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[bookmark: _Toc344742507]Prologue


The screams woke him: sounds of utter terror and extremity,
issuing from a young female throat.


He groaned and pulled his pillow over his head, steeling
himself against—there it was: the whimpers of a small child. The brat.


He pulled the bedclothes over the pillow, knowing it was
futile even as he did it. The whimpers quickly ramped up to match the intensity
of the screams, and the combination of both pierced layers of protection as if
they were not even there and made him feel like his eardrums were bleeding. Being
deaf would be preferable to enduring the nightly duet of the two screaming
sisters.


If he were their father, he’d wallop the two of them so hard
they would not be able to sit for a week. He knew the older sister was just
screaming for attention. As if she did not already get enough. That one was chosen.
She was special, they said. And it was such an honor for her to be chosen—an
honor to the family, and honor to their village. Even his parents had been
sucked into the hype. He snarled in disgust, wishing they would just stop
already.


He heard rustling from the room next to him: his parents
moving around. Awoken by the screaming sister duet, no doubt. If only their
house weren’t so close. If only this had not become a predictable nightly
occurrence. It had started a few weeks ago, the very same day that—


The screaming stopped abruptly, interrupting his thoughts,
although the wailing continued unabated for some time before tapering off. He
breathed a sigh of relief, hoping it was finally over for the night, and wished
it could be over forever.


He was just drifting back to sleep when he heard the
pounding on the door. The heavy tread of his father’s footsteps on the stairs
was followed by the creak of floorboards and the sound of the door opening. There
was a muffled exchange between two male voices, and then the heavy tread
climbed the stairs, stopping just outside his room.


After a brief pause, the door to his room opened and his
father stuck his head in. “I think you’d better come down,” he said gruffly in
a voice that would clearly brook no argument.


Concealing a sigh, he followed his father down to greet
their midnight guests who were standing in the foyer: his father’s best friend
and business partner, accompanied by his special daughter. She was as
white as a sheet, but as soon as she saw him, her face twisted into a mask of
pure loathing. It was a sentiment he returned wholeheartedly.


His father’s friend cleared his throat awkwardly. “We’ve
decided,” he said slowly, “to cancel the engagement.”


He felt as though he had just been punched in the gut. “No,”
he breathed in shock. “You can’t. You promised … we have a contract!” Contracts
and promises were inviolable. His parents had always been implacable on that
point, ever since he could remember. He turned to look at his father in mute
appeal.


His father refused to meet his eyes. “Contracts can be
voided by mutual agreement,” he said gruffly.


“Well I’m not agreeing,” he shouted, glaring at the older
sister. This was all her doing, he knew it. “You can’t do this to me! You
can’t!” he insisted, his voice becoming more strident with each repetition.


“I’m sorry,” his father’s friend said softly, regretfully. “Really,
I am.”


He watched in disbelief as his father shook the other man’s
hand and saw them out. Without a fight. As if his son’s feelings were
irrelevant.


He had never felt such betrayal in his life.


After he returned to his room, he stared at the ceiling, his
thoughts whirling. No matter that their parents considered the engagement
canceled, he did not. The girl was his. She had been promised to him. No one
took away what was his.


No one.


He would have her. No matter how long it took.



[bookmark: Chapter_1][bookmark: _Toc344742508]Chapter 1


Lina sat next to Gourry in the semi-gloom. They were
supposed to be doing guard duty for the local lord, and it was turning out to
be extremely boring. Lina figured that the odds of anyone breaking into a
mansion in the middle of nowhere were slim-to-none. Supposedly the owner—some
upstart rich man who styled himself as Lord Deremar—had received a couple of
threatening letters. Regardless, it certainly made him more than willing to
meet their price. Lina paused to consider that angle for a moment. It was true
that she was bored out of her skull, but they were making quite a bit of money
for relatively little work. She wondered if she could use that trick in the
future when they were short on cash. Just find a place with a skittish noble,
send him a couple of death-threats, and then offer their services as
body-guards. The beauty of the plan was that since they were the source of the
threat, there would be no reason to maintain vigilance, and it would be easy
money. Lina sighed. Somehow, she doubted Gourry would go for something like
that.


