
the door frame as her knees wobbled beneath her.

Cora rose from her chair and waved a hand
toward her quickly. “Neph help her to a chair. I think she might
faint.” She ordered with concern thick in her voice.

Zoelyn felt a solid arm brace her and could
only stare at her mother as Neph guided her quickly to the small
table. Cora paced beside them murmuring in worried tones until
Zoelyn was seated then smiled sheepishly down at her.

“I’m so sorry love. I didn’t know how you
would react to seeing me, but we couldn’t think of a better way to
approach you.” Cora explained as she lowered herself to the chair
across from her.

Zoelyn nodded dumbly and stared at the woman
in confusion. Everyone had always told her that her mother was
dead, and yet here she was looking as healthy as the last day she
had seen her. “I don’t understand.” Zoelyn mumbled as she looked
from Neph to Cora for some kind of explanation.

“But you shortly will.” A voice she didn’t
know broke in and she turned quickly in her chair to regard the
blond haired man by the bookshelf. She knew he hadn’t been there a
moment before. The room had been empty aside from her mother she
was certain of it.

“I don’t know you.” Zoelyn stammered dumbly
as her confusion grew.

“But you shortly will.” The man repeated with
a smile. He drew a heavy book down from the shelf and blew the dust
from its cover. “Neph why don’t you fetch us some drinks? Cora
would you be kind enough to roll a cigarette for me?” When both
nodded to his requests he smiled at Zoelyn once more and raised an
eyebrow. “Do you enjoy stories my dear? What am I saying? Of course
you do. You are living one right now aren’t you?” He winked at her
look of shock and dropped the book down on the table as he took his
own chair. Leaning toward her he grinned conspiratorially. “Don’t
worry I won’t let them know how that particular story ends. Neph
would get bitchy and no one likes to deal with him when he is
bitchy.” He whispered in a voice that was so low Zoelyn was certain
only she had heard him speak.

“I don’t know what you are talking about.”
Zoelyn lied then she glanced between the strange man beside her to
her Brother and Mother.

“Of course not.” The man agreed as he flipped
the cover of the book open to a family tree and turned it toward
her. “Get comfortable. While I expect you will accept what I say
far easier than your brother did, it will still take a while to
explain.”

“Trust me Zoey. It is easier this way.” Neph
grumbled as he placed several glasses down on the table and poured
her a generous helping of Delvay dark whiskey. “And you will need
every drop of that by the time he shuts his mouth.” He added
ominously as he took a seat near Cora and glowered at the handsome
blond man beside her. “Please Fortune, feel free to shatter my
sister’s childhood memories as thoroughly as you did my own.”

“Ah, but the memories she has can only be
improved by what I’m about to tell her.” Fortune returned lightly,
but Zoelyn could only stare at her brother in shock.

If he was telling the truth then one of the
Aspects was seated with them at the table sharing a shot of
whiskey. Wide eyed she turned slowly back to the man feeling more
than a little lightheaded.

“Steady yourself girl. If you faint now this
will take even longer, and we are already running low on time.
Better to be done with this quickly so you understand everything
that lies before you.” Fortune said calmly as he pushed the glass
of whiskey toward her.

“I promise you love it will all make sense
soon. Even what you are will make sense.” Cora assured her in a
voice that was far too calm for anything Zoelyn was feeling. With a
shaking hand she lifted the glass to her lips and took a small sip
of the whiskey before nodding for Fortune to begin.


Chapter 16

 


Delvay

 


 


Moonlight covered the city in a blanket of
silvery white that made everything beyond her window seem pristine.
With a heavy sigh Zoelyn crossed her arms on the sill and rested
her chin lightly on them. She wanted to be outside herself, but
knew better than attempt to leave the city now. After everything
that had happened in the last week Neph would think she was running
away and in all honesty that didn’t sound like a bad plan to her at
the present.

“I am a god’s bastard.” She whispered to
herself and even now hours after Fortune had explained everything
it still seemed unreal. Cora had tried to convince her that she was
the salvation of Delvay and that becoming Undrae had been a
blessing rather than a curse. A blessed curse as Fortune put it.
Supposedly she could use her powers to reawaken lost heroes of
Delvay, and even Neph had seemed to believe the rubbish.

Closing her eyes she tried to fight back the
hunger and wondered if any of them realized how difficult it was to
control her ‘blessed curse’. If just one of them knew how hard she
had to fight to keep from draining everything around her then maybe
they would realize how stupid their plan was.

There was no way she could manage something
as delicate as draining certain weaves of magic right now. She was
too ravenous, and she didn’t even know why. The only thing that had
changed about her feeding habits was who created the mage stones.
When she had used the stones created by Seth her curse had faded to
a point that she could almost forget it existed. The stones Neph
created did nothing but stem her cravings for a breath and her body
was failing as well though she had taken pains to hide it. If
anyone could see how her ribs were jutting or how the armor Seth
had crafted for her hung from her wasting frame they might
understand, but she was too ashamed to let them see that. The
fleeting gift of humanity that Seth had granted her was fading, and
in another few weeks she would be a monster again in appetite as
well as appearance.

A soft scuff from the hall drew her from her
musings and Zoelyn glanced toward the door with dread. Neph had
retired hours ago, and aside from Grim and Syrah the house was
empty. The only explanation for the sound was that Grim had awoken
and Syrah had come to tell her. With a sigh Zoelyn walked slowly
toward the door. In her current frame of mind she couldn’t think of
a single thing she dreaded more than speaking with Grim. Explaining
what had happened with Shade was going to be painful for them both,
and she still hadn’t determined how to lie to him about it. In
truth she didn’t want to lie to Grim. The secret Shade had given
her was like a suffocating cloud and she knew if she could just
share the burden with someone else the guilt might fade a bit, but
Shade had practically begged her to keep silent, and so she had no
choice but to lie for now at least.

Silently she pulled the door open and her
eyes settled on the tiny form standing in the shadows of the hall.
Apparently Syrah had decided she was asleep and had been leaving
when the door opened. “Is he awake then?” Zoelyn asked as she
stepped into the hall and started toward the girl. Her steps slowed
as she grew closer and the shadows faded enough for her to actually
see the girl. This child’s hair was blond, not dark like Syrah’s.
“Are you lost?” Zoelyn asked hesitantly and silently prayed this
actually was a Delvay child that had wandered into the wrong house,
even though in her heart she knew it wasn’t.

The child turned slowly to face her and its
movements were too fluid for a living creature. She wasn’t moving
her feet to turn Zoelyn realized with growing alarm. The child
wasn’t even touching the floor. Swallowing hard Zoelyn stared at
the too pale flesh and bright blue eyes and felt a cold chill wash
over her entire body.

“You can’t ignore him.” The girl’s rasping
voice echoed through the hall as she took a step toward Zoelyn. The
smell of rot filled the hall and Zoelyn staggered back in
revulsion. “There are wards against demons lining your walls. How
wrong of you after all he has done for you. You can’t keep me out
though, and I won’t let you ignore him.” The child pressed as she
continued to approach.

“I didn’t place any wards. I don’t even know
what wards you are talking about.” Zoelyn stammered as she took
another step back toward her room. She knew this part of the story,
and she knew the child would attack. She had to get back inside her
room before the child reached her. She knew her curse wouldn’t
drain the dead, Seth had taught her that much on her first trip
into the Darklands. “Please tell him to stop this, please. I don’t
want to live this story.” Zoelyn begged as she bumped against the
wooden frame of her bedroom door and fumbled at the door handle
behind her without taking her eyes from the dead child.

“There is only one way to stop this and you
know it. This is an old story. How far will you let it progress
before you face the inevitable. You cannot ignore the Crow King.”
The child hissed as the door gave behind her.

Zoelyn stumbled backward into the room and
barely managed to close the door before the child reached her. The
wood rattled against the child’s assault and Zoelyn took a hasty
step back and swallowed heavily. She could feel fear building
inside her and threatening to overwhelm her reason. Stumbling back
further she caught hold of a chair and braced herself as she forced
her breathing back to normal and tried to rein her emotions in. Her
eyes were locked on the door and she couldn’t seem to pull her gaze
from the rattling wooden frame. How long could something as simple
as a wooden door hold the dead at bay? She had locked it when it
closed, but how could a lock stop a spirit?

“You can’t ignore him. Will you let your
people suffer for your stubbornness?” The child taunted from behind
the frame and her assault on the door increased.

Zoelyn took another step back until she was
pressed against the cold stone wall. A breeze from the window
stirred her hair and she pried her eyes from the shuddering door to
gaze out at the moonlit night. There was only one way to end this.
She had to face Seth, and if Neph had truly placed wards against
demons on their home there was only one way to do it.

Shakily she moved to the window and carefully
pulled herself up into the sill. Letting out a nervous breath she
stared down over the edge to the ground that seemed too far away to
even contemplate climbing down. The door rattled on its frame once
more and Zoelyn glanced at it just long enough to decide death by
falling was preferable to being ripped apart by an angry child. At
least the fall would be a quick death she reasoned as she carefully
lowered her legs out the window.

It took a long moment for her to find enough
purchase to lower herself down and she silently cursed Neph when
she finally managed to. “If you hadn’t put up stupid wards I
wouldn’t be doing this.” She hissed to the darkness as she lowered
herself toward the ground with agonizing slowness. Each slip of her
fingers sent her heart racing and the sheer relief she felt once
solid ground was under her feet again was enough to bring laughter
bubbling to her lips.

“Oh by the Aspects I am never doing that
again.” She whispered as she gazed around the empty outer city. It
wouldn’t do to summon him here. There was too much chance that one
of the guards might spot her, and she already drew enough
suspicious looks in the dining hall to risk anyone seeing her
conversing with demons under the moonlight. No one knew who she
truly was and she was considered an outsider in the city. She knew
the only reason the people of Delvay tolerated her was Neph’s
favor.

Silently Zoelyn turned toward the outer gates
not daring to look back at the city. She was too afraid she might
glimpse the child’s pale face gazing at her from her window, or
worse see the child pursuing her into the darkened forest. Her pace
increased as that image filled her mind and she had to force
herself to not run. The ground beyond the city was treacherous and
she only a fool would run there after dark. There was too much
chance of a serious fall that could cripple or even kill her
depending on where she was along the path.

The forest around her thickened as she drew
farther from the city and her frantic pace slowed to a stumbling
crawl as the moonlit night faded to shadows. Biting her lip Zoelyn
fumbled on and focused herself completely on the path rather than
the noises around her. She knew it was likely the creatures of the
forest rattling the brush in the pitch black forest, but she
couldn’t help imagining the dead child pacing her every step like a
hound following a scent.

“You didn’t have to take the story so
literal. Are you actually heading for a grove to speak with me?”
Seth’s voice rose from the shadows behind her and she barely
managed to contain her scream as she whirled on him with wide
eyes.

“Damn it!” Zoelyn snapped and slapped him
hard on the chest. “My heart was nearly in my throat already and
you sneak up behind me without warning. What in the name of the
Aspects is wrong with you?” She demanded as she punched him in the
arm for good measure.

Seth took a step back and smiled widely at
her. “Afraid of little bitty ghosts but willing to slap the Crow
King.” He observed with far too much amusement in his voice.

“The little bitty ghost wanted to rip me limb
from limb, and if you wanted me dead I’d be buried by now.” Zoelyn
hissed irritably.

“She wouldn’t have hurt you.” Seth corrected
with an infuriating smile. “She was just trying to get your
attention, and apparently she did her job well.”

“That she did.” Zoelyn agreed sourly. “How
dare you place me in Karalea’s role? Why would you force this story
on me?” she demanded and had to resist the urge to hit him again
when his smile widened.

“There are wards on your keep and you never
go outside. I can’t dream walk to you, and I needed to speak with
you. I don’t see that I had many other choices beyond the path I
chose, but I do feel inclined to point out that had you simply
taken Finn’s hand in Rivana we wouldn’t be having this discussion
right now.” Seth returned lightly.

Zoelyn’s glare faded a fraction and she
shuffled her foot on the rock strewn ground as she considered his
words. He had a valid point as much as she hated to admit it. If he
had wanted to speak with her she had given him very few options,
but then that had been the whole point of coming to Delvay, and
Seth had foiled it easily. “I don’t see what there is to speak
about.” She muttered after a long moment.

“Why you are avoiding me for one.” Seth said
calmly as he leaned back against a tree. His gold eyes met hers and
held her gaze with such intensity that she couldn’t look away. “I
know you don’t truly want to avoid me. Your dream told me that
much.” He added softly and she felt a faint blush creep onto her
cheeks at the memory.

“I can’t control my dreams any more than I
can control my heart, but I can force myself to use logic despite
them. You used me Seth. You entranced me in an attempt to escape
the Darklands.” Zoelyn tried to keep her voice neutral, but her
misery bled through despite her best effort. “I trusted you.” She
added in a hoarse voice.

“And I have been guarding you since the
moment you left the Darklands. I appeared in Rivana when Hemlock
came for you. What more do I need to do to earn forgiveness Zoey?”
Seth returned with a hint of desperation though it was obvious that
he was trying to keep his voice calm.

“How do I know that you showed up to save me
and not simply for the chance to kill Hemlock? I know how much you
hate him, and how much you would give to have vengeance on him.
Isn’t that the reason you used me in the first place?” Zoelyn shot
back and shook her head at him. “I can’t trust anything you do
now.”

“Then give me a test to prove myself.” Seth
demanded as he took a step closer to her. “Name something I can do
to win your trust back. I won’t let this go Zoey. I will stalk you
unmercifully until you realize I am sincere.” He looked ready to
say more but paused and glanced toward the path with narrowed eyes.
“Damn it.” He snarled and took a hesitant step back from her. His
hand fumbled in his cloak and she thought he was drawing his dagger
but his produced a leather bag instead. Still staring down the path
he pushed the bag toward her quickly. “Take these. You will need
them and I won’t have time to explain why.” He hissed as Grim’s
form appeared on the path.

“Mendotha drevna Sethian Avanti.” Grim
growled the words as his hand cut through the night air in a
violent slashing motion toward the demon. With a snarl of
frustration Seth vanished from the forest leaving Zoelyn gaping in
disbelief at where he had been standing.

“What did you do?” Zoelyn demanded as she
whirled on Grim.

“I could ask you the same.” Grim snapped as
he stalked closer to her. “I’ve lost three days to sleep and when I
do wake up it’s with the taste of your fear as thick as bile in my
mouth.”

Zoelyn blanched and took a hasty step back as
she shook her head. “What did you do to Seth?” She clarified
weakly.

“I banished him back to where he belongs.”
Grim explained in a voice that was far too calm for the expression
lighting his face. “I thought perhaps I would give you the truth
that he seems inclined to keep hidden before you partake of his
gift.” He added as he motioned toward the leather bag in his hand.
“Or do you already know what that is and you simply don’t
care?”

“They are mage stones.” Zoelyn said without
hesitation and tugged the bag open so Grim could look inside. “For
some reason the ones Seth makes are more powerful than the ones
Neph can give me. I suppose because he is older than Neph.”

A look of relief flickered in Grim’s eyes and
he nodded slowly. “So you don’t know then.” He observed in a calmer
voice and most of the anger seemed to drain from his face. “It
isn’t the fact that he is more powerful than Neph, Zoey. Those
aren’t true mage stones. Those stones contain life force. Someone
died for every stone in that bag. Given that the entire world is at
war right now I’m sure it’s fairly easy for Seth to gather those
stones, but what happens in times of peace?”

Zoelyn stared down at the bag in revulsion
and slowly sank to the ground as she contemplated how many lives
she held in the tiny leather bag. At least a dozen people had died
to provide the bounty she held, possibly more, and despite what
Grim was saying there was still a voice inside her screaming for
her to absorb one immediately.

“The older you get the more you will
require.” Grim continued with a sigh as he sat down facing her and
crossed his legs under him. “It is the nature of the Undrae and the
reason they were never allowed to exist long. Part of me hoped you
would die in Rivana, and as terrible as that sounds, I would have
mourned the loss of a dear friend but it would have saved us both
from facing the inevitable.”

“And that would be?” Zoelyn pressed numbly.
She could guess what he was going to say, but she wanted to hear
him actual voice it.

“The moment when you can no longer control
your curse and you are a danger to everyone around you. I doubt
Seth will be able to kill enough to sustain you once the world is
at peace.” Grim answered in a voice that seemed far too rational
for what he was saying.

“How do you know that moment will come?”
Zoelyn asked in a shaking voice.

“By watching how you already struggle to
contain your powers.” Grim replied quietly.

“So you would rather just kill me now then?
Is that why you banished Seth so it would be easier? ” Zoelyn
demanded.

“I banished Seth because he is a demon and
has no place in this world. It seemed the more rational action than
the one my sword was hoping for. Ryvenken has several grievances
against Seth and would have greatly preferred that I end his
existence. I chose the more merciful course instead.” Grim
explained with a weary sigh before shaking his head at her. “And no
Zoey I am not here to kill you. I’m here to warn you of what you
will become. For now you have yourself under control and as long as
you can maintain that control I am content to allow you to live in
honor of the friendship between us no matter how strained it is at
this point.”

“How noble of you.” she muttered sourly as
she turned her away from him to gaze into the darkened forest. She
didn’t want him to see the revulsion on her face, or the hunger in
her eyes.

“I am scarcely ever what would be considered
noble and we both know that.” Grim corrected her calmly as he rose
to his feet. “I am leaving Delvay tonight Zoey. You have cost me
too much time already and for both our sakes I will pray I’m not
too late already. I came here to warn you and nothing more. As long
as you are in control we are at peace, but the moment I see you
slip I will put you down. It is the only mercy I can offer and
death at my hands will be far gentler than what others would do to
one of your kind.”

“If you try to kill me Seth will stop you.”
Zoelyn snapped though she couldn’t say why she spoke the words.
Grim wasn’t trying to threaten her. He was warning her to never let
her guard slip and she knew he was offering a kindness in his own
way. He could have just as easily kept his silence and waited for
her to grow careless without bothering to speak with her at
all.

“And when Seth appears before me next
Ryvenken will greet him personally.” Grim returned with a sad
smile. “If I thought for a moment that Neph intentionally created
you as you are I would kill him tonight, but I think it was an
unfortunate mistake in his desperation to bring his sister back. I
am trying to respect the love that he must feel for you to go to
such drastic measures, but it is difficult for me knowing you will
suffer for his sins. I will pray for you Zoey and I hope you can
maintain control of yourself for years to come, but consider what I
have said tonight and ask yourself how many should be forced to
give up their lives so that you can continue to exist. For now it
is the slaying of foes, but once the world is at peace it will be
murder. How long can you live with that knowledge and truly be
happy?”

Zoelyn watched in silence as Grim turned back
toward the city then stared numbly down at the pile of death in her
lap. Each stone represented someone Seth had killed to sate her and
despite that knowledge she couldn’t keep herself from pulling a
stone from the bag and clenching it tightly in her hand. Warmth
flooded through her as ecstasy and disgust warred in her mind. She
knew deep in her heart she couldn’t live with the knowledge of
murder for long, but she couldn’t resist the temptation the stones
held either. Anything to silence the ever present hunger was a
blessing, and for now at least she had enough stones to sate her
curse if she conserved them. Perhaps given enough time she could
find another way to sate the hunger, but for now she chose to
simply consider Seth’s gift as the spoils of war.


Chapter 17

 


Sanctuary

 


 


The air around him hummed with the familiar
voices and smells of his city, yet Shade couldn’t bring himself to
bother with any of it. The faint yells of vendors hawking their
wares drifted up to his perch on the second floor balcony of what
had once been the Copper Penny Inn, but they were so far
from his thoughts that he couldn’t even focus on what they were
selling.

His eyes were locked on the black gem lying
on the rough wooden floor before him and he couldn’t pull his gaze
away. It was barely bigger than a hen’s egg with bright shining
faucets covering its entire surface and looked so perfectly
harmless. Another man might confuse it as something valuable, which
Shade himself had in fact done the morning he had awoken to find it
resting on the table beside him. Then he had examined it and
realized what it was, a memory stone.

He wasn’t sure who had left it for him, but
he knew the memories inside too well to cast it aside. His entire
life rested inside the harmless looking stone with bitter truths
hidden in every faucet. Every failure and every success he had ever
experienced in his life was resting on the floor before him with
painstaking details on how he had been used or tricked into playing
puppet for his family. No matter what choice he had made with his
life it all boiled down to one simple fact. Myth had been
manipulating him and he had been too blind and stupid to see it
until someone hand delivered the proof to him in the form of a
gem.

He had come to Sanctuary with every intention
of rescuing Charm and facing Myth, but his ambitions had faded the
moment he had touched the gem. It had been delivered to him on the
first day and now four days later he still hadn’t bothered to
search the prison for Charm. There were three reasons for his
hesitation, but he couldn’t say for sure which was motivating his
procrastination the most. The first reason was the realization that
Charm was bait for him. The second was the simple fact that after
viewing the gem he honestly didn’t think he could get inside the
prison and out again without Myth catching him. The third and final
reason was the last faucet of the gem. It hadn’t contained a
memory, only a message for him. Wait until the council to move.
It is the only chance you have to succeed. Myth will be occupied
that night. He knew the message itself might be a trap, but
combined with the other two reasons he found himself ignoring the
potential danger and biding his time in a rotting Inn.

So he sat listlessly with a bottle of cheap
wine, half a dozen cigarettes, and enough memories to haunt him for
weeks waiting for either his chance to move, or Myth to find him,
whichever happened first.

He pushed idly at the gem and took another
swig from his bottle. It was bitter stuff, but it was cheap, and
spending large coins drew attention that he didn’t need. With a
sigh Shade dropped the bottle carelessly down beside him and drew
one of his remaining cigarettes from his case. A fresh noise drew
his attention as he lit the cigarette and took a long drag. Cocking
his head toward the inn door Shade heightened his hearing and
listened carefully as the thud of boots grew louder. Someone was
climbing the stairs toward him. He calmly pushed away the impulse
to jump to his feet and settled back against the railing instead.
The footsteps grew closer as he folded his knees before him and
picked his bottle up once more.

If it was Myth there was no real point to
attempting to fight. He knew that much from what he had seen in the
gem. If it wasn’t Myth and simply someone searching for a place to
rest it was probably best if he didn’t greet them with a drawn
dagger.

The door of the balcony shifted slightly and
Shade watched in bitter amusement as the dark clad figure of a
Priest of Fear stepped from the shadows of the inn. He wore the
traditional ankle length black coat with tiny silver skulls
embroidered down the sleeves and spiked pauldrons that covered his
shoulders. His features were all but obscured by the deep cowl that
was pulled low over his face, but even so Shade recognized Grim
easily, though he wasn’t fool enough to believe it was truly Grim.
He had never seen Grim bother with such formal dress aside from the
Marshall’s uniform he had worn to Merro, and Shade was fairly
certain that had been for Valor’s benefit.

“I guessed you would choose to be Jala for
this. You must have been paying closer attention to me than I
thought.” Shade drawled as he smiled widely up at the priest. He
still didn’t bother with standing. There was no point to it as far
as he could see.

The priest silently pushed back his coat with
a gloved hand to display the hilt of a Shadowsteel sword at his
belt, then shifted slightly so the the coat fell back into place as
he pushed back his cowl to reveal his face. His expression was
carefully neutral, but Shade could see emotion boiling in the pale
grey depths of Grim’s eyes.

“So it really is you. I doubt even Myth could
mimic Shadowsteel for a disguise. I’d love to know how you found
me. I’d hate to think condemned buildings are considered my typical
haunts.” Shade said casually before lifting his bottle for another
swig of the dreadful wine. He let out a sigh as he dropped the
nearly empty bottle to the floor once more and smiled bitterly at
Grim in what he hoped was a perfect example of callousness. “So did
they send you to kill me or drag me back to Delvay?” he asked
coldly.

“Everyone that I have ever answered to in the
past is dead. I take orders from no man.” Grim returned softly. He
eyed Shade for a long moment before lifting his hand and tracing a
quick pattern with one finger. Shadow trailed behind his hand and
for a breath a perfectly formed rune hung in the air before the
city itself grew pitch black around them.

Shade shot to his feet as the air temperature
plummeted and all noise from the city below faded away. Wide eyed
he stared around at Sanctuary in bewilderment before glancing back
at Grim who stood perfectly still and silent with a look of
patience covering his face. Apparently he was content to allow
Shade time to adjust before he bothered with explaining what was
going on.

As far as Shade could tell they were still in
Sanctuary. Even the balcony he stood on seemed the same aside from
the shadows that seemed to cling to everything around him, but the
people he could see on the street below were blurred pale outlines
rather than the brightly clad figures they had been moments before.
He was in Sanctuary, and yet he was not, it was a very unsettling
realization.

“You can drop the pretense now. I’m not sure
who you were acting for, but I know it wasn’t me, and it is a waste
of your breath to continue it. I don’t believe what they say of you
in Delvay anymore than I believe the contempt you were showing me a
moment ago. No one can hear or see us here. This is the realm of
Shadows and what passes between us here stays just between us.”
Grim explained calmly. With a weary sigh he shrugged out of his
coat and tossed it carelessly over the balcony rail before turning
back to Shade. He pointedly lifted one arm making sure he had
Shade’s attention as he did so and gestured to a leather band
strapped tightly around his wrist. “That is how I found you. There
is a blood stone secured inside the band. I crafted it the night
after we repaired your eye in Merro. It led me straight to you.” He
explained as he settled back against the wall.

“Regardless of how you found me, you
shouldn’t have come. Zoey was supposed to stop you if you tried.”
Shade informed him gently as he resumed his seat by the balcony
rail and tried to fight back his unease at the change in the city.
He flicked the ash from his cigarette absently and stared through
the rails at the shadow wrapped images of Sanctuary. It was strange
to see the life flowing through the streets but to hear nothing but
silence around them. Sanctuary was never silent, even in the dead
of night.

“The Divine of Fear himself couldn’t have
stopped me from following you so Zoelyn was woefully inadequate for
the job.” Grim returned with a faint smile. He shifted to a more
comfortable position and gazed at Shade with a considering look
before speaking again. “You remind me of Micah in so many ways, but
in others you are more than he ever was. Others may not realize
what you sacrificed for my life, but I do, and I will not ignore
the debt. You chose to push everyone away so that you could spare
them from sharing your fate. I refuse to be pushed aside,
Shade.”

“I don’t see a debt between us, Grim. If
anything I made us even with what I did in Rivana.” Shade admitted
somberly. He wasn’t sure what to make of Grim’s words. On one hand
he was grateful that there was at least one person that refused to
lose faith in him, yet on the other side of that was the fact that
Grim’s faith would most likely mean his death if Myth found
them.

“Not something I care to argue over. There
are other more pressing things I’d like to discuss, but before we
get to that I have a question for you. After everything you have
faced, why are you giving up now? What changed to make you believe
you cannot survive this?” Grim watched him closely and Shade had
the distinct impression that if he tried to lie now Grim would see
it as clearly as a smile on his face.

“I can’t win against Myth. I can’t even hide
from Myth. I have too many habits and not enough skills with
changing myself to win this particular fight.” Shade answered
bluntly.

Grim nodded slowly in agreement then shook
his head as if he had just decided he didn’t actually agree at all.
“You can’t win alone. With help you have better odds. With my help
you can most likely survive, but therein lays the problem. You
trust me, but I think you trust what you think I am, rather than
who I truly am. So before we progress I feel inclined to shred your
misconceptions and see if you still trust me when I’m
finished.”

“Grim I don’t want you to suffer because of
me.” Shade said flatly and let out a harsh breath. “I don’t want
anyone to suffer because of me and I really don’t think you realize
exactly how deep in the shit I am right now. I am not safe to be
around. Please, just go back to Syrah.”

“And that is another point of my discussion,
but that comes at the end of it all.” Grim said cryptically but
held a hand up before Shade could interrupt. “We share more than
you realize Shade. You spent your childhood trying to prove to your
father that you were worthy of him. I spent my childhood trying to
force mine to regret casting me aside. Both of us suffered in the
same fashion and the results have left us both somewhat broken. You
give too much of yourself, and I never seem to give enough.” He
paused and let out a long slow breath. “Or when I do give enough
it’s for the wrong reasons, such as Rivana. I didn’t go there to
punish them for killing my friends. I went there to hurt them as
much as they hurt me. On the surface it can be confused, but when
you get to the bones of it I acted selfishly rather than
nobly.”

“Either way the judgment was delivered.”
Shade observed and shrugged one shoulder.

“It was, but that is the first part of your
confusion on me. I’m trying to explain to you what I truly am.”
Grim clarified and fell silent for a breath as he gathered his
thoughts.

“Are you going to expect me to explain to you
what I really am when you are done? Because I honestly don’t think
I can do that. I’m not sure I can even begin to define myself.”
Shade broke in before Grim could continue. He wasn’t sure what the
point of any of this was. He couldn’t honestly say that he truly
knew any of the people he considered friends to the core, but that
had never mattered to him before, and he didn’t understand why Grim
seemed to think it mattered now.

“I don’t need you to explain yourself to me,
Shade. I can see you clearly for what you are, which is exactly why
I’m here. You may have fooled the others, but you didn’t fool me.”
Grim returned with a faint smirk. “I’m really not sure how to
unveil myself quickly. I’ve spent so many years wearing a mask
painted with the misconceptions of others that I’m not sure where
the best place to start is.” Grim admitted softly. With a sigh he
leaned his head back against the wall and stared up at the shadowed
sky above them. “I suppose I’ll muddle my way through and if you
get confused by my rambling let me know.” He decided after a long
moment.

“Grim, you don’t have to do this. It won’t
matter to me and you know it. I don’t care what you have done you
are my friend.” Shade protested, but Grim simply shook his head in
response and cleared his throat as if he expected what he had to
say to take a long while.

“First off let me explain why you have
trouble with your changing as far as I see it. It will explain a
bit about me as well.” He began and dropped his gaze back to Shade
as he spoke. “In the eyes of the Shifters each form you take is
another life. From what I’ve seen you blend all of your lives
together and thus you have habits that bleed through. For the
Shifters each form has its own habits and desires. That’s why you
don’t see a Shifter switching forms for convenience. It might be
easier to travel as a wolf, but most don’t shift simply to make
life easier. For some such as myself it is too hard to come back.
Had I been born in Glis I would have most likely chosen the life of
a wolf. That is the form that fits my soul best.”

“What do you mean by that? How can a form fit
your soul?” Shade asked quickly before Grim had a chance to
continue.

“Does a soul have a shape Shade? Does it have
a gender?” Grim asked and Shade could only shrug in response. It
wasn’t something that he had ever pondered before. “To the Shifters
it does not, but there are forms that the soul finds more harmony
with. Some Shifters choose the life of the animal they have an
affinity with and live out their days as a wolf or cat or whatever
form they have. Others find harmony in their human form and choose
to live out their days in cities. No one in Glis judges them for
where they find harmony. A wolf may have more respect than a man in
Glis, but is all based on the actions of the individual, not the
skin they have chosen to live in.”

“But you grew up in Arovan and didn’t have
the option of living as a wolf.” Shade observed with a slow
nod.

Grim nodded in confirmation and a faint smile
curved his lips. “I was cast out and this body is not the one I
would have chosen had I been given the option. Over the years I
have honed this form and found harmony in what I have made of it
however and I have found my balance at great cost, but I don’t
think you have found yours yet. Every time you have changed
yourself around me you have only altered minor details. You have
never truly changed what you are. You are too tied to your current
form to discover what your soul finds harmony with.”

“What do you mean at great cost?” Shade
asked. He had to admit what Grim was saying had merit, but he
didn’t like the idea of harmony having a price.

“Do you remember when you asked me if this
was my true form in Rivana?” Grim smiled as he spoke and traced a
finger across one of his high cheek bones. “I could see on your
face then that you knew I was more than a simple Shifter. I have
honed this body with every tool or spell I could find to suit me.
Ryvenken, forgotten magic, amongst a few other things, basically
anything I could do to improve what I was no matter what bargain I
had to strike. Ryvenken for example feeds off of my soul, but to be
more than what I was made it seem like a good trade at the time.
You have to understand. I grew up in Arovan amongst Elementalists,
and to them my druidic gifts were nothing. Yes I could shift to a
wolf, but could I summon a storm or call an earthquake?” Grim
smiled bitterly and shook his head slowly. “I was nothing to them.
I was weak, pathetic, and not worthy of mention in their eyes. So
as a child I pushed myself well past my limits to prove myself to a
culture that didn’t understand me at all. Then I met Micah and he
treated me well despite my differences. For a time that was enough
and I grew to love him like a brother. Then Honor joined our circle
and Micah grew somewhat distant, then Sebastian came and I slowly
realized that while I loved Micah like a brother, he loved me like
a well-crafted weapon. I was useful to him and he appreciated my
value, but I was never an equal in his eyes. In some that might
have bred resentment, but for me it was incentive to improve myself
more. If I was the best I could possibly be I could keep Micah’s
affection and force my father to acknowledge my worth in one
breath. So I went beyond physical training and mundane spell
casting and sought out ancient methods to find perfection.”

“I thought that you had Divine blood.” Shade
admitted when Grim fell silent.

“If only.” Grim said ruefully then shook his
head. “I am my own unholy creation and in many ways my desire to be
more is exactly what has made me less. I focused so much on my
strength and training that I failed to retain balance of spirit. I
am fearless, but I am callous as well. I think that’s why Finn and
I hated each other at first sight. We looked at one another and saw
flaws where we expected to find perfection. We hated each other
because we were the same sort of creature. He crafted himself in
the arena and I spent years proving myself on the battlefield and
in the end it at the same result. He became the most feared duelist
in Sanctuary and I earned my reputation as the Bloody Huntsman. I
am good at killing and I reveled in the blood just as much as he
did, but for different reasons. For every enemy I slew I gained
more of Micah’s favor and after a time there wasn’t a single person
in Arovan that didn’t know my worth. The knights scoffed at Caleb
Faulklin, but no one looked down their nose at the Bloody
Huntsman.” Grim gave a bitter smirk and let out a slow breath
before continuing.

“It wasn’t until I met Evanell that I
realized there was at least one person that would appreciate me for
what I was and not what I could do.” He gave a short bitter laugh
and smiled widely. “In all honesty Evanell hated what I could do.
She was a healer and I was two steps from being a bloodthirsty
psychopath. I tried to court her and she pushed me away with both
arms. In my persistence I discovered it was my career as a soldier
that she hated more than anything else. So I left the Arovan Army
and moved to Amdany. It took weeks to adjust to normal life and for
a time it was nearly impossible to control my temper, but for
Evanell I managed. She gave me harmony in life without having me to
prove myself. She balanced what I lacked and when I was with her I
was whole.” Grim paused and a look of grief filled his eyes as he
folded his hands in his lap.

“From what Zoelyn says she was quite
remarkable.” Shade offered quietly unsure what else to say.

Grim smiled faintly and nodded his head once
before clearing his throat and continuing. “Once we were married
Micah gave me the role of High Marshall of Amdany. I suppose he
figured I was too useful to leave idle. Evanell didn’t care for it,
but I wouldn’t refuse Micah anything. I drove off six invasions
during my time as Marshall and everyone called me a hero for saving
the people of Amdany. I didn’t do it for them though. There were
only four people in that entire city that I gave a damn about. It
was my territory the Reavers invaded and they died for trespassing.
People gave it noble purpose and told stories about my heroics, but
it wasn’t noble in the least. The Soulreavers died for being stupid
enough to set foot on my shore. If they had invaded ten miles up
the coast I wouldn’t have budged to stop them. Ten miles up the
coast was not my concern.” Grim paused considering then shook his
head slightly as he continued. “I don’t think Evanell ever realized
that about me. I had balance when I was with her, but I hid what I
lacked from her so she wouldn’t understand what I truly am. She
always thought I was her equal, but I wasn’t. She was a much better
person than I have ever desired to be. She wanted to save everyone,
I don’t. I pretended to be what she wanted me to be, and she loved
the mask I wore for her.” Grim fell silent and met Shade’s eyes
once more with a look of utter sincerity.

“Can you honestly say she didn’t truly see
you? Do you know it was a mask that she loved?” Shade asked softly.
He wasn’t sure what else to say after Grim’s admission, but felt
like he should say something to fill the silence.

Grim smiled at him sadly and nodded once
before he began again. “I do the right things for the wrong
reasons, and you do the right things without regard to reason. I
trust you Shade. I don’t use those words lightly and I think I’ve
only said them to two people in my entire life before now. I look
at you and I see hints of Micah, but you have never once expected
me to bow before you. You have always treated me as an equal. We
can balance each other, but only if you can trust me, and I have to
know that you truly see me as I am before you say that you trust
me. I am not a hero. I am truly the Black Bastard in most ways and
when I do manage to do the right thing it is usually by accident.
Evanell trusted me blindly and I feel guilt for that. There are
very few people that I actually care about and I have taken every
one of them for granted. I won’t repeat the same mistakes and I
will not hide what I am from a true friend ever again. If we are to
continue working together I want you to realize that you are
dealing with the Black Bastard and not the hero Arovan bards sing
about.”

Shade remained silent for a long moment
before nodding. “I understand what you are saying but that doesn’t
mean I agree. I trusted you before and I trust you now. I don’t
care why you do what you do or how much you loathe yourself. I
judge you on what you have shown me, and I haven’t seen anything to
distrust yet.”

Grim stared at him with a look of mild
disbelief and snorted in disgust. “I don’t loathe myself.” He
objected firmly. “I think you misunderstood me. I want you to
understand that I am not noble and heroic, but that is by choice. I
may not have the merits others revere and tell stories of, but it’s
only because that isn’t important to me. I am fearless, loyal, and
more talented than ninety percent of the people wasting my air. I
wasn’t apologizing for what I am I was warning you before I propose
a deal.”

Shade gaped at him for a breath then nodded
unsure if he was amused or disturbed by Grim’s words. The man had
essentially labeled himself as a self-created asshole and seemed
rather proud of the fact. At an utter loss of what to say or how to
react to that kind of admission Shade simply nodded with pursed
lips and raised an eyebrow. “A deal?” he inquired with more than a
little curiosity. He couldn’t help but wonder what Grim could want
from him that required him to bare his soul so completely.

“Blackwolf and Blue Bess crafted me into the
creature I am today.” Grim began slowly and Shade could tell he was
trying to choose his words very carefully so there was no
confusion. “When they exiled me they laid the foundation for the
Bloody Huntsman. I do not regret what I am, but I don’t want to
repeat their mistake. I look at Syrah and I see Evanell and I want
to destroy everyone that took my wife from me when I know I should
be comforting my daughter instead. I am holding so much anger
inside right now that Syrah will suffer from my presence alone. I
need guidance past this or she will end up just as broken as we
are. I tried to send her to my Aunt in Arovan, but she refused it.
She wants to remain with me, but she can’t seem to understand what
kind of danger that puts her in right now. You have what I lack,
Shade. You have compassion and you are the key to Syrah’s salvation
if you are willing to help me.”

“Grim I am as good as dead. Unless you can
summon my spirit back from the Darklands to tell Syrah bedtime
stories I fail to see how I am anyone’s salvation right now. How
can you ask me to save a child after seeing the wreck I’ve made of
my own life?” Shade protested bitterly.

“Help me and I will help you, Shade. Keep me
from destroying my daughter and in turn I will devote every ounce
of my power to whatever purpose you point me toward. I am a weapon,
and even Myth can fall before me.” Grim returned without a trace of
hesitation in his voice.

“I think you are underestimating Myth.” Shade
cautioned with a frown.

“I know you are underestimating me.” Grim
countered with a smirk and raised an eyebrow. “I’ll even take you
on a finding if you agree to my deal.”

“A finding?” Shade asked in confusion. It
wasn’t a term he was familiar with, and wasn’t about to agree to
anything until he understood it.

“It’s a Glis tradition. For a Shifter it is
to spend time in each of your forms until you find the one you have
harmony with. You have infinite forms so obviously I cannot offer
that. I can show you how to separate your lives though so you won’t
give yourself away with habits by blending your lives together.”
Grim clarified.

“I don’t know about the finding, but as to
the rest you have a deal. I really don’t think you understand
though. Myth is much more dangerous than Grace was, and my mother
gave you a very good fight.” Shade sighed.

“I was trying to die when I faced Grace not
to mention that I was poisoned, wounded and fighting several
Rivasans when I fought her. I made a deal with Ryvenken when I
first declared Kevala’drin. In essence if I lived through
the fight my body belonged to the sword. I didn’t plan to live
because of that. I have devoted my life to what I am, and I wasn’t
about to hand over that much power to a sword that makes me seem
like a caring person in comparison. Ryvenken is ruthless whereas
I’m simply callous. There isn’t much difference, but it is there.”
His serious expression shifted to a smile and he pushed off the
wall. “Now then let’s examine this prison of yours and find your
friend.” Grim suggested as if what he was proposing was the easy
part and sharing his secrets had been the main obstacle of the
day.

“Not so fast.” Shade said holding up a hand
to stop Grim before he could rise. “My turn. If we are going to
have full trust you deserve my side of things.” He explained as he
kicked the gem toward Grim. “Fortunately for you someone took the
time to make a gem of my life so you can sit back and watch the
entire tragedy while I drink more and try to digest
everything.”

Grim frowned briefly then gingerly picked up
the gem and examined it. “What do you mean someone crafted it? You
don’t know who made this gem?”

“Haven’t got a clue. I woke up with it on my
nightstand and my ego has been in a downward spiral ever since. Go
ahead enjoy and when you realize you have bargained away your
daughter’s sanity to an idiot feel free to reconsider our
arrangement. I won’t hold you to it I promise.” Shade said with a
grin as he settled himself against the rail and reclaimed his
bottle from the floor.

Grim nodded once before wrapping his fingers
around the gem and closing his eyes. His face was neutral of all
expression as he slowly turned the gem over in his hand to examine
the memories concealed in each faucet. By the time he was done the
bottle was empty and Shade was trying to decide if the mild buzz he
felt was actually worth the horrible taste the wine left in his
mouth.

“Shade.” Grim said carefully and waited until
Shade met his eyes before he held up the gem. “I don’t know who
crafted this, but they didn’t have your best intentions in mind
when they did it. This wasn’t left to warn you, it was left to
cripple you.”