“Why the sigh?” Gourry was leaning against the wall, his
arms folded over his chest, and his long legs crossed at the ankles.


“Oh, nothing. Just bored.” They had been sitting there for
several hours, with no indication that anything was going to happen. Lina stood
up and lifted her arms over her head, stretching. Then she put her hands on the
small of her back and arched backwards, trying to work out the kink that
settled in after leaning against a stone wall for so long. In the middle of her
stretch, Lina heard a sudden hiss from Gourry’s general vicinity, as if someone
had just taken a deep breath. She reacted without hesitation. “Lighting,” she
cried out as she lunged forward in Gourry’s direction, already preparing to
follow up with a Mono Volt.


Gourry was caught completely off guard, and he scrabbled
awkwardly out of her way. “Geez, Lina,” he complained as he shaded his eyes
against the sudden brightness and blinked repeatedly. “I know you’re bored, but
you don’t have to take it out on me!”


Lina ignored him as she scanned the area for her quarry. “I
know you’re back there,” she stated menacingly through gritted teeth.


“Lina,” Gourry said soothingly, reaching out a hand to pull
her back.


“Shut up, Gourry,” she hissed, shaking him off and straining
her ears for any other sound. The fact that there was no visible threat was
troubling. As far as she knew, the only creatures that could render themselves
invisible were monsters. Xellos, for example, had been quite fond of the ‘disembodied
voice’ thing. However, monsters also had no need to breathe, so she should not
have heard anything. And what monster would be clumsy enough to tip them off so
obviously? Unless it was toying with them … Lina’s blood began to boil. She
ground her teeth together and began to cast an Elmekia Lance. She knew there
was little likelihood of hitting an invisible target, but she hoped it would
goad whatever was back there into revealing its location.


“Lina!” Gourry barked. This time, there was nothing soothing
about the way he tried to restrain her. “What the hell are you doing? You’re
gonna wake everyone up!”


“I heard something back there!” Lina gestured to the area
where Gourry had only moments before been sitting. It briefly crossed her mind
that he was being unusually thick, but the rest of her attention was focused on
their surroundings, waiting for the unseen to reveal itself. “Check on Deremar
and make sure he’s okay,” she ordered tersely.


Gourry started to protest, but Lina hissed at him, so he
shrugged and went over to the door leading to Deremar’s rooms. Once there, he
hesitated briefly, then taking a deep breath, he opened the door just a bit. Almost
immediately, he closed the door quietly. The silence stretched out.


“Well?” Lina demanded, once her curiosity got the best of
her.


“He’s fine,” Gourry replied in a strangled voice.


Something about the way Gourry sounded caught Lina’s
attention more firmly than his unusual behavior in their current situation. She
risked a quick glance at him, and was shocked to see that he was blushing.


“What the … Gourry what’s got into you?” Lina marched
over to the swordsman, ready to deck him to get him to pay attention. His
reactions were decidedly off. If his instincts had suddenly turned unreliable,
their current situation could be a great deal more dangerous than the easy and
boring job she had been contemplating moments before.


“Into me? What’s gotten into you?” Gourry shot back. He
grabbed her elbow and tried to steer her away from the door to Deremar’s room.


Lina shrugged him off, her concerns about an unseen enemy in
the room almost forgotten. His reactions were not just off, they were wrong,
and it scared her. About the only thing she had trouble predicting with Gourry
was what stupid thing he would say next. But right now … Lina ticked off
each point in her mind: he failed to hear—or even sense—the presence of an
enemy, he barely checked on Deremar, he was blushing, and now he was trying to
distract her from the job they were supposed to be doing by picking a fight. It
made absolutely no sense. No matter how she looked at it, something, some
crucial piece of the puzzle, was missing. And the missing piece was most likely
in Deremar’s room. She took a deep breath, and turned to open the door.