“They are my memories. How can anyone
possibly expect me to be crippled by knowledge that I already had?”
Shade protested and had to resist the urge to laugh at Grim’s
logic.

“It’s perspective Shade. The memories are
fact but the ways they are portrayed are bias. My birth mother is a
bard I know about perspective better than anyone else. Blue Bess
tells stories about me across Arovan and Glis in an attempt to make
every moment of my life seem like a heroic tale. She does it to
save her own reputation. She doesn’t want anyone shunning her for
spawning me. So she paints a pretty picture from every blood soaked
mess I leave and everyone believes I am the good guy. This gem is
the same exact thing. Someone has taken every moment of your
childhood and painted motive on everything to make you seem like a
puppet.” Grim explained calmly and shook his head in disgust as he
tossed the gem back to Shade. “I could do the same thing with the
time we spent in the Blight prison, but that wouldn’t make it the
truth. I could pretend I manipulated you into freeing me, but the
honest truth is that you did so by your own free will.”

“You don’t understand Myth.” Shade said
wearily and shook his head as he dropped the gem into his coat
pocket. “If you did you would realize everything in this stone is
likely true.”

“No, you don’t understand manipulation.” Grim
corrected. “All it takes to get someone to do what you want is
changing their perspective. Myth has made you believe you are a
puppet, and you are giving up. He has taken every memory you had
and tarnished it with lies to sow doubt, and it worked splendidly.
The memories are still the same, but he changed the way you
perceive them.”

Shade opened his mouth to object but stopped
himself and actually considered what Grim was saying. It did sound
like something Myth would do, but the images in the gem explained
so much about his childhood when he viewed them. “I think I need to
consider this more.” Shade mused quietly.

“I think you need to consider it less and get
off your ass. Myth is trying to make you give up. That means the
only thing we really can do at this point is push forward. You can
spin this around in your mind all night long and in the end you
will be jumping at every shadow and seeing conspiracy everywhere,
or we can do what you came here to do and face Myth together when
he finally crawls out of whatever rock he is hiding under. Your
choice.” Grim said calmly as he offered Shade a hand up from the
ground.

“I like it all except for the part of facing
Myth. If I face Myth I’m going to die, and I really am not fond of
the thought of serving Finn. He would make me clean the demon’s
privy or something equally distasteful. Finn and I don’t get along
well. Which makes it pretty amazing that I seem to get along
perfectly with you since you claim to be the same sort of creature
as Finn.” The words poured out of Shade in a tumble until he
realized he was babbling and snapped his mouth shut tightly. He
wasn’t sure if it was the wine or his nerves, but decided either
way silence was probably his best option.

“Finn is Firym. His arrogance is the
difference. He proclaims to the world how wonderful he is. I
silently show the world my perfection and don’t bother to wait
around for the applause. Finn requires confirmation of his talent,
I don’t.” Grim explained with a smile as he lifted his coat from
the railing and turned to head back inside the inn.

“Wait! Don’t you need to take us out of the
Shadows?” Shade protested as he started after Grim.

“I had planned to use the shadows to
investigate the prison. Would you prefer I simply stroll past the
guards and pretend I am there for confessions from the prisoners?”
Grim asked dryly. With a smirk he shrugged his coat back on and
pulled the cowl up to emphasis his point.

“I think you might possibly be the first
Priest of Fear that bothered to listen to confessions. I’m pretty
certain the rest of your order would mock the prisoners for being
scared little pussies.” Shade admitted with a smile.

“I doubt I could refrain from mocking them
either. So the shadows are our best approach I think.” Grim
returned with a wink as he headed for the stairs.

“I show fear all of the time. How come you
don’t mock me?” Shade asked as he started after Grim’s quickly
disappearing form.

“I do. I just keep it to myself.” Grim teased
then chuckled at Shade’s snort of displeasure. “I don’t mock you
because you don’t let fear master you. You always face it and thus
you are above my contempt.” Grim amended with a grin.

“Good to know. Don’t run while Grim is
watching. Got it.” Shade said and for the first time in four days
he felt his confidence slowly creeping back in. Grim had a very
valid point, Fear had never stopped him before, and he wasn’t sure
why he allowed a few memories in a gem to stop him now. He knew
what was right and for better or worse he would save Charm and to
hell with the consequences, at least he wasn’t facing it alone. “I
think confidence might be contagious. Yours seems to be rubbing off
on me.” Shade observed with a smile.

“I am a Priest of Fear, Shade. Confidence is
most easily attained when one is not frightened. You will always be
confident around me, because I will always ensure that you have
nothing to fear.” Grim replied smoothly as he pushed the door of
the inn opened and began walking slowly toward the center of
Sanctuary.

“One day you are going to have to tell me the
story about how you became a priest. I thought only the Delvay
revered the gods enough to worship them.” Shade said with a
grin.

“The god sought me out and offered me a deal
I couldn’t refuse.” Grim replied without even a hint of a smile on
his face to suggest he was joking.

Shade stared at him in amazement for a long
moment before he slowly realized Grim wasn’t teasing. “The Divine
of Fear sought you out?” he repeated dumbly.

Grim nodded and smiled as he met Shade’s
eyes. “And therein you have the first hint of why I am not
concerned with Myth. As I said before, I am much more than a simple
Shifter and it will take more than a Changeling to give me pause.
Myth is old and powerful, but I am the Bloody Huntsman and I always
find my prey.”


Chapter 18

 


Delvay

 


 


“I don’t like it. It’s too easy.” Neph
declared as he tossed the carefully penned invitation down onto his
table. His eyes scanned over the document again reading through the
delicate script proclaiming him the rightful High Lord of Delvay
and he snorted in disgust. The Empress’s signature filled the
bottom corner of the parchment as well as half a dozen seals
proving that it was legitimate, but it still felt wrong in his
hands.

Jala sighed in exasperation and Neph looked
up at her and shook his head slowly before his eyes moved past her
to rest on Onvalla. If anything the leader of the Blights looked
more uneasy than he was, though Neph wasn’t certain if it was the
formal dress the Blight was wearing causing her discomfort or if
she truly shared his suspicions on the Empress’s invitations to
council.

“She doesn’t like it either.” Neph informed
Jala with a wave of his hand.

Shaking her head Jala glanced at Onvalla and
then looked to Madren who lounged in one of the chairs with a
pensive expression on his face. “What do you think?” Jala asked as
she brushed a curl back from her face. Her long silk skirts rustled
softly as she moved to the table and picked up the document Neph
had discarded. The High Lady ran a finger across one of the seals
and carefully folded it once more before placing it beside the rest
of the invitations she had acquired in Sanctuary.

“I think Neph is always suspicious, but I’m
not sure he is right on this account. It does seem odd that the
invitations would be given so easily, but then Empress Symphony
needs as much support as she can manage at this point.” Madren
replied calmly and gave Neph an almost apologetic look.

“Exactly how I saw it!” Jala agreed with a
smile as she turned back to Neph. “Look, many have lost faith in
Symphony and with good reason. When I walked into her chambers
demanding invitations for the High Lords she had wrongfully
neglected it was like answering a prayer for her. She needs support
and I brought it. For the love of the Aspects Neph it’s a council
meeting and nothing more.”

“And she conveniently waited until the
morning of the council to give you the invitations. That
effectively eliminates any time I would have had to consider this.
I have two choices now, accept this blindly and go to the meeting,
or ignore her and try to maintain my seat as High Lord without any
support from my peers.” Neph returned in a growl and shook his head
once more. “It’s too bloody easy.” He repeated and let out a heavy
sigh.

“Neither of us have a choice in this Lord
Delvayon.” Onvalla pointed out bluntly. Her pale blond hair had
been artfully arranged and Jala had managed to convince the Blight
to wear a silk dress, but the woman still stood as if she were
about to do battle despite her refined appearance. “We must be seen
as High Lords and if we are going to do that we must accept her
invitation and attend this council.” Onvalla said firmly.

“I didn’t say I wasn’t going to attend. I
merely pointed out that I didn’t like it.” Neph snapped and somehow
the silence that followed his words was even more irritating than
the invitations themselves. He glanced around the room and not for
the first time felt Shade’s absence like a blow to the gut. He had
gotten so used to Shade’s careless remarks that the lack of them
made the silence stretch painfully. “Have you heard anything from
Vaze?” he asked softly almost before he realized he was abandoning
his argument by changing the subject.

Jala nodded slightly and a frown creased her
full lips as she seemed to notice Shade’s absence as well. Her
violet eyes flicked to Neph and sighed. “Vaze has checked every
slave market on Sanctuary. He was subtle and discreet with his
search and he has concluded that Shade lied about selling them, but
we cannot determine what truly did with them.” She informed him
quietly.

“Zoelyn hasn’t believed he was guilty since
he left.” Neph admitted ruefully. Absently he ran a hand through
his hair and shook his head in frustration. “Why would he
intentionally piss us off and leave like that.”

“To protect you.” Zoelyn said softly from her
seat in the corner of the room. She was the only one in the room
that was dressed casually, and she hadn’t bothered to speak until
now. “He committed matricide in Rivana to save Grim. He knew he
would answer for his crimes. He cut ties with us so we wouldn’t
share his punishment.” She added as she curled further back into
the cushioned chair and looked away from them all.

Neph watched her for a long moment and tried
to push away the regret that was clouding his mind. He should have
paid closer attention to Zoelyn. He knew he should have listened to
the subtle hints she had tried to give him over the past week.
Instead he had pushed her away and clung to his anger and now she
was more distant than she had been since the day he had met her in
Merro.

“It’s not something we can afford to consider
right now no matter how much it distresses us. We have a council
meeting to attend in less than two hours and we need to have our
minds set fully upon that. Neph have you chosen an entourage to
accompany you?” Jala’s voice broke through the silence once more
and he took her advice and pushed the guilty thoughts from his mind
before shaking his head in answer.

“I’m going alone. I have no way to transport
Zoelyn on such short notice and she has informed me that she would
prefer to stay in Delvay and train. My Aunt will watch over the
city while I’m away, and aside from those two I can’t think of
anyone in my city that is suited to the task.” Neph explained with
a trace of disgust in his voice. Even the Blight had brought chosen
people to accompany her to the meeting, but when he considered his
own people he couldn’t think of a single one that wouldn’t either
embarrass him or start a war.

“I plan to watch the council on scry while I
train.” Zoelyn offered quietly and shrugged as the attention of the
room turned to her. “While I won’t be there in person I will know
what is going on. If I feel Neph needs advice later I will be
informed and able to offer an educated opinion.” She clarified but
didn’t return the smile Neph offered in response to her words.

“That sounds reasonable.” Jala agreed
hesitantly before turning her attention back to Neph. “Are you
certain you won’t at least take a guard or two?” she asked with a
slight frown.

“I don’t need guards and you know it.” Neph
snapped as he rose from his chair and straightened the stiff jacket
he wore. He missed his worn leather armor almost as much as he
missed Shade’s pointless banter and the lack of them both was
making him more irritable than he cared to admit. Zoelyn’s
disapproval wasn’t helping his mood either he realized glumly as he
noticed her sullen glare in his direction. “We might as well get
this farce over with. Where is Valor?” he asked with grumble of
annoyance.

“I wish you were in a better frame of mind
for diplomacy.” Jala sighed then motioned to the door. “He is with
Legacy exploring your city. My son seems fascinated with your lack
of sky. He can’t seem to grasp the concept that your city is built
in a cave and just keeps staring up at the ceiling and pointing.”
She explained with a faint smile.

“Neph is rarely ever in a good frame of mind
for diplomacy. He knows the concept of the skill and has been
trained to understand it, but overall he seems to view it as a
pointless waste of his time.” Madren observed as he rose from the
table. Gracefully he crossed to the door and pulled it open for the
two women with a slight bow.

“Thank you Madren.” Jala intoned sweetly
before stepping into the shadowed hall with Onvalla on her
heels.

Madren gave Neph a questioning look as he
straightened but Neph shook his head and motioned for him to go on.
“Give me a moment to speak with Zoey. I’ll be there by the time you
track down, Valor.”

“As you will. Good day to you Lady Zoelyn.”
Madren returned with another slight bow in Zoelyn’s direction
before disappearing out the door to trail after Jala.

Neph waited for the door to close and
listened to the footsteps receding down his hallway. Satisfied that
they were all past the point of hearing his words he turned to
Zoelyn. “Something about today feels wrong.” He began quietly.
“Watch the scry closely and if things seem to be falling apart seal
the city or flee. Use your best judgment to determine what is best
for the city. I will leave instructions with Kay to follow you
orders.”

“What about you?” Zoelyn asked in a concerned
voice, and for the first time in days her expression toward him
softened.

“I will be with Jala and the rest so I should
be fine. I am not sure about leaving Delvay though. It’s possible
that the Rivasans will use my absence to attack.” Neph explained
with a frown and wondered for the hundredth time that morning if
being officially acknowledged as the High Lord of Delvay was worth
putting his city at risk.

“I think the Rivasans are feeling a bit
cautious right now. They lost an entire city to two men after all.
They have to wonder what sort of power we are holding right now.”
Zoelyn pointed out calmly as she slowly unfolded herself and rose
from her chair. Silently she crossed the room and stopped just in
front of him to look him over with a critical eye. She clucked her
tongue in mild disapproval and straightened his jacket a bit. “Be
careful, Neph. I’ve had a lot of my mind this week, and I know I’ve
been distant, but don’t think for a second that I don’t care about
you. Do what you have to do today and I will watch over the city
until you return. Just make sure you return.” Her finger jabbed him
in the chest firmly with her last words.

“I can’t think of a single other place on
Sanctuary that would tolerate my presence for more than a day. I’ll
return to Delvay don’t worry on that account.” Neph assured her
with a smile. On impulse he pulled her to him in a light embrace.
She stiffened in his arms and he released her quickly trying to
convince himself that it was her concern with her curse that made
her pull back and not her anger at his treatment of Shade.

“Be careful, Neph.” Zoelyn repeated quietly
as she stepped further from him and retreated back to her
chair.

“See that you do the same.” Neph replied a
bit more stiffly than he had intended then turned for the door. He
wasn’t in the frame of mind to fix things between them and he knew
it, besides he had a thousand other things to focus on at the
present. There would be time after the council to repair the damage
between him and Zoelyn, and once the council was over he would be
able to focus his full attention on her without distractions.

 


* * *

 


Zoelyn watched the door close and waited
patiently for the tell-tale hum of magic in the room. Within
moments of Neph’s departure she felt the first flicker of Divine
power and turned her gaze to regard her mother. Her brow creased
slightly as she realized Cora was alone. She had expected Fortune
to be with her and his absence disturbed her.

“Just me today I’m afraid.” Cora announced in
way of greeting then held up a small bag as she crossed to the
table. “But I have brought plenty of puzzles to keep you
entertained in the absence of the others.” She added with a bright
smile.

“Oh joy.” Zoelyn replied dismally and rose
from her chair once more. “Why isn’t Fortune here?” she asked and
tried to keep the disappointment from her words. She didn’t want
her mother to think she didn’t appreciate both of their company,
but Fortune had a way of lightening her mood no matter how
depressed she was. She had been looking forward to passing the day
with the both of them in Neph’s absence.

“Other matters to attend today.” Cora replied
too casually as she upended the bag and began sorting through the
various trinkets that clattered noisily across the polished
tabletop.

“Here try this one first. You should enjoy
it.” Cora offered as she pushed a tiny metal box toward Zoelyn.

Absently Zoelyn picked up the box and turned
it slowly over in her gloved hands barely focusing on the hundreds
of tiny runes that covered its surface. Even without removing her
gloves she could feel the magic rippling off of the tiny thing. Her
eyes moved back to Cora and she watched in silence as her mother
sorted through the puzzles and lined them up before her. Fortune
had designed the items with different weaves of magic in an attempt
to help her learn how to siphon off individual spells without
destroying every weave on an item. He believed that if she could
master his puzzles she could awaken the heroes, though she herself
had her doubts.

There was a vast difference in draining magic
from a toy and draining it from living creatures. Had it been a
simple commoner they wanted her to wake she would have been
hesitant, but they expected her to use her abilities on legendary
warriors that had been in stasis for well over a thousand years. If
she failed and harmed one of them there was no replacing what she
destroyed. Neph believed the heroes would be the salvation of
Delvay, and if he was correct that meant the entire weight of her
homeland was resting on her ability to control her curse.

“You have that look on your face again.” Cora
said gently and Zoelyn could hear the smile in her mother’s
voice.

Glancing up Zoelyn found the woman watching
her and felt her own expression soften in response. “What look
would that be?” she asked in amusement.

“The I no wanna face.” Cora clarified
with a grin. Reaching across the table she took Zoelyn’s hand and
gave it a soft squeeze. “You can do this love. I know this is a lot
of weight to put on your shoulders, but you are Delvay to the core.
You may not care for shedding blood but that doesn’t mean you
aren’t a fighter. Have faith in yourself.” Her voice was so
encouraging that Zoelyn felt her shoulders relax in response.

Leaning back in her seat she turned the box
absently in her hands and eyed the long line of puzzles before her.
“He usually only sends three a day.” Zoelyn observed quietly. There
were at least ten on the table and the bag by her mother looked as
though it might have more inside.

“He wanted you to have plenty of practice to
keep you entertained while your brother is away.” Cora returned,
but her smile seemed a bit forced and Zoelyn could hear an edge to
her voice that hadn’t been there before.

“He wanted me to be distracted you mean.”
Zoelyn corrected gently and raised an eyebrow at her mother. “From
what I wonder?”

“Such a suspicious mind.” Cora chided but the
teasing seemed just as forced as her smile had been.

“Are you going to open a scry of the
council?” Zoelyn asked sweetly never taking her gaze from her
mother.

“Of course.” Cora answered and shook her head
slightly. “I didn’t think you would want one so soon. The council
isn’t due to start for over an hour yet.”

“None the less I’d rather not miss out on
anything that is said just in case.” Zoelyn returned in the same
sweet tones. She could see her mother’s unease growing, but she was
doing a remarkable job of trying to hide it.

With a slight nod Cora brought her hands
before her and spread her fingers. She mumbled under her breath and
the air above the table shifted subtly. For a long moment it looked
like nothing more than heated air resting inches above the wood,
and then it solidified into colors that slowly coalesced to form
the figures of the council seated in the massive hall of the Palace
in Sanctuary.

Zoelyn’s eyes scanned hungrily over the
assembled High Lords and lingered on Neph’s drawn face. His mouth
was a tight line and he was staring pointedly at the empty chairs
across the room from him. She saw him glance toward Jala who was
seated several feet away under the banner of House Merrodin and his
expression darkened. Her gaze moved back to the empty chairs and
she studied the banner above the seats. “Morcaillo.” She whispered
as she recognized the blue and silver banner with the twining
snakes. Her attention moved past the sigil to sweep over the rest
of the room and her unease grew as she noticed the empty spaces
below the banners of Rivasa and Nerathane as well.

“It’s early yet.” Cora offered in a hesitant
voice.

Frowning Zoelyn leaned toward the scry. She
could see unease written clearly on the faces of several of the
assembled High Lords, but not all of them seemed to be fixated on
the empty chairs. Lord Arovan in particular had his gaze focused on
the silent row of figures seated just behind the Empress’s dais.
Zoelyn’s eyes narrowed as she studied the priestly robes. “Death,
Love, Fortune, Elusion, and Healing. What a very odd assembly of
priests.” She observed dryly as she noticed the Priest of Fortune
tapping his leg. There was a definite rhythm to the motion of his
fingers and she could almost hear the song in her head as she
lifted her gaze to meet Cora’s face once more. “Why is my father
masquerading as a priest of his own order?” she asked sternly. Cora
shifted uncomfortably and Zoelyn’s expression darkened. “More
importantly why is Finn seated there as well? Those are warrior’s
boots peeking out from under the Priest of Death’s robes and I
recognize them all too well.”

“What is coming must happen, Zoelyn. I told
Fortune we should warn you, but he forbade it. Finn has commanded
absolute silence on this matter.” Cora explained with heavy sigh
that was laced with frustration.

“What is coming Mother?” Zoelyn demanded, but
a soft rap at the door interrupted before Cora could answer. With a
glare that warned her mother the discussion was not over Zoelyn
rose from her seat. Anger warred with concern in her mind as she
crossed to the door and pulled it open.

Syrah stood in the hall beyond with pursed
lips and worry filling her grey eyes. The child had made a rough
attempt at making herself presentable. Her long dark hair pulled
back in a crooked braid with strands poking out in several places
and her clothes were clean ones even if they didn’t match. Every
inch of the child screamed of neglect in her father’s absence and
Zoelyn silently scolded herself for not making sure Syrah had
better care. Shifting nervously from foot to foot Syrah stared up
at her and swallowed heavily.

All anger faded from Zoelyn as she considered
the child’s expression and realized how she must have looked as she
pulled the door open. “I’m sorry, Syrah. I must have looked like
quite the ogre when you first saw me. I was having a disagreement
with my mother, Sweety. It wasn’t your knock that was making me
glower.” She explained gently as she dropped to a knee to tie the
child’s boot lace.

“I didn’t mean to disturb you.” Syrah offered
in apology and shifted once more before meeting Zoelyn’s eyes. “I
heard them say you would be watching the council today before they
left the Great Hall.” She admitted softly. “Lord Valor seemed
confused by your absence and Lady Jala said you couldn’t come, but
you would be watching.” The girl’s voice was filled with
nervousness and Zoelyn silently wondered how much Grim had warned
her of the Undrae to create so much unease in his daughter.

“I will be.” Zoelyn agreed keeping her voice
as gentle as possible. She didn’t want Syrah to fear her. She
wouldn’t hurt any child no matter what kind of monster Grim seemed
to believe she was.

Syrah’s eyes lit with hope and she swallowed
nervously once more. “Can I watch with you please? I think my Daddy
might be there and I just want to see him. I want to know he is
ok.” The words poured from Syrah and her nerves seemed to evaporate
in her desperation.

“Oh Syrah.” Zoelyn murmured as she carefully
took the child’s hands and noticed how the girl didn’t flinch away
from her touch. Even with the gloves on Syrah would have likely
pulled away if Grim had explained the nature of Undrae to her. So
all of the fear was for her Father’s safety then, Zoelyn realized
and her heart went out to the child. Syrah had just lost her mother
and brother while her entire home burned around her, and now her
father was gone as well. She was alone in a strange city and she
was trying desperately to hide her fear so she wouldn’t disappoint
her father on his return.

“I just want to see him.” Syrah repeated in a
broken voice and tried to turn her face away before Zoelyn could
see the beginning of tears in her eyes. “It’s been three days since
he left and he didn’t even say good-bye.” She added hoarsely.

“You are welcome to watch with me all day,
Syrah, but I don’t think you will see your Father on the scry. I
don’t think he will be at the council, Sweety. He doesn’t want the
High Lords to know he still lives and he went looking for Shade.
Shade is an outlaw in Sanctuary. If he shows up at the council they
will throw him in prison.” Zoelyn explained as she stood and pulled
the girl gently into the room behind her. Her gaze rose to meet her
mother’s as she pushed the door shut behind her and her eyes
narrowed in warning. “I’m not sure what the scry of the Council
will be like, but I hope for both our sakes everything turns out
well.” She tried to keep the edge from her voice to spare Syrah,
but she could tell Cora heard her anger clearly by the chagrined
look on her face.

With a bright smile Cora motioned the child
forward. “I’m sure everything will be just fine.” She assured them
both and motioned again for Syrah to approach. “Did you fix your
hair yourself, Darling? Come here and let me straighten it a bit
for you. You can see the scry from my knee and I will make sure you
look like the perfect young lady I’m sure you are, just in case
your Father arrives today.”

At first Syrah seemed hesitant, but the
thought of her father returning seemed to spur the child. Moving
swiftly she dropped Zoelyn’s hands and scampered toward Cora
completely oblivious to the dark glare of warning Zoelyn was giving
her mother.

“False hope is worse than lying.” Zoelyn
whispered as she reclaimed her seat at the table and lifted the
puzzle box once more. She wasn’t the least bit interested in
practicing her skills at the moment, but it would give her
something to do to keep her hands from clenching into fists.
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The cold had seeped all the way through his
joints and Shade was certain once they finally did step from the
Shadow realm he would be blind the moment he confronted sunlight
again. His gaze lingered on the blurred outlines of prisoners
milling aimlessly in their cells and he resisted the urge to count
them as he turned and paced across the hall.

He knew exactly how many people were in the
cell before him. He knew exactly how many people were in all of the
cells that filled the massive prison. Grim had insisted that they
explore the place thoroughly and for two days they had been doing
little else. He knew the exact distance of each hall, how thick the
walls were, and where Charm was being held. What he didn’t know was
why they were still waiting.

With sheer frustration fueling his movements
he spun to face Grim. The Shifter sat with his back pressed against
a wall intent on something in his hands. His expression was relaxed
though his grey eyes were narrowed with concentration. Frowning
Shade paced closer in an attempt to see what was keeping the man so
well occupied but the gloom of the hall and Grim’s nimble fingers
obscured everything but a thin leather cord that dangled across one
of his legs.

“I don’t understand why we are waiting.”
Shade snapped impatiently.

“Six times.” Grim muttered not bothering to
look up from his work.

“I think we should just move now. If we use
stealth we can get Charm and the others out without anyone
noticing.” Shade continued not bothering to acknowledge Grim’s
comment at all. He knew perfectly well how many times he had
repeated himself without the Priest pointing it out every time he
spoke.

“We wait for the council meeting to start.”
Grim said repeating the same tired words he had used every time
Shade had broached the subject.

“If we follow your plan and release all of
the prisoners we will cause a riot in the city.” Shade pressed and
tried to let enough of his frustration bleed into his voice that
Grim might actually listen.

“The Fionaveir should have considered that
before they locked so many innocent people away. They can’t be left
here to rot forever, and they will provide us with a very nice
distraction for our escape.” Grim countered in a distracted
voice.

“This is a perfect example of you doing the
right thing for the wrong reasons.” Shade pointed out bluntly and
glared down at the Priest.

“Yes it is.” Grim agreed without the faintest
hint of remorse. He let out a sigh and finally raised his eyes to
meet Shade’s furious glare. “If we tried to sneak out of here like
you want Myth would have the perfect opportunity to ambush us
during our escape. Without the benefit of the entire prison rioting
we will be forced to cut our way through the Fionaveir. I’d much
rather face Myth one on one than with an army of angry prison
guards at his back, and I feel inclined to point out once again
that Myth is a High Lord and you are an outlaw. Who do you think
the Fionaveir guards will listen to? Especially if we have a
handful of prisoners with us.”

“The Fionaveir used to be outlaws.” Shade
pointed out lamely but he could tell there was no point of pressing
the conversation further. Grim’s logic was sound and he knew it. “I
just don’t like the idea of causing a riot.” He muttered as he
paced across the hall once more.

“There is a very good chance you are going to
wear a path if you don’t try to sit still for a bit. Calm down and
trust me. This will work.” Grim said with a sigh as he shifted his
position against the wall to stretch his legs. “Smoke a cigarette
or something.” He suggested with a smirk.

“I’m out.” Shade returned glumly but forced
himself to stop his pacing and returned to sit across from Grim.
“I’d just rather it was over with.” He admitted and ran a hand
through his hopelessly tousled hair.

“That much is obvious.” Grim observed dryly
as he tossed the object he had been working on toward Shade. “I’d
appreciate it if you didn’t lose that.” He said as Shade caught the
leather cord and stared down at the black amulet attached to
it.

“What is it?” he asked as he turned it over
in his hands and studied the twisting wires that wrapped around the
black stone fastening it securely to the leather cord. He could see
tiny runes etched in the stone, but didn’t recognize the magic
enough to tell what their purpose was.

“It’s a Bloodstone and given the fact that it
is fashioned with my blood I will be in a world of misery if you
lose it. You seem so paranoid about being tricked by Myth that I
figured you would like a bit of reassurance. It’s the same as the
bracelet I have fashioned with your blood, and it serves no other
purpose than to let you know when I am nearby. The stone will be
warm when I’m present. If you see me and it’s not warm kill
whatever is imitating me.” Grim explained.

“What if there is Barllen nearby that is
causing the amulet to malfunction and I actually kill you rather
than an imposter.” Shade asked as he tied the amulet around his
neck and tucked it safely under his shirt.

A snort of amusement burst from Grim’s lips
then he noticed Shade’s dry expression and dissolved into a fit of
laughter that lasted for several minutes. Shade continued to glare
at him until Grim managed to get himself back under control. Still
chuckling faintly Grim wiped a hand across his face and beamed a
smile at Shade. “Thank you for that.” He said then shook his head
at Shade as he rose to his feet. “Kill the real me.” He mumbled and
shook his head again still smiling widely.

“You know I did drop you to the stones in
Delvay.” Shade reminded him and struggled to keep the petulant tone
from his voice.

“Yes you did.” Grim agreed in a placating
voice and smiled indulgently down at Shade as if he were a child.
“And it will never ever happen again.” He added with a wink.

“I’m not a complete bitch!” Shade protested
as he rose to his feet as well.

“I know you aren’t.” Grim agreed pleasantly
as he began to walk slowly toward the end of the hall.

“I wasn’t done arguing that point.” Shade
called after him.

“I know you weren’t.” Grim returned in
amusement.

“You really are an ass you know.” Shade
muttered grumpily as he stared after Grim and tried to figure out
what exactly the man was doing without having to ask him.

“Yes I am.” Grim agreed as he paused beside
one of the cell doors and glanced back at Shade. “The council
meeting has started.” He said as the Shadows faded abruptly away
and the hall around them erupted into the loud rumble of thousands
of disgruntled prisoners. Without any warning whatsoever Grim had
dumped them both back into the world without any regard to
stealth.

“Shit!” Shade snarled as the shouts of guards
echoed down the hall toward him. A loud crack tore through the air
drawing Shade’s attention back to Grim as the priest calmly tore
the iron door from the first cell. Turning casually Grim threw the
massive piece of metal toward the rapidly approaching guards barely
missing Shade as he ducked to the side and flattened himself
against the wall. Another crack sounded as the second door was
ripped from its frame and Shade scrambled down the hall toward Grim
before the priest had a chance to throw it.

“You could have warned me what you were
doing!” Shade snarled as he slid to a stop beside Grim.

“We’ve discussed the plan six times. I
thought you had it down by now.” Grim returned dryly as he hurled
the second door. The shouts of more guards were echoing from
further inside the prison and Shade knew they were working on
limited time.

“I’m going to get Charm.” Shade announced as
the priest moved toward the next cell door.

“Good you do know the plan then.” Grim
replied with a faint chuckle as his hands locked around the iron
bars. “Stand back please I don’t want any of you to get hurt by
metal shards.” He warned the prisoners as they pressed themselves
closer to the door in their eagerness to escape.

“Bastard.” Shade muttered as he turned away
leaving the common prisoners in Grim’s capable hands. He had two
doors between him and Charm and at least six cells to open. He
sincerely doubted it would be as simple as tearing the doors free.
The doors restraining the Elder Blood prisoners would be layered
with magic and using Grim’s method of tearing them off the hinges
would likely result in an explosion of wards that would level part
of the prison.

“Black Bastard.” Grim corrected pleasantly
from behind him and Shade had to smile in response.

“Black Bastard.” Shade repeated as he pushed
open the first door and silently prayed any patrolling guards would
run into Grim first. He would need all of his attention to disable
to the magical wards and didn’t want the distraction of a fight to
interfere with his rescue.

He had seen the pale blur of Charm while
exploring the prison, and even through the shadow wrapped form he
could tell the man was in bad shape. If there was going to be a
fight it was going to be entirely on his shoulders, Charm would be
no help in his current condition.

The sound of fighting erupted from the halls
behind him as Shade slid through the second door and moved swiftly
toward the back wall that held Charm’s cell. Glancing around the
room he assured himself that it was empty of everyone but the
prisoners and felt a moment’s relief. It wasn’t that he feared
fighting. It was that he feared who he would be forced to fight. He
knew many of the Fionaveir from his time amongst them, and no
matter the situation he didn’t look forward to having to face a
friend in combat.

“Shade!” A familiar voice burst out from the
first cell along the wall and Shade froze in his tracks and whirled
in surprise as Lex pressed himself against the door. “Shade what
the hell are you doing down here?” Lex demanded.

Blinking stupidly Shade stared at Lex and
tried to make sense of why he was in a cell. Lex was the Empress’s
brother, and the idea that Symphony would have her own brother
locked away was ridiculous. Lex had served as bodyguard for Shade
for years and he knew the man didn’t have a traitorous bone in his
body. “Rescuing people.” Shade answered lamely.

He glanced at Charm’s cell then detoured to
Lex’s cell instead. The Fionaveir seemed to be whole, and Shade
knew he was a good fighter. It seemed prudent to release Lex first
and trust him to watch his back while he opened the rest of the
doors, though Shade wasn’t entirely certain that Lex would fight
the guards if they did arrive. Lex was a loyalist to his order and
even though they had locked him away he might still be sympathetic
toward their cause.

“Good to hear, I can’t say I object to the
thought of rescue. I’ve been down here for weeks.” Lex beamed a
smile at him and shook his head in amazement. “How did you know to
look down here?”

“A big ugly obnoxiously arrogant bird told
me.” Shade replied dryly as he bent to examine the lock on the cell
door. “Whoever designed the lock on this cell door was a complete
and utter son of a bitch.” Shade concluded after a moment’s
examination and straightened to look at Lex once more. “This is
going to take me a few minutes. I have talent, but not quite this
much talent. I will have to muddle my way thought this and pray
Fortune is feeling generous with me.”

“No time for that!” Grim snapped as he
stormed through the door. Not bothering to slow he pulled his coat
off and tossed it to the floor before pushing Shade gently back.
“We have to go now.” He announced firmly as he glanced through the
cell door. “This is Charm?” he asked as he centered himself in
front of the door.

“Wait! No Grim don’t do that. Big magic and I
am too pretty to die!” Shade yelped as he lunged forward and seized
Grim’s arm before he could break the cell door.

“No shit, really?” Grim replied dryly. “The
gate at Delvay had quite a bit of magic too. I’ll be fine.” He
added with a hint of exasperation in his voice. “This is Charm?” he
repeated.

“No. I am not Charm.” Lex said with venom
lacing his words.

Startled Shade loosened his grip on Grim’s
arm and stared at Lex in confusion. As far as he knew there was no
bad blood between Charm and any of the Fionaveir, but Lex’s voice
spoke of pure hatred. “This is Lex, also a friend of mine.” Shade
replied hesitantly.

“Charm is a Guardian. Leave him to rot he
deserves it. He helped lock everyone away here to begin with.” Lex
hissed and his gold eyes moved to the door of Charm’s cell with
absolute loathing written clearly on his face.

“Ok Puppy this is how it is. We came here to
rescue Charm. You can be a happy accident that we rescue as well,
but if you are going to cause problems when we free the one we
actually came here for I will use you as a projectile against the
next batch of guards I see coming toward me. I don’t have time to
deal with your shit we have to go now.” Grim snarled before Shade
could so much as open his mouth to defend Charm.

“Puppy?” Lex growled in response.

“That’s what you call little annoying things
that snuffle and growl when they don’t have the ability to truly
fight. Which you don’t.” Grim explained as he thumped the cell door
separating them to emphasis his point. “Are you going to play good
bitch and leave Charm alone or am I going to leave you here to rot?
The clock is ticking and my patience is already gone.”

“Why are you in such a hurry Grim?” Shade
asked cautiously. His gaze moved back to the door Grim had entered
as he tried not to contemplate what it would take to make the
Bloody Huntsman nervous.

“The guards that were fighting at the end of
the hall broke off the fight and let the prisoners go. I barely
caught the end of the orders they received through all the noise,
but from what I understood the bloody city is about to be attacked
and the Fionaveir can’t waste the manpower on escaping prisoners. I
don’t know what is attacking, but if we are going to rescue your
friends it would be best to finish while everyone in the city is
distracted.” Grim explained quickly then motioned for Lex to step
back. His grey eyes traced over the wards on the cell door as he
braced his feet. “Step back Shade.” He warned as he wrapped his
fingers firmly around the iron bars. Spidery black runes darkened
the skin on his forearms as his well-honed muscles began to tense
with effort.

Taking several steps back Shade watched in
fascination as the wards on the door crackled with bright light and
faded into the ink black runes that seemed to be writhing just
under Grim’s skin. He could see the Priest’s pain in his clenched
jaw but Grim didn’t make a sound as he calmly tore the door from
the hinges as easily as he had the others. Casting it aside Grim
headed for the cell containing Charm without a moment’s pause.

Shade shook his head in silent amazement
before turning to Lex. “I don’t expect you to fight the Fionaveir,
but are you in good enough shape to keep up with us while we get
you out of the prison?” Lex had always been in peak physical shape
for as long as Shade had known him. He had never been the sort of
narcissist that Grim and Finn were, but Lex had been in prime
fighting shape, now however his body was pale and the muscle tone
he had once possessed seemed wasted.

“I will keep up.” Lex replied firmly and
Shade could see the emotions warring in his old friend’s eyes. He
could imagine the sort of betrayal Lex must be feeling knowing that
the people he considered family were the ones that had brought him
to the sorry state he was in.

“Good then. I don’t think Charm will be able
to so I will be supporting him. If you are willing to help Grim
clear a path I would be grateful, but I won’t ask it of you. That’s
your choice to make and not a favor a friend should ask.” Shade
said with a quick nod as the crack of another broken cell door
echoed through the room.

“Do you want the woman too, Shade?” Grim
called back to him and Shade turned in confusion.

“What woman?” Shade asked pausing in his
steps to Charm’s cell.

“It’s Ingrid. She tried to get Charm out of
here a few weeks ago and was caught before she could even examine
the door properly. Faramir has been torturing her in attempts to
get information from Charm. Are you sure she is even still alive?
She didn’t look like much the last time they shoved her back in her
cell.” Lex explained with disgust dripping from every word.

“She is living. Her hand moved. If we take
her she will need a healer as soon as possible, and she will have
to be carried.” Grim explained with obvious hesitation as he looked
back at Shade and sighed. “Of course we are taking her. Why did I
bother asking?” He muttered the moment he saw the expression on
Shade’s face. Once again the Priest set his shoulders and wrapped
his slender fingers around the cell door without bothering to wait
for Shade’s response.

“I’ll take care of her.” Shade promised. He
understood Grim’s hesitation perfectly. It wasn’t that he truly
wanted to leave Ingrid behind, Grim simply saw her as an
inconvenience they couldn’t afford. He knew Shade would be helping
Charm along, and Lex was too weak to carry anyone, which meant as
far as Grim could see it he would have to carry Ingrid and still
somehow manage to defend them if they ran into trouble.

“Going to carry two people up all those
stairs then?” Grim asked as he tossed the third door aside and
gazed down at the crumpled figure on the floor. “Bloody hell. Carry
one and a half people that is. There isn’t much left of her.” He
amended in a sickened voice.

Grimacing at the description Shade nodded
once as he stepped calmly into Charm’s cell. He had expected the
rogue to come out the moment the way was clear, but there had been
no sign of movement. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the
dimmer shadows inside the cell, but he froze the moment he did.
Every surface of the walls was covered in dark script. On the first
wall the writing flowed as if a scribe had begun to pen a book on
the stone, but as the writing progressed it became shakier and by
the time Shade’s eyes reached the broken figure huddled near the
wall the words resembled the scratching hand of a child new to his
letters.

Shade’s throat tightened painfully as he
stared down at the rogue. The man wore little more than a filthy
loin cloth and every inch of skin Shade could see was burnt,
bruised, or scarred. His long blond hair had been shorn off to
rough stubble, but it was the broken wings that caught Shade’s
horrified eyes and held them. He had only seen Charm’s wings once
before and they had been magnificent, like the angels from his
childhood stories. Whoever had tortured Charm had taken the time to
pull every feather from the wings and the bones themselves looked
broken. Not broken, poorly mended. Shade corrected himself
silently. He could tell the bones had been broken at one time, but
they were healed now and painful to even look at. Someone had taken
measures to ensure that they healed badly and by the way they
jutted from Charm’s back Shade doubted there was any position that
was comfortable for him to sit in.

“Charm?” Shade ventured quietly and wasn’t
surprised in the least by the lack of response in the rogue’s
vacant eyes. Nodding absently Shade approached him slowly and
knelt. “Charm, it’s Shade. I’ve come to get you out of this place.”
He said gently as he wrapped an arm carefully around the rogue’s
waist and raised him to his feet taking care to not disturb the
broken remains of his mutilated wings.

“Shade, we need to go!” Grim bellowed from
the outer room.

“Coming.” Shade replied as loudly as he could
manage in his sickened state. “It’s ok Charm. I’ve got you now and
I’m getting you out of here. Can you walk at all to help me or do I
need to carry you?” Shade asked gently as he took the first step
toward the door and realized the rogue was nothing more than dead
weight in his arms.

“Leave me.” The words were mangled so badly
that it took Shade a long moment to decipher what the rogue had
been trying to say. Charm’s face crumpled with shame and his head
bowed as he struggled against Shade in an attempt to regain the
shadowed corner he had been huddled in.

Swallowing heavily Shade shook his head and
fervently hoped he had the chance to deal with whoever had taken
Charm’s tongue and destroyed his body. Whoever had tortured him had
known their work well. Shade couldn’t even see a glimpse of the
charismatic Fionaveir that had been his partner and had risked his
life to help him escape the city. “It’s ok Charm. You have nothing
to be ashamed of, and I won’t even consider leaving you.” Shade
said as he pulled on his Changeling talents to strengthen himself
and lifted Charm’s wasted body to carry him.

Grim was waiting just outside the door with
an impatient scowl on his face, but his expression softened the
moment he saw Charm’s condition. His mouth flattened into a line
and he nodded once for Shade to head for the door. “I’ll carry the
woman, just concern yourself with him.”

“Faramir did this?” Shade demanded of Lex as
he forced the Fionaveir to look at Charm’s wasted form. “Faramir
destroyed him like this?” his voice was hoarse as he moved closer
to Lex with more rage coursing through his veins than he could ever
remember feeling before.

Eyes wide Lex nodded dumbly and took a step
back from Shade as if he was afraid Charm’s injuries were
contagious. “Faramir was the only one that ever questioned him.”
Lex said quietly.