Once again, Gourry tried to stop her by placing a hand on
her shoulder. “I told you, he’s fine.” There was just the faintest hint of
strain in his voice this time.


“I know,” Lina replied as she glanced at him over her
shoulder, struggling to keep her tone light and hide her concern. “I just want
to see for myself.” She tried to gauge his reaction. If anything, his blush
intensified, and he seemed to be fighting an internal battle of some sort. Then
he let his breath out and released her shoulder. With another shrug, he went
back over to the bench and sat down, folding his arms and staring resolutely at
the opposite wall.


Rather than providing her with any clues to what was going
on, Gourry’s reaction left her even more confused than before. She thought she
heard him mutter something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like, “Don’t
say I didn’t warn you,” just as she pushed the door open. Almost immediately,
she closed it again, but not before she saw in distressing detail exactly what
was going on in Deremar’s room. Unfortunately, the image was burned into her
brain.


Gourry was right. Deremar was fine. In fact, he was probably
more than fine. He was sitting in bed, leaning against an elaborately carved
headboard, and his hand was tangled in a thick head of blond hair that was
enthusiastically bobbing up and down in his lap. His groans were quite
expressive, a counterpoint to the distinct slurping sounds Lina heard.


Oh. Lina felt her face go flaming hot. Well, that explained
a lot: why Gourry had been blushing, why his voice sounded strangled, why he
tried to stop her from looking. She leaned on the door, struggling to compose
herself. Then another thought occurred to her, one she eagerly seized upon as a
welcome distraction: it also might explain why she had been unable to find the
source of that hissing sound. If it had been a monster, the activities in the
next room might have scared it off. Monsters fed on negative energy, and were
weakened by positive energy, which is why Amelia would always sing songs about
how wonderful life was whenever they wanted to get the upper-hand with Xellos. Another
way of looking at it, though, was that monsters fed on destructive energy and
were weakened by creative energy, like holy magic. Although Lina was sure
monsters would enjoy rape, she wondered if consensual sex, which always had the
potential to create life, would be painful to them. But then again, what
Deremar and the girl were doing certainly would not get her pregnant …


Lina shook her head trying to dispel the memory from her
mind, and focused on the task at hand. Although she was pretty sure whatever it
had been was gone, she went through the motions of double-checking the room. Her
light spell was still floating obediently in the center of the room, but the
bright lighting made her realize that the room was actually better suited to
semi-gloom. Deremar might be the lord of this town, but his tastes ran to
garish rather than elegant.


The walls of the room were painted a coral color, which was
quite pretty. Unfortunately it clashed horribly with the furniture, which was
carved of heavy mahogany wood and upholstered in deep violet velvet that had
seen better days. In the bright light shed by her spell, the wood looked
scratched and cracked, and the fabric appeared threadbare and moth-eaten. The
bench where Gourry was sitting, in contrast, was hewn out of white marble. At
some point in the bench’s history, it had been painted with vibrant red, green,
and yellow paint. Most of the paint had worn off over time, but enough flecks
remained ingrained in the cracks and crevices for her to pick out the remnants
of the pattern. The long cushion—also in deep violet velvet—was very lumpy,
although admittedly an improvement over sitting on bare marble.


The furnishings were nothing, however compared to the
decorative alcoves. There were four, one on each wall. Inside each, a piece of
sculpture sat proudly displayed on a fluted marble pedestal (each of which,
like the bench, still had bright flecks of paint embedded within its grooves). The
sculpture pieces were well executed and realistic, a tribute to the skills of
the artist who had carved them. Whoever commissioned the pieces, however, had
absolutely no taste. There was a jellyfish, with its tentacles artfully carved
so that they draped over the pedestal. There was a bed of barnacles in another
alcove, some sea urchins in another, and the final alcove boasted a frog that
bore a strong resemblance to a certain monster Lina had once encountered on the
Island of Mipross. The overall effect suggested that the interior decorator had
sacrificed taste in a misguided pursuit of grandeur. Lina sniffed to herself. Once
she had her own castle, she was going to make sure there was enough in the
decorating budget to be tastefully opulent.


The room was not all that large, and Lina quickly finished
her inspection. She let her spell dissipate, mercifully plunging the room back
into semi-gloom, which made the garishness of the decor much less noticeable,
and sat down next to Gourry on the bench. He refused to meet her eye, and she
was forcefully reminded of his odd behavior earlier.


“You knew, didn’t you?” she asked abruptly.


“Knew what?” he asked defensively.


“What was going on in there,” Lina replied as she jerked her
head at the door leading to Deremar’s bed chamber.


“Yeah,” he mumbled, still determinedly staring at the
opposite wall and avoiding her eyes.


Lina was struck again at how oddly he was acting. It was
almost like he was preoccupied with something. Considering how difficult it was
at times to get things into his thick skull, Lina sometimes wondered if
anything remotely resembling thought went on behind those crystal blue eyes. Gourry’s
typical easy-going nature seemed to enhance the impression that he was missing
some of his faculties. Oh, she knew that Gourry was no idiot, but it was
distressingly easy to forget, and his ability to quickly analyze a situation
still caught her off guard on those rare occasions.


Her reflections were interrupted by the unmistakable sound
of an exhalation, exactly the same as the one she had heard before. Only this
time, she recognized its source. There was no one trying to sneak up on
Deremar: the sound was coming from Gourry.


Lina turned her head just slightly so she could see Gourry
without being obvious that she was looking at him. He was sitting like he
normally did, with his legs stretched out in front of him and his arms crossed
over his chest. There was a slight difference, though. Usually, Gourry seemed
relaxed, but also alert and aware, ready to spring to action in a heartbeat
should the situation require it. But there was nothing relaxed about his pose
this evening. His whole body was tense, and now that she was listening for it,
his breathing seemed to be tightly controlled: a deep inhalation, held for a
brief moment, followed by a slow exhalation and a brief pause before the cycle
repeated.


As Lina sat listening to Gourry breathe, she started to feel
tense herself. The feeling started in the center of her chest and reached down
through the center of her abdomen to her loins. Strangely enough, though, the
feeling was not unpleasant. Instead, it was accompanied by a strong sense of
anticipation. Lina felt her senses expand. Gourry’s breathing was not louder,
but it seemed to demand something from her. She felt him sitting next to her,
but not because they were touching. Rather, she could feel the heat coming off
him. And she noticed an unfamiliar scent: it was spice and leather and sweat,
slightly acrid. Definitely male. Definitely Gourry.


Definitely arousing.


Much to her shock, Lina found herself assessing Gourry
differently than she ever had allowed herself before: not as a jellyfish
sidekick, not as a big-brother type, not even as a sweet guy she sometimes
thought she had a crush on, but as a man. A heart-stopping, drool-inducing
specimen. She realized that she was crossing her legs, pressing them together
against the tight feeling there, and her breath was starting to come faster. The
urge to touch … to be touched … the feelings that coursed through her… they were exhilarating … intoxicating …


Terrifying.


Abruptly, Lina stood up, scrubbing her clenched fists
against her thighs. “Stop,” she whispered, but it came out too soft. “Please,
stop,” she repeated, trying to force a normal tone.


Gourry jerked as if she had splashed him with cold water. “Stop
what?” His tone was low, but his blue eyes were very clear and bright, and they
bored into her, giving her no hint of what he was thinking.