“Then I’ll see that she dies slowly and
painfully.” Shade hissed through clenched teeth as he fought back
the burning behind his eyes that spoke of unshed tears. “No one
that can do this to another living being should be allowed to live.
I don’t care what crimes someone has committed they don’t deserve
this.” He added in a savage whisper and shook his head fiercely as
he headed for the door.

“When the passive soul howls in rage villains
cringe like babes.” Grim intoned in an almost musical voice. “Come
along my passive soul we need to escape before we can plot
vengeance.” He said with a heavy sigh as he shouldered gently past
Shade to take point.

“Please don’t mock me right now, Grim.” Shade
pleaded weakly as he fell into step behind the larger man.

Grim shifted Ingrid in his arms and glanced
over his shoulder at Shade without a hint of amusement on his
chiseled face. “I wasn’t mocking, Shade. That’s a line from a song
and it seems very fitting right now. I see years of repressed fury
in your eyes and I know how powerful you are. When you serve your
penance on this Faramir it will be devastating.” He explained with
a look of respect shining in his eyes. “I applaud, I approve, and
most importantly I will guard your back while you do it. I agree
with your words with every ounce of my soul. I may be coldhearted,
but I have the decency to kill my prey when I hunt. Whoever did
this to these two should suffer the same pain.”

“I’ve never felt this much anger before. I
want to make her suffer for this.” Shade replied in a broken voice
and could barely believe the words he was uttering. Never before in
his life had he wanted to inflict so much pain on anyone, no matter
what they had done to him. He couldn’t forgive what had been done
to Charm or Ingrid however. Such things couldn’t be forgiven, they
could only be punished.
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The hall of the council chamber echoed with
disgruntled murmurs and Neph could barely bite back his own
sentiments on the matter. His wouldn’t be whispered however, his
would be loud proclamations about what a worthless bitch their
Empress had turned out to be. With a heavy sigh he glanced at Jala
and leaned forward from the cushioned chair that had been provided
for him. For the first time in his life Neph understood why his
father had favored the uncomfortable wooden chairs. He had found in
the past hour of waiting that it was impossible to look imposing
when lounging in a feather stuffed velvet chair.

Neph’s gaze wandered across the assembled
High Lords once more and to his amusement he saw echoes of his own
sentiments on several faces. Elijah Arovan had opted to simply
stand, while his General sat behind with a scowl on his face that
did little to balance the fact that he was ensconced in light blue
velvet that looked more suited to a lady’s drawing room. Jala
herself even seemed uncomfortable though she was doing an adequate
job of hiding it. He caught a glimpse of her violet eyes as they
passed over the empty council seats and turned to stare at the
banners himself. Rivasa, Nerathane, and Morcaillo were all absent,
but then so was the Empress so there was no one to complain to
about it, yet.

“Where are your buddies at?” Neph called
across the room to Truce Avanti. He couldn’t keep silent any longer
no matter how badly Jala might want him to be diplomatic.

Of everyone in the room Truce Avanti seemed
to be the only one that actually looked comfortable, though Neph
knew it was a mask. He had caught the High Lord of Avanti glancing
at the empty seats at least twice. Frowning Truce raised an eyebrow
at Neph and summoned an expression of bored annoyance. Tilting his
chin up slightly Truce leaned over toward his wife and whispered
something before silently scolding his son for fidgeting in the
chair behind him. Apparently deciding it would be the most
diplomatic to simply ignore Neph as one would a rude child.

“Perhaps you didn’t hear me clearly. I
realize they sat you on the opposite side of the room to keep you
safe so I’ll speak up. I asked where your friends are Avanti.” Neph
repeated in a much louder voice that echoed off of the council
walls.

“Neph, please.” Jala said with a hint of
desperation in her voice. Her attention was fully riveted on him
now and her violet eyes were filled with pleading.

“I find myself rather curious on that
particular matter as well.” Arjuna Firym said in a casual voice
that was only slightly louder than what was generally considered
polite.

“How about where is the Empress?” The High
Lady of Seravae intoned with an apologetic glance to Jala.

“I’m sure we will have our answers soon. I
would greatly prefer that we not start this off on the wrong foot
by fighting amongst one another before the council even starts.”
Elijah Arovan said in a calming voice and pointedly looked to each
of his peers that had spoken up.

Neph had to resist the urge to roll his eyes
when the High Lord of Arovan’s eyes landed on him. It would have
been a childish gesture and he knew it, but to be chided like a
child twice in a row gave him the overwhelming desire to act like
one. With a snort of disgust Neph rose from his chair and paced
around the small enclosed dais that had been provided for his
house. The other High Lords had entourages that had accompanied
them, but his space was utterly empty aside from himself, which
meant he alone had the luxury of stretching without elbowing a
friend in the face.

“I wasn’t trying to make a fuss High Lord
Arovan. I’m simply bored of waiting and curious who Rivasa is
raping and pillaging while we sit here like good little fools.”
Neph announced casually and motioned a hand toward Truce. “I
assumed they sent their weakest link to dampen our suspicion on the
matter.”

“Do not presume to insult House Avanti in my
presence.” Truce replied sharply and Neph laughed in response.

“I was there at your surrender, Truce. Save
it for someone that hasn’t seen you grovel before.” Neph shot back
in amusement.

“Neph!” Jala snapped with anger thick in her
voice. The skirts of her long purple dress rustled noisily as she
rose from her chair and glowered at him. Leaning forward she rested
both hands on the railing and gave him her best Lady Bendazzi
glare. “You will stop trying to pick a fight. We are here to seek
peace.” She informed him coldly.

“Difficult to reach any sort of compromises
when we are missing several High Lords and our Empress.” Jin
Han’Shy observed quietly.

Jala’s mouth opened to reply but snapped shut
as the double doors at the front of the hall opened and the Empress
strolled into the room followed by Faramir and several guards in
polished plate mail. Silently Jala dropped back into her chair and
watched the procession as it passed by her dais.

Symphony inclined her head with in the barest
of nods to the assembled High Lords as she crossed the room in slow
dignified steps. Her long dark hair was swept up and held in place
by a platinum circlet that was emblazoned with the mark of the
Justicars at its brow.

Neph frowned at the sight of it and glanced
to Jala, but the High Lady of Merrodin seemed entirely focused on
the Empress’s bejeweled gown and Neph could see the annoyance
creasing Jala’s brow. She had noticed the same thing he had about
the Empress’s garb then. Unlike Jala’s own fine dress, Symphony’s
was not crafted with magic, which meant each of the jewels lining
her dress and glittering on her fingers had been bought.

The only real question was where the money
came from. If Neph had to hazard a guess he would say taxes from
the city, but given the state of a few districts in the city
spending that much money on clothing would be beyond stupid. There
were people starving in some quarters, and every High Lord
assembled knew it. With the war destroying so much farmland, and
keeping other crops from being harvested food was costly, and
flaunting jewels during such a crisis was a slap in the face to the
more hard pressed lords.

The Empress seemed perfectly oblivious to the
hard stares she was getting from the High lords and ascended the
stairs with a look of perfect serenity on her beautiful face. She
turned slowly back to the High Lords as she gained her dais and
held her hands out for silence though the room was already so quiet
that a pin dropping would have rang like a bell.

“I have been informed that certain of our
High lords have been detained and will arrive shortly. I realize
you all grow impatient and so I have decided to start the meeting
with a few personal matters that have been brought to my attention
and do not require the presence of my entire council.” Symphony’s
voice rang through the room with the musical quality of the Fae,
but from the expression on the High Lord of Faydwer’s face Neph
guessed the Fae were not currently claiming her as one of their
own.

“May we enquire as to what has detained our
fellow High Lords your Grace?” Lord Arovan asked in a voice that
held more reason than Neph could have mustered if his life had
depended on it.

“It is a matter between their three lands, an
alliance of terms that they were negotiating that has taken longer
than intended. They will bring this matter to our attention when
they arrive or so I am assured and you will have all of the details
then High Lord Arovan.” Symphony replied calmly and her gold eyes
moved across the room to settle firmly on Jala. “As to the other
matters, High Lady Merrodin will you rise please.”

“Of course your Grace.” Jala replied as she
rose once more from her chair and bowed her head respectfully to
Symphony, but Neph could clearly see the look of apprehension on
her face.

“You are accused of charges of brutality in
the maintenance of your borders Lady Merrodin.” Symphony announced
then glanced down as Faramir supplied her with a small stack of
papers. The Empress scanned the papers and her brow creased
slightly as she looked back up to Jala with narrowed eyes. “Would
you please define your protocol for defending your borders for all
assembled?” Symphony said in a voice that turned the politely
phrased question into a command.

“I have put strict rules upon my borders as
to who is allowed to cross. Those who break those laws are branded
for the first offense and sent back to their homeland. For the
second offense they are branded a second time, fined and jailed for
one week before they are returned to their home. For the third
transgression we brand them, fine then and expedite their return in
a fashion that keeps them from bothering us a fourth time.” Jala
explained in clipped tones her gaze locked on Truce Avanti as she
spoke.

“Please define expediting their return.”
Symphony pressed then tilted her head slightly to one side as
Faramir whispered into her ear. Nodding Symphony turned her
attention back to Jala and raised an eyebrow in impatience.

Clearing her throat Jala nodded and stood
straighter meeting Symphony’s eyes directly with no sign of remorse
on her face at all. “We bind them hand and foot and place them into
a catapult. We aim the catapult back at Avanti’s lands and do our
best to hit his Palace with the criminals we are returning to him.
Unfortunately we have yet to hit our mark as it lies some distance
from our borders, but we hope to one day enjoy success on that
endeavor.” Jala replied in a sickeningly sweet voice.

A snort of laughter erupted from High Lord
Arjuna and the Firym abruptly turned away from the assembly in an
obvious effort to regain control of himself. “Expedited return.”
Arjuna chuckled and he shook his head at Jala with a wide smile on
his handsome face.

Symphony glared down at the Firym for a long
moment then turned back to Jala with a disapproving look. “Does
this not seem harsh to you Lady Merrodin?” Sounds of running feet
echoed through the hall beyond the door accompanied by muffled
shouts and Symphony’s stern expression faded as she turned to
Faramir in confusion.

“I will see what the trouble is your, Grace.”
Faramir assured her demurely but paused before she had reached the
first steps as the double doors burst open and Victory Faydwer
stormed in with a frantic look on his face. His gaze swept the room
quickly and seized on Symphony. Bowing deeply he stood and Neph
could see blood tracing down the side of the Fae’s face as he
stood.

“Your Grace the prison has been breached and
we have rioting in the streets.” He announced loudly.

“How dare you interrupt such an important
council with this. If you cannot handle this matter perhaps you do
not deserve the rank you have Commander Faydwer.” Faramir snapped
with anger flashing in her dark eyes.

Victory glared at her then turned back to
Symphony once more. “Your, Grace I cannot spare the men to contain
the rioting as I must turn my attention to the forces heading for
our city. It appears as though Rivasa and Nerathane plan to attack
Sanctuary itself. Do we defend the city or do we raise the Barrier
Milady?” The urgency in his voice brought Neph to his feet.

With a quick glance to Jala Neph braced one
hand on the balcony of his dais and swung himself over the side.
Landing gracefully he nodded briefly to Victory as he passed him on
the way to the doors. “If the answer is raising the Barrier over
the city let me know before you do it. I’m not going to be trapped
here like a rat while my home is left undefended.” He announced
loudly enough for everyone assembled to hear before heading for the
door.

A faint scuffle sounded behind him followed
by the sharp click of high heels on the stone floors. Glancing back
he saw Jala rapidly catching up with him and smiled as he realized
the scuffling must have been the High Lady following his example
and leaping the rail of her dais like a farm boy.

“If she raises the Barrier we are all
damned.” Jala said quietly as they drew to a stop on the outer
stairs of the palace.

Gazing up at the sky Neph nodded absently and
stared hard at the small dark figures in the distance. “Dragons and
Spell Hawks and more than we can fight.” Neph observed with a sigh
and glanced at Jala. “The prudent thing to do would be return to
our lands and try to manage as best we can.” He said softly as he
watched the remaining High Lords approaching.

“If we do that Sanctuary is damned.” Jala
announced and her mouth tightened into a determined line. “We
cannot let the Barrier go up, and we cannot flee. We need to end
this now. We need to fight.” She said in a louder voice.

“Are you bloody mad?” Truce Avanti exclaimed
as his gaze moved from the approaching forces to Jala and back
again.

“Not in the least Lord Avanti.” Jala replied
calmly then turned her attention to the greater assembly. “If we
run now we will not have time to muster our forces in our own
lands.” She informed them then pointed up to the sky. “They are
already mustered and prepared for a fight. If we flee and the
Fionaveir raise this Barrier they will divert their course to
another target.” She paused and met each High Lord’s eyes
individually. “If that hit Arovan could your people hold against it
Lord Elijah?” Jala asked pointedly.

Elijah stared up at the sky and shook his
head slowly. “You know we cannot Lady Merrodin. Arovan is too weak
right now.” He replied bleakly.

“Arjuna could the Firym hold against that?”
Jala demanded turning toward the High Lord of Firym in
question.

“We would last longer than most.” Arjuna
answered proudly.

“However you would still fall.” Zachary Dark
observed and nodded once to Jala. “I see what you are saying Lady
Merrodin. Individually we have no chance as we are but one great
power amongst a land of mostly common soldiers, however if we stand
together now we are many great powers assembled against and army of
lesser creatures.”

“Exactly!” Jala said with a wide smile then
looked at the High Lords once more. “Lord Dark has the right of it.
We are all High Lords and they will not expect us to take a stand.
If we work together we can save the people of Sanctuary and defeat
our enemies at the same time.” She announced loudly.

Movement at the back of the crowd drew Neph’s
attention and he gently nudged Jala with his elbow and nodded his
head toward the retreating figure of the Empress. Jala’s jaw
dropped slightly and she took a step toward the retreating forms of
Symphony and her guards.

“Your Grace!” Jala called after Symphony in
obvious dismay. The Empress paused and turned to look at her with
wide eyes as Jala took another step toward her. “Empress Symphony
will you not take command of your High Lords in defense of your
city? We stand ready to fight on your behalf.” Jala called loudly
and Neph could see how much she was struggling to keep the anger
from her voice.

For the course of the entire war the lords
assembled around him had fought to give Symphony her throne, and
she had rewarded them with disappointment after disappointment at
every turn. With every given opportunity to lead Symphony had
failed, and now she was not only failing she was proving herself a
coward as well as far as Neph saw it.

Faramir whispered into the Empress’s ear once
more and Symphony nodded before turning her attention back to Jala.
“I give you the honor of protecting my city Lady Merrodin. I know I
will not be disappointed by your efforts on my behalf.” Symphony
called before turning on her heels to retreat further into the
palace.

“The Empress is much too valuable to risk in
such an endeavor Lady Merrodin, it was wrong of you to suggest she
might place herself in harm’s way.” Faramir scolded and glared at
Jala before turning to hurry after Symphony.

“Far be it for us to suggest our leader
should lead.” Neph said dryly as he glanced at Jala before turning
back to gaze up that the sky once more. “Well do we fight?” he
asked softly.

“We have no choice but to fight.” Jala
returned firmly. “If we do not fight we are damned. We must face
them together or die alone in our own lands when they come for
us.”

“So we fight.” Madren said with a nod as he
moved forward to stand beside Jala. The witches that had
accompanied him as his entourage spread themselves into a
semi-circle behind their lord and Madren smiled confidently. “So we
win.” He amended and gave Jala a firm nod.

“We win.” Jala repeated and her eyes narrowed
as she struggled to gauge the distance of the approaching
forces.

“But first we send the ones too young to
fight to safety.” Valor pointed out with a smile as he hefted
Legacy gently in his arms. The child had been so quiet and well
behaved during the council that Neph had almost forgotten he was
present until Valor brought attention to him. “I believe Avanti has
a son here as well that is too young to fight.”

“You’re mad if you think I will entrust my
heir to you.” Truce snapped defiantly.

“Would you entrust him to his Grandfather?”
Jala asked as she waved a hand to the crowd near the palace doors
and motioned Sovaesh forward. The Assassin moved swiftly to her and
bowed before turning to regard Truce.

The High Lord’s face fell in defeat as he
nodded to Sovaesh and gave his wife an apologetic look. “I will.”
He relented as he gently pushed not only his son, but his wife
forward as well. “Please Sovaesh if you would see them to safety I
would be grateful.”

“I would rather stand with you!” Nallia
Avanti protested and tried in vain to cling to her husband’s
arm.

“And I would rather you were safe.” Truce
countered as he carefully handed his loved ones over to
Sovaesh.

“Take Legacy as well Sovaesh and keep them
all safe no matter what the outcome of today is.” Jala commanded
softly. Turning back to the sky she gripped the holy symbol around
her neck and Neph heard her begin muttering to beginnings of a
prayer.

A snort of amusement rose from the crowd
behind him and Neph turned to regard one of the priests who had
been utterly silent till now chuckling softly as he moved away from
his fellows to stand at the edge of the stairs for a better view.
Shaking his head Neph tried his best to ignore the man as he began
his own silent prayers. With the odds they were about to face they
would need all of the Divine intervention they could get.

 


* * *

 


Shaking with outrage Zoelyn rose from her
chair to stare at the scry and then glared at her mother. “This is
what must happen?” she demanded fiercely and pointed a finger at
the assembled lords. “My brother must stand like a lamb for the
slaughter against the combined forces of Rivana and Nerathane?” she
added in an incredulous voice.

“Morcath too, they haven’t noticed the forces
approaching from behind them yet.” Cora replied in an apologetic
voice.

“And you expect me to stand here and watch as
my Brother and friends bleed for an Empress that is so cowardly she
flees in the face of her enemies?” Zoelyn snarled as she pushed
back from the table and shook her head at Cora in disbelief.

“It is not something I wish to witness either
Zoey, but it must happen.” Cora said sadly and carefully moved
Syrah from her lap to a chair as she rose to her feet. “You and I
are both powerless in the matter. What else can we do but
watch?”

“Is my Daddy there?” Syrah asked softly and
Zoelyn could see the terror written in the child’s eyes.

“I am not powerless.” Zoelyn growled to Cora
and then turned to Syrah and tried to think of anything she could
say to the child that might reassure her, but she couldn’t think of
a single word that seemed appropriate. The sad truth was her father
likely was somewhere in the city and the odds of Grim escaping the
assault on the city were slim. “I promise you Syrah, if I see him I
will do everything I can to send him back to you.” She said at last
then shook her head sadly at her mother. “How could you ever expect
me to just watch this.” She asked sadly as she paced as far from
the table and scry as she could.

“What other choice do you have Zoey? Be
reasonable.” Cora said in pleading tones.

“Anything is better than nothing.” Zoelyn
shot back and closed her eyes as she slowly pulled her gloves from
her hands. She knew what she had to do and just the thought of it
made her heart thunder painfully in her chest. Swallowing heavily
she held her hands out before her and willed her curse to drain
away the wards protecting her brother’s room. “Seth.” The name
burst from her lips in such desperation that it rang like a war cry
through the halls beyond.

The air before her darkened before her mouth
had fully closed and the shadows coalesced into Seth’s lithe form
in under a breath. His gold eyes were lit with interest as he
studied her face and he raised an eyebrow at her in question. “You
called?” he enquired sweetly. “Rather desperately too I might add,
yet I don’t see a threat here.” He added as his gaze skimmed over
Syrah and Cora then came to rest on her once more.

“Zoelyn what are you doing?” Cora demanded as
she hesitantly took a step toward her daughter.

“Something rather than nothing.” Zoelyn
replied quietly as she met Seth’s gaze fully and let out a long
slow breath to steady herself. With effort she reined her curse
back in before it could destroy all of the wards of protection on
the house. She had only wanted to disable the ones preventing Seth
from coming to her, and apparently she had succeeded. “You wanted a
test from me.” She reminded him.

“I did.” Seth agreed and the interest in his
face deepened. “I take it you have thought of an adequate way for
me to prove myself then?”

“I want you to help me save my friends.”
Zoelyn replied without hesitation and motioned toward the scry.

Seth glanced toward the scry then back at her
before he walked slowly toward the table and stared down at the
scene unfolding in Sanctuary. Absently he tapped his fingers across
the polished table top as he studied the images for a long moment.
“Jala, Neph, Valor, and Madren are the ones you are referring to?”
he asked softly.

“Since I don’t know where Grim or Shade are
presently yes. Those are the friends I am referring to.” Zoelyn
agreed as she watched him closely for any sign of his feelings. It
was of course possible that he would laugh at her and refuse her
request, most rational people would, but she didn’t think Seth
would.

“They won’t abandon the city to their
enemies.” Seth observed thoughtfully and glanced back at her. “So
you are essentially asking me to save the city as well.” He pointed
out in a matter of fact voice.

Cringing slightly Zoelyn nodded sheepishly
and felt her certainty fading quickly. “I suppose I am.” She
admitted quietly.

“The city of Sanctuary is an extravagant
bridal gift.” Seth mused then turned to face her fully forcing her
to meet his eyes. “You do realize that this is what it will be
correct? If I do this, if I save your friends and that city you are
mine. Our little story will have reached its ending and you will
truly be the Crow King’s wife. Is what you ask worth what you will
pay?”