Lina felt her heart tighten again as she stood under his
gaze. Unconsciously, she crossed her arms over her chest, while she grasped
frantically at anything remotely resembling rational thought. Was she really
about to ask him to stop breathing like that? Just imagining the words in her
mind made her realize how inane they sounded. And even if she did ask, he would
probably be confused and ask for an explanation. And that would be fun a
conversation, trying to explain something to him that she barely understood
herself …


“Stop what,” Gourry repeated a bit louder when she failed to
answer.


“Nothing,” she replied dismissively as she affected a façade
of indifference—and scrambled for something that would sound plausible. “I was
just thinking about something, and I must have said it aloud.” She turned and
started pacing the room before he could answer, so she missed the look of flat
disbelief on Gourry’s face.


Damn that Deremar, anyways, Lina thought to herself
in annoyance. It was his fault for hiring them for a mind-numbingly boring job,
and then entertaining himself while they had to sit out here in this utterly
tasteless room. And why did the image of him and the blonde keep coming to
mind? It was so unlike her to obsess over what other people did in private… unless it involved magic or money.


Lina knew exactly what was going on in Deremar’s chambers. It
was difficult grow up in a normal village without encountering couples who
slipped into a barn for a quick fling, and the village boys started
experimenting with the young girls as soon as they showed signs of developing. It
was everywhere. Lina had just ignored it as best she could. Somehow she had
escaped the attentions of the boys who wanted to play ‘I’ll-show-you-mine-if-you-show-me-yours’—a
game that usually involved very little showing, and a whole lot of doing. She
wanted to believe that she had been too smart to fall for their tricks and
antics, but a voice inside whispered that the fact that she was a skinny
flat-chested unattractive runt inhibited their efforts. Lina stamped down hard
on that particular train of thought, but that left room for the image of
Deremar and the blonde … only this time, Deremar was starting to look more
like Gourry. No, she knew about sex. She knew how it worked, and she had been
vaguely disgusted by the whole process, and slightly disdainful of the girls
who cried miserably after their first experience, and then kept going back for
more. But now, for the first time, she found herself wondering if maybe she had
been missing something.


Lina kept pacing back and forth, her thoughts whirling
chaotically. If she happened to glance over at Gourry, in spite of herself she
ended up thinking about the last time she had seen him with his shirt off, or
that time he had burst out of his drag outfit in Sandoria. If he happened to
return her gaze, she felt it lance through her body, making her yearn for
something … something for which she had no name. The feeling was seductive,
like a drug, or the promise of magic. If she tried to distract herself from
Gourry, she ended up thinking about Deremar and the blonde. There was something
about a blonde that was just at the edge of her awareness, something
significant, but it refused to be pinned down. Every time she got close to
figuring it out, she would remember exactly what the blonde was doing. And how
much Deremar seemed to be enjoying it. (Would Gourry enjoy it? And why would
she think such a thing?) And who was that blonde?


No clear answers came to her as she paced back and forth. She
was deep within her mind, with almost no awareness of what was going on around
her, so much so that she was surprised to realize that Gourry was standing in
front of her with both hands on her shoulders, insistently calling her name.


“What?” she responded dully.


“I said,” Gourry flexed his fingers on her shoulders
for emphasis, “that you should get some sleep.” He gestured with his head
towards the bench. “I’ll keep watch for a while.”


Lina realized that her legs were aching and her head was
throbbing. And she felt decidedly askew, as if the world had tilted at an
angle, but left her behind. Or maybe she was tilted. Lina nodded, and allowed
Gourry to lead her towards the bench, where she curled up and closed her eyes,
half in relief, half in trepidation about what she would see. It felt good to
be off of her feet, but she had been tensed up for so long that she had
difficulty actually relaxing.


She heard Gourry move to sit next to her, and she soon felt
his fingers moving soothingly in her hair. “Mmm …” Lina murmured
appreciatively. After a moment she lifted her head and pillowed it on his leg. Somehow,
the simple act of moving closer to him helped her to let go, and she felt the
tension melt away with the gentle tug of his fingers through her hair.


**********************


Gourry continued to stroke Lina’s hair until her breathing
eased into the steady pattern of sleep. This was turning out to be one of the
strangest merc jobs they had ever taken. It had started off simply enough, just
guard duty. Gourry kept his senses alert, just in case, but he was really not
too concerned, especially since the bench he had chosen was facing the only
door into the antechamber. Because he was alert, however, he had heard the
sounds of activity in Deremar’s room. The occasional giggle and the more
frequent moans told him quite clearly exactly what kind of activity was going
on in there. It was just their luck that they ended up guarding a randy old
goat. Gourry grit his teeth and tried not to listen. He had been in this kind
of situation before, after all. Not that it helped now. To make matters worse,
the sounds of lustful activity in the next room awakened certain impulses that
he had been restraining for quite some time. Probably too long, judging from
the force of his reaction. Gourry found himself cursing the fact that Lina
seemed to have placed him firmly into the ‘big-brother’ category, although it
was probably his own fault for treating her like a little girl when they had
first met.


Then, she had stood up. And stretched. The way she arched
her body made him very aware of the fact that although she was tiny, she was
undeniably a woman. The woman he had pledged to protect. The woman he wanted
desperately to make his own.


Her attack caught him completely off-guard. At first he
thought she was attacking him, like she had realized that he was imagining doing
all sorts of very un-chaste and un-brother-like things with her. It took him a
while to realize that she had mistaken his sigh for something else, but it
seemed easier to go along with her than to explain that she had heard him. At
least, it was easier until she asked him to check on Deremar. It was bad enough
having to listen to them. He cudgeled his brain trying to figure out how to get
out of actually seeing them doing what he heard them doing. And of course,
since Lina was convinced they were under attack, she had to check on them for
herself. He had almost just picked her up and carried her away from the door,
for her own good of course. But he was pretty sure she would have made a huge
racket, and in his current mood, he had no patience to deal with one of Lina’s
temper tantrums.


Lina’s reaction also caught him completely off-guard. She
was usually so uptight about privacy and kissing and things of that nature that
he honestly expected her to go ballistic. Not to just blush, and then come sit
down next to him as if it were the most natural thing in the world to catch two
people in the middle of hot, sweaty sex, no big deal. He started wondering how
much she actually knew, which kicked his imagination into overdrive. He was so
aware of her sitting close to him: her warmth, her scent. Gourry yearned to
take her into his arms and make his thoughts real. Two things held him back: most
importantly, the fear of pushing her away forever, but also to a much lesser
degree, the fact that they were supposed to be doing a job.


And then she had asked him to stop. It was as if she had
dropped a bucket of ice water on his head. Again, his first thought was that
she could somehow read his mind, but this time she was on defense instead of
attacking. Something had scared her, although she tried to deny it with some
feeble excuse. He watched her pace back and forth like a caged animal,
retreating deep into herself so that she was hardly aware of her surroundings,
unaware of the occasional snarls or whimpers that she let out. It scared him to
watch her go someplace so far away from him. It scared him that she was
obviously tortured by something and yet he had no idea how to help her.


Finally, he reached the end of his endurance, and he knew
that he had to do something—anything besides sit and watch. It was pretty clear
that she was wearing herself out, but she showed no signs of stopping, or even
of slowing, so he had forced her to stop, encouraged her to rest, and now he
sat here, with her head on his lap and his hand in her hair, listening to the
regular rhythm of her breathing.


Gourry allowed his eyes to close as he drifted halfway
between sleep and wakefulness.


His eyes snapped open some indeterminate time later. The
room had lightened from semi-gloom to pre-dawn, although the change in the
lighting was not what had awakened him. It was the feel of a gentle caress
running along the inside of his leg from his knee to midway up his inner thigh.
Gourry wondered if he was really awake, or if he was just dreaming. His eyes
told him that Lina’s head was still resting on his leg, and that it was her
hand lazily moving back and forth. But his brain refused to accept the
information his eyes were sending. For a moment he hesitated, wavering between
closing his eyes and enjoying the dream, or pinching himself to see if he was
awake. While he debated, the caress continued—if anything it grew bolder—moving
higher up his leg.