Swallowing heavily Zoelyn nodded firmly and
took a step toward him still holding his gaze. “Help me save my
brother and my friends and I will consider myself blessed by both
sides of our bargain.” She said fervently.

“Zoelyn you can’t!” Cora objected loudly and
started toward her as if she meant to pull her away from Seth
before she could approach the demon any closer.

“She can and she has.” Seth announced with a
wicked smile. He was at her side before Cora could take two steps
and within a breath the halls of Delvay were fading from her vision
as Seth’s magic enveloped them both. “Mine.” His breath was warm
against her throat but it was the tone of his voice that brought
the goosebumps to her arms. She had never heard anyone speak with
such devotion and satisfaction in the same breath.
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The streets of the city were in complete
chaos as they emerged from the prison forcing Shade to struggle
just to keep up with Grim as the Priest roughly cleared a path
through the crowds. He could hear Lex laboring to keep up behind
him and the Fionaveir’s rasping breath was a testament to how long
he had been held captive. Shade had known Lex for years and he had
never seen the man break a sweat aside for the rare times the
Fionaveir had crossed blades with Finn Sovaesh at the Spring
Games.

“Where to?” Grim demanded as he broke through
the last of the escaping prisoners to the less chaotic side streets
that led to the Market district.

Thinking quickly Shade scanned the chaos
behind them then pointed toward the Academy. It would require them
to cross a good portion of the inner city, but as far as Shade
could tell it was their best option. “There. The school isn’t in
session due to the war and the courtyards behind the main building
will be big enough for my Spell hawk.” Shade said quickly and Grim
was moving again before he had even finished speaking.

Charm’s weight was leaden in his arms and
Shade had to fight to keep the pace Grim was setting. The Priest
moved as though he had no burdens despite the fact that he held
Ingrid braced with one arm while Ryvenken was bare and ready in his
other hand. Shade could see him scanning every street as he moved,
but he didn’t hesitate as he made a bee line toward the towering
stone walls of the Academy.

“Shade.” Lex called from behind and Shade
turned back expecting to see Lex faltering, but instead he found
the man pointing toward the palace with a shocked look on his face.
Frowning Shade followed the Fionaveir’s gaze and nearly tripped
over his own feet as he caught sight of the High Lords assembled on
the palace stairs. Panic rose in his chest as he recognized Jala
and Neph amongst them. They were the last two people he wanted to
bump into and they were less than a block away.

“What?” Grim demanded and Shade glanced back
to see the Priest staring at him with more concern than he would
have thought possible. Wordlessly Shade pointed and watched as Grim
spotted the High Lords but his gaze didn’t stop there. If anything
Grim only glanced at the High Lords before his attention moved past
them and his face paled. “Move, Get to the school now.” It wasn’t
fear that fueled Grim’s voice as he spoke, but it was close and
Shade felt the hairs on his arms rise in response.

Glancing back he stared past the High Lords
and noticed the dark forms in the sky that had caught Grim’s
attention. “Dragons?” he gasped in confusion.

“Dragons and Spell Hawks and a hell of a lot
more of them than I want to face today.” Grim agreed as he moved
swiftly back to Shade’s side and shoved him roughly toward the
school. “Let’s go. This is not our business. That fight belongs to
the High Lords.” He added sternly.

“Shouldn’t it also belong to her?” Lex
observed coldly and Shade frowned as he stared at the two
retreating figures emerging from the back of the palace that Lex
was pointing toward. It only took Shade a breath to recognize who
he was seeing and his pulse quickened in response. Symphony was in
the lead followed by several guards, but it was the last figure
that caught his attention and held it, Faramir.

“Guard him with your life and do not harm
him. Follow Grim and I will meet you at the Academy.” Shade ordered
hoarsely as he pushed Charm into Lex’s unwilling arms. “Do not
leave him behind!” Shade added furiously as he wheeled toward the
fleeing Empress. He could feel his pulse pounding loudly in his
ears and his pace quickened as the rage he had felt at the sight of
Charm’s broken body returned with a vengeance.

“Shade! No! We need to leave the city now,
Shade!” Grim called loudly after him, but Shade ignored his
friend’s logic. There was too much anger in his mind for logic to
find space in his thoughts. “Bloody hell. Here hold her, don’t drop
either of them. Just stand there and wait for us!” Grim snarled
behind him and Shade could hear the grunt of effort from Lex as he
was saddled with Ingrid as well.

Not bothering to slow or to glance back Shade
continued toward his quarry with a determination he had never felt
before. He couldn’t pull his eyes from Faramir despite the tread of
heavy boots closing behind him. At any moment he knew Grim would
catch him and pull him back and try to force him to flee, but that
was an argument that Grim couldn’t win. Shade would not for love
nor friendship turn away from this. Faramir would be punished no
matter what the cost.

“Has to be right now eh?” Grim asked calmly
as he fell into step beside him. “Right at this exact bloody
moment, with dragons closing from the north and Spell Hawks coming
in hard from the west.” He added with wry amusement rather than the
anger Shade had expected.

Glancing to the west Shade raised an eyebrow
at the tiny dots of black against the blue sky then turned his
attention back to Faramir without slowing his steps. “Hadn’t
noticed the other Spell Hawks to the west actually.” He admitted.
He was so close behind them now he could smell Symphony’s perfume
wafting back on the breeze.

Bitter memories rose in his mind of Faramir’s
guidance over Symphony and Shade felt the rage inside him bubbling
over, demanding release. He should have stopped her then, before he
fled Sanctuary. He should have called Faramir out before she had a
chance to destroy Charm and corrupt Symphony. He had fled instead,
and now two of his friends had suffered because of it.

“Mm and it shall be devastating.” Grim
crooned softly. “I can practically taste your anger it is so thick
about you.” He mused with what sounded like satisfaction in his
voice.

Ignoring him Shade quickened his steps and
was nearly upon the two women and their guards before any of them
noticed him approaching. A young Fionaveir Shade didn’t recognize
stepped in front of Symphony with his hand going to the hilt of his
sword, but Shade didn’t even acknowledge the action. His eyes were
for Faramir alone. As easy as another might breathe Shade honed his
reflexes and increased his speed pushing his agility far past
normal means.

“Bitch!” The single word tore from Shade with
the force of years of repressed emotion fueling it. Symphony
staggered back to cringe behind her guards wide eyed and obviously
too stunned for speech, but Shade didn’t even spare her a second
glance. Lunging forward he brought his arm around for a bone
shattering punch to Faramir’s jaw and summoned a spell that would
detonate the moment his blow hit her. The Fionaveir woman reeled
back and a squeal of alarm broke from her lips then turned to
laughter as she caught Shade’s fist before it could connect and
squeezed savagely.

Shade’s knees buckled as the bones of his
fingers shattered under Faramir’s grip and gasped in silent agony
when his own spell rebounded on him sending waves of jarring pain
through his entire body. Stunned he strained to remain conscious as
he tried to focus on what was happening. He could still hear
Faramir’s laughter but the rest of the area around them was as
silent as death. It took Shade a long moment to realize that Grim
wasn’t coming to his rescue. Grim couldn’t come to his rescue Shade
realized as the world around him came into full focus. The Priest
was frozen in mid step as was every other figure around him aside
from Faramir herself. Even the leaves of the trees above them were
unmoving without so much as a breeze stirring them.

The pressure on his hand increased and
Shade’s eyes snapped back to Faramir as her form slowly dissolved
into one that he knew all too well and Shade’s throat went as dry
as sand as he stared upward into the blue eyes of his father. His
anger faded as swiftly as it had come and for a breath he was a
child again looking upward into eyes filled with disgust. He bit
his tongue just as he was about to babble apologies and forced
himself to remain silent.

“Now that I have your attention.” Myth said
calmly as he tightened his grip once more sending waves of agony
through Shade’s arm as the bones of his hand crumbled to shards. It
took every ounce of will he had to keep from screaming but he
couldn’t contain the ragged groan that tore from his lips as Myth
whispered a spell sending pulses of lightning through his mangled
fingers. His entire arm went numb and Shade collapsed at Myth’s
feet gasping from the waves of magic wracking his body.

Sighing heavily Myth stepped back and
regarded his son with distaste. “Really? That was it? Had I known
you were going to provide such little entertainment I wouldn’t have
bothered stopping time for this.” He said with disappointment clear
in his voice. Giving Shade a bored glance he rolled his eyes before
stepping nimbly around him to head straight toward Grim’s stasis
held form.

“Stay away from him!” Shade tried to yell the
words, but the electricity coursing through his muscles made
speaking nearly impossible and the words were barely coherent
through his clenched teeth.

“Him?” Myth enquired innocently as he stepped
closer to Grim and stared up at the Priest’s face. “Pretty, I can
see why you chose him.” Myth observed calmly then paced a small
circle around Grim as if inspecting a horse at a fair. “Too pretty
actually, he is far beyond what a Shifter should be.” Myth added
thoughtfully and glanced back at Shade with a raised eyebrow.

“Do not touch him.” Shade growled as he
struggled to his feet. The shock of seeing Myth was wearing off and
his anger was returning brighter than ever. Teeth still clenched he
forced his broken fingers wide to keep his regeneration from
healing his hand into a disfigured claw and nearly fainted from the
renewed agony. All but the little finger of his hand straightened
and he didn’t spare a thought for the twisted little finger. The
bones of the joint had been crushed and he didn’t have time to
spare for it now. He would have to break it again later to
straighten it. There was no help for it at the present.

“You never were much for pain. I can still
remember you squalling like a dying cat when you scraped a knee as
a child. That was around the point when I realized you would likely
grow up to be the disappointment you are today.” Myth said with
disgust as he purposefully leaned toward Grim and prodded him in
the chest. “Have you even bothered to ask this one who he truly
serves, Christian?” Myth asked calmly as he examined Grim more
closely. “He is obviously more than a Shifter, and you should feel
the way he is fighting against my magic as I speak. It’s impressive
really. I’d say given time he would break free of my spell which is
more credit than I would ever give you.”

With a deep breath Shade gathered all of his
power and focused himself directly on his father. “Step away from
him.” He warned and to his amazement his voice was steady and held
a note of command that he had never realized he possessed.

Cocking his head Myth turned to regard him
with a hint of interest. “Protective aren’t you. How quaint. You do
realize if you try to keep him I will have to kill him. You don’t
have much longer to live, but you could learn too much from this
one even in the short time you have remaining. I can’t have that.
You might actually become a threat…but I doubt it.” Myth’s voice
was thoughtful as glanced once more at Grim then turned his full
attention back to Shade. “Impressive amount of power you’ve
gathered. Before you are foolish enough to use it though let me
present the very obvious point you seem to be missing. I’ve already
won, Christian. Even if you kill me now I have succeeded in my
plans.” Myth continued then motioned toward the sky to the north of
the city. “Your friends will not be prepared by the time their
enemies arrive. Lady Merrodin is wasting her resources and
strengths trying to get the commons to safety.” Myth informed him
and laughed at his own words. Rolling his eyes once more he shook
his head and smiled brightly at Shade. “The Empress is considered
an incompetent fool. Over half of the nations are crippled. Most of
the High Lords will die here today, and the rest of the destruction
is eminent. I have kept most of my forces in reserves for that very
reason. What Rivasa fails to destroy today I will eliminate
tomorrow. You lose, I win, your precious world will crumble, the
Barrier will fall, and I will be free of this damn prison at
last.”

“You have such a habit of underestimating
others.” Shade snarled and allowed some of his gathered power to
flow from his body. A nimbus of light gathered around him, and he
hoped it would be enough of a distraction to keep Myth’s attention
focused on him. He didn’t want his father to notice the slow
trickle of shadows that was gathering around Grim’s fingers. Shade
wasn’t sure exactly what the display of power meant, but he knew
Myth hadn’t realized that Grim wasn’t held in stasis anymore.

“That actually works better when you form it
into a spell before you release it.” Myth informed him dryly. His
form slowly shifted back to the image of Faramir as he walked
casually toward Shade and he smiled honey sweet stopping just
inches from his son. “This is how it is Shade. You have three
options. You can waste your energy fighting me and I can have the
amusement of killing you. You can use the power you have gathered
to flee this city before it’s destroyed and I can have the
entertainment of hunting you down later. Or last but not least, you
can go join your friends in their pathetic last stand and I can
enjoy watching you all die horribly in your vain attempts to be
heroes. Whatever option you choose, you lose.”

“I like option four.” Shade returned with a
smile as Grim’s sword sank deeply into Myth’s back. Lunging forward
Shade slammed his fist into Myth’s face and felt the satisfying
crunch of bones beneath his hand as Myth’s spell dissolved and time
snapped back into motion. Symphony’s scream shattered the air
behind him as Shade delivered another savage blow to Myth’s jaw and
was rewarded with a spray of bright blood. Faramir’s slighter form
was not suited to brawling and both blows he had landed had done
grievous damage.

“You should have stayed in your own form. It
would have held up better.” Shade hissed as he drew back for
another blow. Myth ducked away under the blow tearing himself free
of Grim’s sword as the air around them crackled with magic and
bright white light exploded from where Myth was standing.
Staggering back blindly Shade did his best to avoid the several
drawn swords held by the advancing Fionaveir guards. The smell of
ozone filled the air as he slowly blinked his eyes back into focus
and with renewed fury he realized Myth was gone. The entire fight
had taken only a breath, and Shade knew his father had been injured
badly, yet somehow Myth had managed to focus enough to cast a spell
to escape.

“What did you do to Faramir!” Symphony
demanded in a nearly hysterical screech. “Seize him now!” She
screamed to her guards as she shoved one of them toward Shade.

“Symphony no!” Remedy’s voice broke through
the chaos and Shade glanced quickly toward the approaching man
silently thanking whatever god had sent this blessing. If the
Empress would listen to reason from anyone, it was Remedy. “Leave
Shade be. That was not truly Faramir!” Remedy added quickly as he
drew to a stop several feet from Symphony with a look of pleading
on his face.

Symphony glanced between the two of them
seeming unsure of what to do and Shade shook his head at both of
them then glanced toward the north. Turning he found Grim standing
just behind him with his sword held at the ready and pale grey eyes
set on the guards as if daring them to move.

“Keep them off me please.” Shade said softly
as he stepped back from the unfolding drama and stared up at the
rapidly approaching dragons. Myth was right. His friends wouldn’t
have time to prepare. He was wrong about the options though. There
was one more that might buy Jala enough time to secure the city,
but the price was high. His eyes moved from the dragons to the
frantic people that were rushing to find shelter from the
approaching violence and he felt calmness settle over him. The
price was high, but the end result was worth it. If he bought Jala
enough time she could save thousands. One life for
thousands. Shade mused as he pulled the storage gem containing
his Spell Hawk from the pocket of his coat.

Shade could feel Grim’s eyes on him as he
broke the gem then stepped back quickly as the bulk of his Spell
Hawk filled the narrow street. Glancing back he found the Priest
watching him rather than the Fionaveir guards he was supposed to be
holding at bay.

“Is that for our escape or is this one of
those times when you are giving too much without regard to reason?”
Grim asked evenly.

“Giving just enough.” Shade corrected
quietly. He turned away from Grim and stepped onto his ship to
swiftly rummage through one of the compartments. With a faint smile
he seized a small container from his collection of ammunition and
tucked it under the arm as he exited the ship once more. He could
feel several sets of eyes on him now as he opened the box and
pulled a glass sphere from inside it, no one was moving to stop him
however. Without pausing to think about what he was doing Shade
slammed the sphere on the ground shattering the glass to reveal the
tiny orb of dull grey metal. It was difficult to say which was
worth more, the protection on his ship or the ammunition he was
destroying. The Barllen rounds would tear through Spell Hawk or
dragon alike with no regard for wards of protection.

“Barllen?” Grim asked quizzically as Shade
rapidly shattered three more of the spheres and stood with the
small orbs of metal clutched tightly in his hands. Nodding absently
Shade moved to the front of his ship and hastily wired the first
orb of Barllen to the broken bracket that had once held rails of
the metal before Vaze had ripped them from his ship.

“Can I ask what you are doing?” Grim’s voice
was more curious than anything else as he watched Shade move from
bracket to bracket attaching the orbs.

“It’s not much in the way of defense, but
it’s enough to keep some spells off my Hawk.” Shade explained as he
gave Grim a wistful smile. “It’s been a pleasure my friend.” He
said and bowed his head to Grim in farewell before turning back to
his ship. He paused as he reached the steps and gazed in the
direction he had left Lex then frowned as he noticed Charm
staggering toward him. He had intended to say farewell, but at the
sight of the rogue moving toward him the words died on his
lips.

“I’m going with you.” Charm informed
him mentally in the same elegant voice that Shade could remember
the rogue using time and time again while they were partnered
together in the Fionaveir. Despite the fact that his body was so
broken that he could barely stumble the look on Charm’s face and
the voice he used in Shade’s mind was firm with resolve.

“Charm you don’t understand.” Shade began,
but Charm cut him off with a sharp gesture and continued toward the
ship in a ragged but determined walk.

“You don’t understand Shade.” Charm
said pointedly. “Every secret I have tried to protect has been
revealed, and keeping my oath to the Guardians by helping you
protect this city is the only left that I might be able to do with
what life remains to me. I am going with you. I know how to load
the guns, I remember from our previous flights. I can at least be
useful in that respect.” Charm’s rang loudly in his mind, and
was filled with so much anger that Shade knew there would be no
arguing with him. His mind was set and Shade didn’t have the time
to try to change it. “It’s better than staying here and being
killed by my former comrades for nothing more than being a
Guardian.” Charm added bitterly.

“So be it.” Shade whispered and let out a
sigh as he looked toward Lex once more. “Tell Jala I will buy her
what time I can. Help her get the people to safety. The Academy
would be the best choice the wards there are the strongest in the
city.” He called loudly. With a final nod to Grim he stepped upward
into his ship and staggered forward as Grim followed him up the
stairs and pushed him toward the pilot seat.

“Grim! What are you doing?” Shade demanded as
the priest calmly closed the door to the Spell Hawk and slid his
sword back into its scabbard before turning to face Shade.

“Helping you with every ounce of my power
just as we agreed. I will warn you though with what I am doing
today Syrah better grow up to be the most well-adjusted and
mentally stable woman in all of Sanctuary. That is the only way
things will be even between us.” Grim replied coolly as he moved to
take a seat in the front of the ship. “Give me control of the guns
and explain quickly how they work so you can focus your full
attention on flying. I have a feeling you are going to need it.”
Grim ordered without bothering to give Shade time to object.

“You realize what I’m doing is like declaring
Kevala’drin on three separate nations at once right? My ship
has wards against teleportation on it to protect from others
invading it, but that works both ways. It means no one can teleport
off of it either. The Barllen on the outside will just increase
that. This flight is a one way ticket and this ship won’t be
landing Grim, it will be crashing. I can’t win against those odds
no matter how good I am. All I can do is slow them down before they
reach the city, and hope it gives Jala enough time to evacuate more
people to safety.” Shade explained in an overly calm voice. It
seemed so strange to be discussing the death of his beloved ship so
casually. His ship was really the last thing he could truly say he
had, but then if the ship crashed Shade sincerely doubted he would
around to mourn its loss.

“You do recall me saying I wanted every last
one of the flame hearted bastards dead right?” Grim returned with a
smile. “Now show me how to work these guns and let’s get this over
with. Rivasa, Nerathane, and Morcath chose this fight. Let’s be the
first to make them regret that decision.”

“The ammunition on my ship is different than
most. I’ve designed all of it. The Morcath Spell Hawks will have
some of the same ammo, but not all of it. The Barllen rounds in
particular are unique.” Shade began as he realized he wasn’t going
to talk Grim out of dying with him either. “Charm will keep the
guns loaded in the back so all you will have to worry about is
aiming. There is a rune on the control panel in front of you that
will link you mentally with the weapon systems or if you prefer you
can simply use the view screen. The runes for the separate
ammunitions are color coded depending on what it is. The Barllen is
the black rune, use it sparingly please.” Shade finished and slowly
sank down into his seat.

Lovingly he ran a hand across the dash of his
Spell Hawk and swallowed heavily as he leaned toward the pilot’s
controls. “You and I have had some beautiful times, Love, but this
is the last dance and this is the one that counts the most. I know
you are banged up right now, and I know I have been neglecting you,
but for today I need you to ignore that. I need you to fly like the
day I built you. There are a lot of bastards up there that are
going to believe they can catch you, but I know what you can really
do, and I need you to show them no matter what condition you are
in. I’m sorry for this, Love, but this city and those people are
worth more than both of us.” he spoke the words so softly that he
was certain neither of his friends could hear him until he looked
up and found Grim watching him with a thoughtful expression.

“This ship is the center of your world isn’t
it?” Grim asked softly as he drew his hands back carefully from the
controls and slowly looked around the Spell Hawk as if he were
seeing it for the first time.

Shade nodded slowly and swallowed as he
slowly traced a finger over the view screen controls beginning the
preflight sequence. “No matter what I did at home it was never the
right choice. When it came to the Academy there was always someone
slightly better than I was. In every single situation I have ever
been in there has always been someone slightly stronger, faster, or
more talented in magic, but here in this seat I am king. No one can
come close to me here, and this Ship is my heart and soul. I
designed her and built her and I know every inch of her better than
a mother knows her child. This ship is my life and there is only
one thing that I would sacrifice it for.” Shade’s voice was low as
he finished the diagnostics and wrapped his fingers tightly around
the controls. He felt his magic swell as he linked fully with his
Spell Hawk and for the first time in weeks he was king again. He
knew this was his last flight, and he had every intention of making
sure it was never forgotten. The true battle would be won by Jala
and her fellow High Lords, but his flight would be the first shot
fired and it would live on in bard’s tales for decades to come. He
owed his ship that much for what he was demanding of it.

“Is Jala really worth what you are
sacrificing.” Grim asked quietly.

Shade smiled sadly and shook his head slowly.
“Jala is wonderful, but she wasn’t what I was talking about when I
spoke of sacrificing my ship. I’m doing this for Sanctuary. I’m
doing this for every single soul down there that isn’t involved in
this war and has no magic to protect themselves. I saw how many
died when the Fionaveir took this city. So many people I knew
suffered because of the pettiness of High Lords. I’m not like the
rest of the Elder Blood. I never have been. I despise war and I
truly pray this is the last battle fought. There is nothing
glorious or honorable about it. War is nothing more than suffering
and slaughter and it disgusts me.” He closed his eyes for a moment
as his words trailed off then let out a long deep breath as he
pulled the controls slowly toward him.

His ship responded instantly despite its
battered condition. His eyes fixed on the view screen as he slid
his finger across the rune that activated the mental link that he
rarely ever used. A faint hum filled his ears and the view screen
faded away replaced instantly by a perfect view of the sky
surrounding his ship with no obstructions blocking his view. It had
been so long since he had used the linking rune that for a moment
he was breathless with the experience. It was a perfect bond with
the one thing in the world that he loved more than anything else,
and it only seemed fitting that he and The Shade would be
one until the very last moment.

 


* * *

 


Sunlight glared down on his back and Finn had
to resist the urge to push the cowl of his Priest’s robe back and
tilt his head upward. Never before had the warmth of pure sunlight
filled him with such simple joy and he smiled as he finally
realized why the Firym revered the sun. He had lived without it for
close to five years and to be standing under it now with a soft
breeze filled with the scents of blooming flowers was almost
intoxicating.

“Lord Han’shy can you use your gifts to urge
this people off the streets.” Jala’s voice shattered the peace of
the moment and Finn let out a quiet sigh as he turned his attention
back to the chaos surrounding him.

“I could, but I won’t. It’s a waste of my
strength. If they don’t have the sense to flee the battlefield then
they deserve their fate.” Jin Han’shy replied calmly.

Jala had turned away obviously believing her
request would be followed without argument but whirled back around
to stare at Jin in open disbelief. She blinked at the High Lord and
Finn had to suppress a chuckle at her expression. His little
peasant girl had grown arrogant in her time as High Lady Merrodin
and it showed clearly. By the way her violet eyes blazed it was
obvious that she was trying to decide how best to punish someone
with the audacity to deny her.

“Saving the lives of hundreds of people is
not a waste of time.” Jala snapped and Finn could see the angry
tirade building just by the way she stood with her shoulders
squared.

“But arguing with my father is.” Jail cut in
before the debate could grow more heated. Bowing low to both Jala
as well as his father Jail smiled. “I would be happy to do as you
ask Lady Merrodin so that my father’s considerable talents can be
turned toward the approaching enemies.”

“Fine, as long as someone is doing it.” Jala
replied looking somewhat mollified. “Valor can you slow them with
weather?” she asked turning aside from both Han’shy as she
continued to try to force order out of the world around her.

As far as Finn could tell it was a hopeless
endeavor on her part, but he wished Jala luck with her attempts.
She was trying to order High Lords about as if they were soldiers,
and the simple fact of the matter was that High Lords did not take
orders at all. Each and every one of them would fight this battle
separately and if Fortune was smiling they might manage to survive.
Shifting slightly Finn glanced under the cowl of the man beside him
and frowned as he realized Fortune was not smiling at all.

“Smile damn you.” Finn hissed in a voice too
low for Jala to hear. He wasn’t ready to announce himself yet and
he knew his presence would distract her from everything she needed
to be focusing on.

“There are several hundred Spell Hawks and
Dragons bearing down on us and we have a grand total of twenty
defenders. I don’t want to smile.” Fortune snapped back in the
grumpiest voice Finn had ever heard the Aspect use.

“Fortune smiles upon us and luck abounds or
so the commons believe.” Finn prompted hopefully and nudged the
Aspect lightly with his elbow.

“Fortune is frowning and considering what
kind of flowers would suit his gravestone best since there isn’t
enough luck in the entire world to keep us from being buggered
bloody today.” Fortune grumbled and folded his arms across his
chest.

“That’s not very Delvay of you.” Exodus
pointed out in a teasing voice as she edged closer to Finn and
peaked around him to peer impishly up at Fortune.

“Neither is walking about without weapons,
but the only thing strapped to my side is a coin purse and a set of
dice. I haven’t been Delvay for some time as you recall.” Fortune
returned dryly.

Finn started to open his mouth for a smart
ass reply but snapped his jaw shut as a dark form appeared on the
steps a few feet ahead of him. His jaw clenched shut and he
struggled to remain silent as Seth carefully unwrapped his
feathered cloak from Zoelyn and straightened his shoulders.

“Isn’t he supposed to be guarding your domain
in your absence?” Exodus enquired softly as Zoelyn rushed down the
steps to Jala’s side.

“Yep.” Finn replied dryly and folded his
hands behind his back before nodded slowly. “He sure is.” He added
rocking back on his heels. “Do you think it would be considered
unseemly for a Priest of Death to kick Seth very hard in the ass?”
he asked quietly.

“It would likely be a bit out of character
for a Priest to kick the highest servant of his god in any part of
his anatomy, but we are going to unveil ourselves soon enough
anyway so go ahead if it will make you feel better.” Exodus replied
with a bright smile of encouragement lighting her delicate
face.

“Seth is here for love. He shouldn’t be
punished for acting on the heart.” Fidelity murmured in a wistful
voice. The Aspect of Love stood just behind Fortune and was gazing
at Seth as if the hero of a ballad had just made his grand
entrance.

“I still have doubts that Seth actually has a
heart. I think I should cut him open and see if you are right.”
Finn muttered irritably as he glowered at his servant’s back. This
had not been part of his plan, and the idea of his domain sitting
unguarded was not resting well in his mind.

“What is that noise?” Exodus asked turning to
stare back over her shoulder toward the inner city.

Finn’s brow creased as he cocked his head and
listened. “It’s a Spell Hawk from the sounds of it, but none of the
enemies have reached the city yet. We still have at least ten
minutes of peace.” He replied hesitantly all thoughts of Seth
forgotten.

The faint hum grew steadily louder and Finn
felt his shoulders sag as he recognized the dull grey hull of the
Spell Hawk when it passed over the palace at blazing speeds. Cries
rose from the crowd as the wind from the passing ship howled around
them, but it was Jala’s voice that drew Finn’s attention.

“Shade! No!” The words burst from the High
lady as an agonized scream and Jala ran several steps forward as if
she could somehow stop Shade with her pursuit. “No!” Jala screamed
again as she stumbled to a stop shoulders slumping in despair.

A small hand gripped his arm and Finn
realized he had been moving toward Jala without even considering
his actions. His heart hammered in his chest and he watched in
silence as Valor moved swiftly to Jala’s side.

“It’s not your place to comfort her anymore.”
Exodus reminded him gently and Finn nodded absently in response as
he returned to his spot beside Fortune.

“I wasn’t thinking.” Finn replied quietly.
Shaking his head he forced his eyes off of Jala and focused on the
dull grey of Shade’s Spell Hawk instead. “I think we are out of
time for procrastination. I think Shade has just signaled us to
act.”

“I agree.” Exodus said. Silently she stepped
back from Finn and began unbuckling the Priest robes she wore
revealing the bright blue of her silk garments beneath.

With a heavy sigh Finn stepped forward to the
center of the stairs and untied the belt of his own robes.
Shrugging it from his shoulders he tilted his head upward and for
the barest moment savored the feeling of sunlight on his skin. A
few confused murmurs rose from the people around him and Finn
summoned his most arrogant smirk. The polished rings of his black
chainmail caught the sunlight as he stepped forward to the very
edge of the stairs to stare down at the stunned faces of the
gathered High Lords.

“By the looks of things you all have a rather
nasty fight ahead of you.” Finn observed loudly. “It’s one that you
won’t win alone I’m afraid, but fortunately you aren’t alone.” He
added. Shifting ever so slightly he motioned Fortune forward and
the Aspect of Luck shrugged out of his Priest robes and stepped
instantly to Finn’s side. “Today we remind you why Gods are
revered. When you survive this fight remember that it was not by
your own merits that you lived. The Divine will no longer blindly
turn aside from the destruction of this world. From this day
forward we will have a voice, and today we will show you why you
will listen.” Finn’s voice rang off the stones and for the first
time since the council of the High Lords had learned of the attack
silence filled the air around them. Every complaint and suggestion
the High Lords had been voicing had died on their lips as they
stared up at Finn with mixed emotions written on their faces.

“You honor us Divine one. My praises to you
Lord of Death.” Jala’s words broke the silence as she bowed low to
Finn with a bittersweet expression on her pale face. Finn could see
the edge of tears in her violet eyes and for the first time since
he had begun building power for the gods he felt a flash of guilt
for his dramatics.

Nodding to her he smiled faintly and pushed
the guilt aside. He had already started down this path now was not
the time to regret it. “Fortune grant them your luck for the day.”
Finn said loudly and the Aspect standing beside him obediently
stepped forward.

Spreading his hands wide Fortune poured his
strength into the gathering and Finn could see the look of wonder
blossoming on the faces below him. Most of the Elder Blood scoffed
at the idea of Aspects, but they had never truly felt the hand of
one upon them before with the exception of Jala herself. In the
face of the raw power Fortune was bestowing they couldn’t help but
acknowledge the blessing and therefore the god that bestowed
it.

“Fidelity remind them what it is they fight
for.” Finn commanded and as rehearsed the Aspect of Love flowed
forward her gossamer dress swirling about her as she waved a hand
over the High Lords. Determination flared in the eyes below as
Fidelity’s power filled their hearts with love for Sanctuary
itself. It was a tawdry bit of magic and Fidelity herself had
objected to it at first, but Finn had insisted and he could tell by
the reactions he was seeing his instincts had been correct.

There hadn’t been much warning about the
pending attack, but it had been an opportunity that Finn couldn’t
pass up. If he had simply warned the High Lords what was coming
none of them would have shown their faces in the city today. So
Finn had held his silence and gathered the few Aspects he had
managed to bind to him through blood. The war needed to end. The
world was growing too weak to survive from the endless fighting and
this was the first step in bringing peace back to Sanctuary. With
the Aspects involved in the fight even Rivasa would surely see the
sense in a truce, or so he was hoping.

“Rose watch over them as they face their
enemy and keep them strong.” Finn spoke the words loudly and it was
nearly impossible to keep the amusement from his voice as
recognition lit Jala’s face. He could sympathize with her
completely. His own shock when he learned Rose was truly the Aspect
of Healing had been so great he’d polished off half a bottle of
Firewater before he had managed to being his negotiations with
her.

Smiling widely Rose moved to his side and
bowed her head to the familiar faces below her. “I will not let you
fall.” She promised sweetly as her power crested to the surface for
a breath and brushed softly over the crowd to remove any doubts
they might have had regarding her.

“Lutheron ease their concerns so that they
can face their enemy with clear minds.” Finn commanded and kept his
face carefully neutral as he stared past the High Lords to where
Lutheron had been watching the display with an angry glare. This
was the only part of his plan that was a gamble. He had no ties
over Lutheron and Finn had no idea how the man would react to his
demand. If Lutheron refused the High Lords would remember it, but
if he obeyed he was publically admitting that Finn had the power to
command him. Their eyes locked and Finn could see the seething
anger boiling in the Divine of Fear, but after what seemed like an
eternity Lutheron bowed his head ever so slightly and waved a hand
over the assembled High Lords.

Finn’s shoulders relaxed and he let out a
silent sigh of relief as Exodus moved up beside him. Glancing down
he smiled at her. “I wasn’t sure it would work.” He admitted
softly.

“It worked spendidly, but you seem to have
forgotten me in the theatrics.” Exodus replied and frowned at
him.

“I haven’t forgotten you. Shade simply
changed your role in things with his blatant stupdidity. So no loud
proclamations for you my dear, I’m sorry for that, but this crowd
can’t properly appreciate you anyway. So rather than waving your
hands over a bunch of arrogant High Lords please do everything you
can to ensure that idiot doesn’t end up in my domain.” He added
dryly as he waved a hand toward the distant Spell Hawk.

Exodus looked up and nodded once. “He is
about to engage them.” She observed softly. “So it’s too late to
keep him out of the fight completely.” Nodding once more she
stepped back and faded into the shadows of the palace. “I will do
whatever it takes to ensure he does not die Finn. You have my word
on that.”

“And you have my eternal gratitude for
sparing me an eternity with Shade Morcaillo annoying me.” Finn
replied as he shifted his attention back to the High Lords. And
so it begins. He mused silently as he narrowed his eyes and
watched as the first blow of the battle was struck by Shade.
Shaking his head slowly he felt a smile form on his lips. “You have
balls of solid stone Shade, I’ll give you that.” He whispered to
the empty air around him and wondered if anyone below him would
have had the courage to face two armies alone.


Chapter 22

 


Sanctuary

 


 


Metal screamed in protest as the Spell hawk
that had broken rank to pursue him slammed into one of its sister
ships in the process of turning about to fire on him. With a flick
of his wrist Shade poured more magic into The Shade and sent
her racing above the roar of flames that burst from the entangled
ships. The flash of debris caught the edge of his vision and he
reacted without thought even as he dodged under the sweeping strike
of a dragon.

He could hear the steady fire of his ship’s
guns but didn’t spare a moment of his attention to concern himself
with Grim’s accuracy. It would be a fortunate coincidence if Grim
managed to bring some of the enemy forces down with his shots, but
it wasn’t required. All they had to do was distract the enemies and
his chaotic flight through the middle of their ranks was succeeding
splendidly at that.

Dark scaled forms rose below his ship and
Shade reacted instantly bringing his ship hard to the right. His
reaction speed was flawless when linked with his ship, but he
doubted the Spell Hawk that had been heading toward him could say
the same. If the other pilot didn’t manage to correct his course
within the next breath he would be cuddled tightly with a rather
unhappy dragon.

Shade’s gaze moved over the crowded stretch
of sky and he calculated his flight with the precision of a dancer
as he wove through their ranks darting from side to side like a
hummingbird. He had no choice but to stay in the thick of them. If
he broke away or rose too far above or below them he would be an
open target for them to fire upon. They couldn’t use their ranged
weapons against him as long as he was in their ranks without the
risk of hitting one of their own.

The only concern he had for the moment was
the Dragons, and they were more than enough of a challenge for him.
Not only did he have to evade claws and teeth he had to worry about
their tails which with the larger ones meant dodging a thirty foot
whip that didn’t always seem to consider the proximity of its
allies as a concern.

Bright flame filled the sky behind him and
Shade had no choice but to climb as swiftly as he could to avoid
the Dragon’s breath. True Dragon’s breath would melt his hull as
easily as butter on a warm stove. The sound of gun shots filled the
air around him and Shade spun his ship from left to right before
diving again as he neatly evaded the dragonfire as well as the
attacking Spell Hawks.

His breath caught in his throat as bright
scales appeared suddenly directly in front of him and it was all he
could do to evade the dragon that had appeared literally out of
nowhere to attack. “Bastard.” Shade hissed as the telltale screech
of metal screamed from the back of his ship as the dragon’s claws
skimmed along his hull. “Invisibility is cheating.” He grumbled and
felt his pulse quicken as he considered the implications of what
had just happened.

It had to have been the Barllen on the front
of his ship that had canceled the Dragon’s spell. He didn’t think
the creature would have dropped its magic with such a brilliant
ambush tactic. He only had Barllen on the sides and front of his
ship though, which meant if one of the creatures was smart enough
to attack from behind or below he wouldn’t even see the hit
coming.

“Oh please don’t let them be that smart.”
Shade mumbled as he turned his ship sideways to slide between two
Spell Hawks that had been trying to maneuver to block his path.
How long have I held them back? Shade wondered silently then
pushed the thought aside as he dropped low to avoid the lashing
tail of a large blue scaled dragon. It felt like an eternity, but
he doubted it had been more than a few minutes since he had first
engaged.

“Eight down so far not counting the two
dragons.” Grim observed somberly and Shade grinned in response.

“Only about three hundred more to go if you
count the Morcath forces. We got this.” Shade replied with a laugh
and poured more speed into his ship to shake the Spell Hawk that
seemed to believe it had a chance of catching him.

“Without a doubt.” Grim agreed dryly then
fell silent as he returned to his role as gunner.

Shade smiled to himself before turning his
full attention back to his own task. His mind went carefully blank
as he allowed his instincts to guide the ship through the maze of
enemies. He didn’t hesitate in any of his choices and simply
trusted in the fact that his ship was superior and no one had his
speed.

If it weren’t for the Barllen protecting his
ship he would have never dared push her to her full potential.
Every pilot learned of the dangers of mages when they were being
trained, which explained the caution the other pilots were showing
in pursuit of him. They were expecting him to use a force spell on
them, and Shade was silently hoping one of the High Lords in the
city below would do just that.

So far there had been no sign of help from
below however and he suspected they were still too far out of range
for Jala’s spells. If he was right than she had that much longer to
prepare.

Bright metal flashed to the side of him and
Shade flicked his wrist to avoid the enemy ship and felt panic grip
him as the massive form of a dragon appeared just in front of his
ship as it turned. The creature must have been trailing him
invisibly and had almost been upon him when he turned the Barllen
in its direction. Swallowing heavily Shade sent his ship into a
dive and felt his heart stop as The Shade lurched hard to
one side.

Cursing rang in his ears and he dimly
realized it was Grim yelling but all he could focus on was the
sound of tearing metal. That is my right wing. Shade
observed mentally with far more calmness than he knew he should be
feeling. The ship lurched again and the sound of gunfire rang
through his ship as Grim unloaded everything he had on the
dragon.

Shade fought against the creature trying to
throw enough power into his ship to break away from its attack, but
even as he was trying to save them from the dragon he was scanning
the ground below them for where they would crash. He could hear the
wind roaring through the back of the ship and he knew his right
wing was gone. They were going down. The only decision he had left
to make was wear they would hit, and none of his options looked
good.

The strangled cry of tearing metal echoed
through Shade as he finally managed to break free of the dragon at
the expense of his hull. He didn’t have to glance back to see the
raking claw marks that tore through the roof of his ship. He was so
linked with The Shade he could feel them as if they were
marks gouged into his own flesh. Gazing downward Shade scanned the
rapidly approaching coast line then pulled hard on the controls
forcing his ship to the side without any warning. To his amazement
the ship responded perfectly despite the heavy damage and Shade had
a moment’s satisfaction as he imagined his ship as hungry for
revenge as he was and then the force of the impact forced the
thought away as they collided with the blue dragon that had ended
their fight.

“If I’m going, you are going.” Shade hissed
as he poured most of his remaining power into his ship and rammed
the dragon once more. There was a satisfying snap as the bracket on
the left side of his ship gave with the impact followed by the
agonized roar of the dragon as the Barllen Shade had just rammed
into its side began to do its bitter work. He had often wondered
how much of a Dragon’s flight was dependent on magic, and judging
by how the creature was faltering now, it was a good portion.

“Good luck, Jala.” Shade whispered as he
turned his full attention to the stretch of rock strewn shoreline
that was growing larger by the second. He did his best to guide the
Spell Hawk toward the narrow stretch of sand, but he had sacrificed
most of the control of his ship in his final attack against the
dragon. He felt Grim’s hand seize his wrist and smiled sadly as he
met the Priest’s eyes briefly before dumping the remainder of his
power into his last attempt to save his friends.

The ship screamed in protest and twisted in
the air a breath before it slammed into the sand. Blood filled
Shade’s mouth as his teeth slammed together with the impact. The
ship skidded sideways throwing sand into a blinding wave that
nearly obscured the black rocks looming ahead of them. In the last
moments of flight Shade had realized there was no avoiding the
rocks and so he had poured every ounce of his power into turning
the ship. It would be his side that suffered the brunt of impact
and if Fortune was still smiling Charm was on the same side of the
ship as Grim and they would both have a chance at living.

 


* * *

 


Shards of dull grey metal littered the rock
strewn shore barely beyond the reach of the grasping waves.
Kneeling Exodus plucked one of the smaller pieces from the sand and
turned it over in her delicate fingers as she somberly considered
the remains of the Spell hawk that lay crumpled against the rocks.
She had poured her strength into the ship the moment Shade had
broken away from the dragon, and he had spent the breath of
mobility she had given the battered ship to bring down the dragon
that had ended his fight. She had tried to grant Shade another
chance at life in the only way she knew how given the
circumstances, and he had taken her gift and thrown it back in her
face.

With a heavy sigh Exodus tucked the metal
shard into one of the pouches lining her belt and carefully picked
her way across the rocks to the ship. With a heavy heart she slid
through one of the gaping sides of the ship fully expecting to find
mangled corpses inside. It seemed too much to hope that anyone had
survived the devastating crash.

Her eyes lit on Charm first and hope bloomed
in her as she noticed the faint rise of his chest, before movement
in the front of the ship drew her attention to Grim who was lying
half sprawled in the floor struggling to rise. Blood soaked his
left side and Exodus felt a moment’s panic as she realized that it
couldn’t be his blood. Grim had no visible wounds large enough to
account for that much.

Her eyes moved instantly to the crushed left
side of the ship, but she couldn’t see Shade from where she stood.
Moving silently through the debris Exodus advanced and had to
stifle a cry as she spotted a pale hand dangling from the pilot’s
seat with a steady stream of blood flowing down it to pool on the
floor. Her panic rose as she drew close enough to see Shade fully
and her eyes lingered on the jagged length of metal that protruding
from his stomach pinning him to his seat. The left side of his face
was blood soaked from a deep gash across his brow and from what she
could tell his arm was entirely crushed.

Her heart sank in her chest as she took
another step closer then froze as she noticed the blood bubbling on
his lips. Moving swiftly she crossed to Shade’s side taking care to
avoid Grim’s feeble attempts to rise. The Shifter was barely
conscious and she doubted Grim even knew she was on the ship, but
he wasn’t her concern at the present. Shade was, and if the blood
was bubbling on his mouth it meant he was still breathing.
Desperately she pressed her fingers against the side of his throat
and felt her spirits soar as she caught the faint erratic beat of
his pulse.

“Nix bring me a body quickly. I don’t care
what it looks like or who it is as long as it’s human.” Exodus
commanded sending the mental thought to her servant like a
thunderclap that couldn’t be ignored.

Her mind raced as Exodus quickly sketched out
her plan and she smiled at the sheer genius of it. Nimbly she
dipped her fingers into her pouch and drew out a slender white
vial. She frowned as she considered the dust inside then glanced
down at Grim and sighed. The powder was expensive, but there was no
help for it. What she was doing had to be done in utmost secrecy
with no witnesses beyond herself and Nix. Quickly she unscrewed the
cap from the vial and dumped a small portion into her hand and
impatiently waited for Grim to attempt to struggle blindly to his
feet once more before she threw the powder in his face. His body
sagged as the Dreamdust worked its magic and she moved hastily back
to Charm to dust him lightly as well. Judging by the knot on the
side of the rogue’s head she doubted he would have woken
regardless, but figured it was better safe than sorry.

“May I ask why you are wasting Dreamdust on
unconscious men and why exactly you needed this?” Nix asked as he
dropped a limp body to the ground before her.

“Help me get Shade out of his seat.” Exodus
commanded without bothering to answer either of his questions. She
didn’t have time to explain if she was going to save Shade’s life.
“Sorry Rose. She murmured as she tossed a handful of dust into
Shade’s face and used her power to steal a portion of Rose’s talent
with healing. There were times when it truly paid to be the Aspect
of thieves she mused with an impish grin. Other Aspects were
limited with their powers, but her gift for borrowing made her
talents endless.

“I think he will die if we try to remove
that. Maybe we should get help.” Nix’s voice was filled with
caution as he pointed at the jagged metal and tried to pull Exodus
back.

“No one but us can know about this.” Exodus
hissed as she used the stolen gift of healing on Shade and pried
the metal from his gut. An incoherent groan rose from the man as
she half drug Shade from his seat. “Help me damn it!” she snapped
at Nix and he quickly sprang to obey.

Awkwardly they maneuvered Shade back to the
rear of the ship and lowered him gently to the floor beside the
corpse. Exodus glanced between the two bodies and realized glumly
that the dead man was actually in better condition than Shade with
the exception that Shade was still somehow managing to breathe.

“I’d likely be more help if I knew what we
were doing.” Nix observed dryly then frowned as he noticed Exodus
hurriedly unbuttoning Shades bloody shirt. “Have you developed some
fetishes that I don’t want to know about?” he asked cautiously.

Exodus paused in her work long enough to give
him a withering glare then motioned toward the dead man he had
brought at her request. “Strip him.” She commanded before returning
to her own task of removing Shade’s clothes.

“This man died in the prison riots. He was a
prisoner for the Aspects only know how long. I do not think there
is enough gold in the entire city of Sanctuary to get me to strip
him.” Nix informed her haughtily.

“I will assign you to protect Fidelity for
the next three moons if you do not do as I ask right this moment.
You have your choice, take five minutes to strip a filthy dead man
or listen to Fidelity croon love songs for a season.” Exodus
returned distractedly as she pulled Shade’s shirt off and tossed it
to the side. She smiled at Nix’s angry curse and glanced over to
see him scowling like a demon but following her orders
nonetheless.

Within minutes she had Shade freed of his
clothing and frowned as she examined the extensive damage to his
body. His regeneration was trying to heal him, but if his limbs
weren’t straightened soon he would be crippled in most of his left
side.

Grabbing Shade’s torn bloody clothes she
threw them at Nix and pointed at the naked dead man at his feet.
“Now dress him in Shade’s clothes.” Exodus commanded as she dropped
to her knee beside Shade and gently touched the side of his
head.

“Why?” Nix demanded and Exodus could hear the
stubbornness in his voice. With a sigh she met Nix’s eyes and
realized she was going to have to explain what she was doing or Nix
would argue through the entire process.

“Because in order for Shade Morcaillo to
live. He must die.” Exodus informed him calmly and smiled at the
confusion that lit Nix’s handsome face. “He has too many enemies
and too many crimes to his name. This crash provides the perfect
opportunity. I will hide him where no one will ever find him, right
under their noses. No one knew he had company on this ship, and
even if Grim would leave a helpless stranger to fend for
themselves, Charm wouldn’t.”

“Are you certain this is what Finn meant?”
Nix asked with obvious hesitation. The expression on his face was
doubtful as he stared down at Shade’s broken body then glanced back
to her.

“Finn said to ensure he lived no matter what.
This is the only way I can do that.” Exodus said firmly then turned
her attention back to Shade. With a deep breath she pressed her
fingers tighter against his skull and pulled on the power of her
Aspect once more to steal the gift of mind magic from Jin Han’shy.
She smirked as she imagined the High Lord’s reaction to his sudden
loss of power, but figured it served him right for refusing to use
it to help others.

Leaning forward she used Jin’s gifts to
dominate Shade’s mind and his body began to shift at her command.
It took all of her focus to manipulate the Changeling’s body and
she marveled at how much work was involved even in something as
minor as darkening skin. Several long minutes past before she
slumped back from the prone figure before her, and she smiled in
delight at her handiwork.

“Are you certain this is what Finn meant?”
Nix demanded again in a voice that was several tones higher than
his normal voice.

Glancing up Exodus met Nix’s wide eyed stare
and smiled widely before gazing down at the woman on the floor
before her. She ran a finger lightly across the bronze cheek then
idly twirled a strand of the long mahogany hair around her finger.
“Would you ever guess who she truly is?” Exodus asked quietly as
she admired her work. The woman was a work of art with high
cheekbones and full lips not to mention the figure that curved in a
way that could not be ignored. Men would fall over themselves to
help Shade in his new form. There would be no lacking of protection
for him either. Men would die for a beautiful woman. Jala Merrodin
was a prime example of that fact.

“Just a few minor touches left to do.” Exodus
murmured as she drew on her Aspect once more to borrow memories
from a scattering of people in the city above. Hastily she crafted
them together into a patchwork of memories and planted them
carefully in Shade’s mind. He was horrible with keeping secrets,
and Exodus knew if she didn’t hide the truth from him as well he
would waste the effort she was putting out on his behalf.

It was a simple matter to store his true
memories in the back of his mind and arrange for them to slowly
trickle back to him over time. She wouldn’t steal his identity from
him indefinitely. That would make Finn’s request to save Shade a
moot point. Perhaps though in the time it took for all of his
memories to return Shade would learn how to keep a secret from his
friends. If he was going to survive he would have to. With Myth
hunting him letting even a hint of his true identity slip could be
fatal.

“I sincerely hope you are sure about this,
because I most certainly am not.” Nix sighed as he returned to
dressing the dead man with only occasional glances toward the
beautiful naked woman that lay inches away.

Exodus smiled widely at him and nodded. “It
will work perfectly just you wait and see.” She murmured.

 


* * *

 


Pain throbbed through her skull as she slowly
sat up and spat sand from her mouth. Blearily she gazed around at
the rock strewn beach trying to remember why she wasn’t in the
city. Her hand rose to press gently against the throbbing pain in
her skull as her eyes landed on jagged piece of metal before her
then followed the deep gouge in the sand to rest on the remains of
a battered Spell Hawk crumpled against a jut of black rocks.

Scattered memories flittered through her mind
and her eyes widened as she remembered watching the Spell Hawk
plummeting from the sky. “Shade.” She gasped the name and felt her
pulse race. Memories of the man filled her as she scrambled toward
the ship stumbling over the skirt of her sodden dress in her haste.
Frantically pushed her way inside through a gash in the hull and
scanned the remains of the ship. Shade was a friend from the
Academy. Shade was important. She had seen his ship fall and had
tried to reach him but fallen on the rocks. The thoughts
circled through her skull refusing to be pushed aside as she moved
clumsily toward the front of the ship. The dress caught at her legs
once more and she had to resist the urge to rip it free. It was
cumbersome and pointless, and she couldn’t remember why she hadn’t
simply worn trousers today.

She stumbled to a halt and all annoyance
faded as she stared down at the broken corpse in the pilot’s seat.
Her heart lurched painfully. “Shade.” She whispered the name as her
knees gave beneath her dropping her roughly to the blood slick
floor.

Despair filled her more deeply than she could
ever remember feeling before as the stinging burn of tears filled
her eyes and the first sob tore from her lips. She couldn’t explain
the complete devastation she felt. Shade had been a friend, but the
agony tearing through her was worse than the loss of a lover. It
struck deeper even than the death of a beloved parent. Her mind
couldn’t settle on any rational reason why seeing Shade’s blankly
staring blue eyes made her want to die beside him, but it did.

Leaning forward she rested her head against
Shade’s cold leg ignoring the blood that smeared along her face as
she shook with violent sobs. It was as if just seeing Shade’s life
end had somehow ended her own and she wasn’t sure how she could
summon the strength to continue.

“Shade! Damn it no!” A man’s voice rasped
behind her and she barely managed to slip out of his way as he dove
for Shade’s body and frantically searched at the neck for a
pulse.

With tears streaking down her face and sobs
tightening her throat she slid further back from the man and
watched as he frantically sought for any sign of life. She knew it
was a useless endeavor. She had felt the cold clamminess of Shade’s
skin. He was dead, and there was no bringing him back. Another wave
of despair coursed through her at the thought and it was all she
could do to keep from curling into a ball of the floor.

The dark haired man fell back away from the
seat with a look of devastation on his face that mirrored her own.
She studied him through her blurry eyes silently noting his pale
grey eyes and the white tips on his hair. Caleb Faulklin.
The name rose from her memories with the barest details of the man.
He was from Arovan and had been Micah Arovan’s guard, but she had
no idea why he was here with Shade. His eyes shifted to her and she
looked away quickly and huddled against the wall ashamed of the way
she had been staring. Her mind was grasping for anything to cling
to aside from Shade’s death, but even in her grief stricken state
she knew she had been unbearably rude to watch Caleb so closely as
he struggled to control his own pain.

“Who are you?” Caleb demanded in a hoarse
voice.

She stared back at him but knew her throat
was too tight to even attempt speaking. Silently she shook her head
before leaning back against the wall of the ship as the sobs rose
in her chest once more.

“Who are you?” Caleb repeated louder with
anger clear in his voice. He lunged toward her and grabbed her
wrist then froze as if he had been struck. His pale grey eyes
widened as he stared down at a thin leather strip on his wrist and
then slowly looked back to her. His mouth parted slightly and the
sudden desperation in his eyes made her mouth go dry. Scrambling he
moved closer to her and placed a hand on either side of her face
forcing her to meet his eyes. “Do you know me?” Caleb asked with so
much emphasis on the word know that she could only stare at
him in confusion. “Just nod you don’t have to talk yet, but answer
me please. Do you know me?” There was a pleading note to his voice
that she couldn’t ignore.

“Caleb Faulklin.” She replied in a broken
whisper and the desperation in his eyes turned to grief as he
slowly lowered his hands from her face and fell back against the
wall opposite her. She stared at him and for a time her grief was
lost in her confusion. Shaking her head slowly she brushed a strand
of hair from her face then froze as she noticed Caleb’s gaze locked
on her hand. Frowning she slowly lowered her hand to stare down at
the slightly crooked little finger on her hand. Her eyes narrowed
as she tried to remember how she had broken the finger. It had been
crushed and hadn’t healed right, she remembered that much.

She glanced up to see Caleb staring down at
the leather bracelet once more with a pensive look on his face. He
sat in silence for a long moment then slowly rose to his feet. His
face was blank of all expression as he leaned over and firmly took
her wrist. Still silent he led her toward the back of the ship and
knelt beside a nearly naked man who was so battered she didn’t see
how he could possibly be alive. Her gaze dropped to her wrist where
Caleb still held her. His grip wasn’t painful, but it wasn’t gentle
either. She doubted she could twist free from him even on her best
day, and between the numbness of her mind and the throbbing in her
head today certainly wasn’t her best day.

“Charm. Wake up.” Caleb said gently as he
shook the battered man. The man groaned and rolled to his side
revealing horribly mangled wings that drooped pathetically from his
back.

“Charm I need you to wake up. We need to go
and you are the only one that has the magic to get us out of here.”
Caleb said more urgently as he shook the man once again with more
force.

Groggily Charm rose to a sitting position and
looked blankly around the ship in confusion. “We lived?” he
mumbled, the words barely coherent.

“You and I did. Shade didn’t.” Caleb replied
hoarsely and she saw Charm’s face crumple in response to Caleb’s
words. “I need you to put the ship in a storage gem and take us to
Delvay, now.”

“Who is she?” Charm struggled to form the
words despite his missing tongue as he gazed up at her then looked
to Caleb in confusion. “What about the city?” he mumbled.
Struggling he rose to his feet and peered into the front of the
ship. His eyes filled with tears as his gaze found Shade and he
turned back to Caleb still waiting for his answers.

“The city can burn for all I care. It is in
the hands of the High Lords now. We already paid our dues for
Sanctuary and the price was too high.” Caleb returned in a cool
voice.

“And her?” Charm said as he motioned a hand
toward her.

Caleb’s grip tightened fractionally on her
wrist and his eyes narrowed as he regarded his comrade. “She is my
concern and nothing you need to worry about. I need to get to
Delvay now and you are the only one that can take me. If you do so
I will make you my concern as well and if anyone tries to stick you
back in a cell for being what you are I will gut them.” Caleb’s
voice was calm and rational, but the glint in his eyes was quite
the opposite.

Nodding slowly Charm glanced around the ship
once more then motioned them outside.

“Delvay?” she mumbled as Caleb tugged her
wrist gently and led her from the ship.

“You will be fine I promise. I will devote
every ounce of my power to keeping you safe.” Caleb said softly and
his words struck a faint note in the back of her mind.

Frowning she tried to remember where she had
heard the phrase before but the memory eluded her. Nodding slowly
she followed meekly behind him and stared up at the city. The
battle had begun and she could see the light of fire dancing across
the rooftops. “I don’t think I have anywhere else to go.” She
mumbled then stared down at Caleb’s hand on her wrist once more.
“Or anyone else to go with.” She added softly.


Epilogue

 


Sanctuary

 


 


The stones of the ceiling shuddered above
them and Hemlock fixed his gaze firmly on the dust drifting down
from the rafters. Anything was preferable to looking at the
grotesque figure that was writhing on the table. The woman had been
one of the most beautiful creatures Hemlock had ever seen until he
had handed her over to Kali. He felt a moment’s remorse as he
considered the wasted talent. She had been a skilled Assassin with
a face so sweet that the men she killed died with a smile. Then he
had sent her after Shade Morcaillo and turned her over to Kali
afterwards.

“Excellent.” Kali murmured and Hemlock
grudgingly lowered his gaze once more to watch Kali prod the
woman’s distended stomach. His eyes traced over her flesh carefully
avoiding her swollen face. Every inch of her was deformed now.
Whatever Kali had done to her had taken perfection and turned it to
ruin.

Shaking his head Hemlock turned his gaze back
to the ceiling and refused to look as the woman’s scream tore
through the room. Whatever Kali was doing to the creature was her
business. He just wished she would hurry and finish it so they
could get the hell out of this city before the High Lords tore it
apart.

Another scream echoed through the room
followed by the harsh wail of an infant. Clenching his jaw Hemlock
gave into his morbid curiosity and glanced toward Kali as the mage
carefully wrapped the squirming bloody child in a blanket.

“Take care of her.” Kali order brusquely as
she stepped away from the writhing woman on the table and Hemlock
let out a sigh of disgust.

“My baby.” The creature on the table mumbled
through lips so swollen she could barely form the words. “Please.”
Her hand stretched after Kali but her body was too distorted for
her to even attempt to rise.

“Sorry Love, but that was never your baby.”
Hemlock whispered gently as he pulled a dagger from his belt and
crossed the short distance between them. His gaze flicked to the
torn remains of the woman’s stomach. Kali had cut the child free of
the womb with no regard to the woman’s life. If he left her as she
was she would die slowly and painfully that fact combined with the
deformities Kali’s magic had cursed the woman with killing her was
a mercy. He met her eyes briefly and shook his head slowly.

“You should have known better than to trust
me.” Hemlock whispered just before his dagger took her through the
heart. He pulled the blade free and wiped it carelessly across her
then turned on Kali. “What in the hell did you do to her?” he
demanded with disgust clear in his voice.

“Infused her with the Changeling genetic. Her
body reacted poorly to it and I’m afraid she didn’t have the mental
aptitude to hold herself together.” Kali replied calmly never
taking her eyes from the small child she was carefully wiping
clean. The baby writhed in her grip making pathetic mewling sounds
and from what Hemlock could see of the creature it was just as
deformed as its dead mother.

“We wasted time for that to be born?” Hemlock
growled in disgust. “I feel as though you wasted a very useful life
on this endeavor. Nahlia was talented.” He tried to keep the anger
from his voice but failed miserably. He didn’t have time for a
fight with Kali right now and he knew it. The city was being torn
apart above them and the opportunity to escape was rapidly
dwindling.

“You don’t understand at all.” Kali murmured
and waved a hand for him to move closer as she gently laid the
child down on the table before her.

With an annoyed sigh Hemlock walked to her
side and stared down at the sallow skinned creature. It resembled a
human in shape alone and he felt his stomach clench in revulsion as
he watched it. He couldn’t even call it him or her, the creature
had no gender just bare smooth flesh between its legs.

“A Changeling is nothing, yet everything.
This one is as close to pure blood as I can make it. Nahlia’s death
was not in vain.” Kali said gently and a smile of satisfaction
curved her lips as she carefully covered the child with her hands.
Her pale eyes closed and her breathing slowed with focus.

The child mewled again then too Hemlock’s
amazement fell silent as it mimicked Kali’s serene expression. Its
pale flesh darkened to a healthy pink color with perfect rosebud
lips. Dark red hair sprouted from the top of its head and Kali
slowly pulled her hands back. The skin between the child’s legs was
no longer smooth Hemlock realized with a start and he found it
nearly impossible to believe the perfect little girl fidgeting on
the table was the same creature that had been lying there when he
approached.

“You have to give them their first form. You
have to show them how to change and what you want them to be.” Kali
explained softly as she gently wrapped the baby in the blanket once
more and lifted her from the table.

“You chose a girl?” Hemlock asked doubtfully.
He knew how Kali felt about other women and the idea that she would
wish to raise one was difficult to believe.

“Our perfect little tool against the fools
above. With one sweet smile she will bring them to their knees.”
Kali crooned as she motioned for Hemlock to follow. “Come, leave
the city to them. For now we have nothing more to worry about
beyond this child. She will require training from you as well.”

“What about the Undrae? She is in the city I
can sense her.” Hemlock protested.

“Forget the Undrae for now. I have a way to
deal with her later. I promise you she will not be a thorn for much
longer.” Kali assured him then paused as she realized he still
wasn’t following her. “Hemlock, our mission is complete here. The
Barrier will remain standing for some time. Myth is a fool if he
thinks killing the Elder Blood will release him. As long as I am
alive the Barrier remains. Now come. The Elder Blood are too weak
to be a threat to our world at the present. For now our focus is
this child and nothing more.”

“If the Undrae awakens the Veyetta they will
turn their attention on the Barrier once more.” Hemlock warned.

“She won’t have a chance I promise. Not even
Seth will be able to save her.” Kali promised as she slowly began
walking toward the darkened halls that would lead them both from
the city.

Hemlock frowned and glanced up at the ceiling
once more as it shuddered under the impact of the battle raging
above them. Shaking his head slowly he glanced at Nahlia’s remains
for a final time before he followed after Kali. “I’d love to
promise you I’d protect your child, but she is in Kali’s hands now,
which means she is as good as damned.” Hemlock whispered. He knew
that fact better than most, he couldn’t remember exactly how long
he had been in Kali’s hands, but he knew without a doubt that he
was damned.
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