Gourry sighed. “Lina?” he asked softly.


“Hmm?” She shifted her stroke from a straight back-and-forth
motion to making lazy little circles.


Gourry suppressed the urge to groan. If this was a dream, he
had absolutely no desire to wake up. But if this was real … His hand
tangled in her thick red hair, moving it out of her face so that he could see
her. Her eyes were closed, but her lips were quirked in a tiny little smile. And
her hand continued to advance. This time, the groan escaped before he could
stop it.


Lina lifted her head, and he could see the smug
self-satisfied look she wore. He could see her eyes, which were usually hard
and closed to him, moist and glassy looking, slightly unfocussed, but very
aware. “Gourry?” Her voice was low and husky.


It was just his name, nothing else, but he heard the
invitation. He felt it in her gaze, which went straight through him and evoked
a very basic response, one that redirected the blood supply away from his head
to other portions of his anatomy. I must be dreaming.


“Is it a good dream or a bad dream?” Lina asked quietly.


Her question convinced him it must be a dream. Otherwise,
how would she know what he was thinking? “The best,” he sighed.


Lina said nothing for a moment. She just laid her head back
down on his leg and continued moving her hand up and down his inner thigh. Then
after a while, she whispered his name. “Gourry?”


“Hmm?”


“I promise you, this isn’t a dream.”


Her response nagged at him for some reason. If it was real,
there was something that he was supposed to be doing right now. He opened his
eyes to look around, and then he realized what it was that was bothering him. “If
this isn’t a dream,” he said softly as he placed his hand over hers, “then you
should stop doing that.”


“Why?” She flipped her hand over so that she was clasping
his.


“Because …” He looked out the window and saw the sky
changing from pale gray to the blue of early morning. “Because Deremar’s staff
is going to be in here soon.”


Lina sighed and sat up. While he watched, her entire
demeanor shifted from lazily sultry to closed and business-like. Gourry felt
cold in the pit of his stomach, and tried not to echo her sigh. Then she stood
up, and clasping her hands behind her head, she arched her back, leaning first
to one side and then the other. Gourry felt his breath catch in the back of his
throat. He wanted to grasp her with both arms and crush her to him, kissing her
soundly, but instead he whispered, “Don’t do that.”


“Do what?” Lina asked in a normal tone of voice, pausing in
mid-stretch.


He knew his eyes were glazing, as resolve warred with
instinct, and given her earlier invitation, instinct decidedly had the upper
hand. “That,” he repeated as he reached out and pulled her arms down, gently
tugging her toward him until she stood between his legs. He cupped her face
between his hands, pushing her hair out of the way. She was warm and pliant and
unresisting. Instinct pushed hard against resolve, and his hands drifted down,
caressing her neck and shoulders, pulling her closer toward him while he gauged
her reaction. Eager anticipation. A touch of nerves. And trust.


Resolve reasserted control. No matter what else, he could
not abuse her trust. She might welcome his touch right now, but if he allowed
instinct to rule, it would be too easy to take them too far for this time and
this place. Reluctantly—gently—Gourry pushed Lina back and held her at arm’s
length. He could see the question in her eyes.  “Don’t make this harder for me
than it already is.” He had intended to say it gently. Instead his voice
cracked with strain.


Her obvious surprise was quickly replaced by a sly
speculative look. “I see,” she said briskly, as she stepped away from him and
into the center of the room. “I hope they show up soon,” she announced after a
brief pause. “I’m starving!”


**********************


Lina paced the room a few times, trying to work out the
kinks from falling asleep on a stone bench. She trusted Gourry, even if he had
been half asleep, but just to be sure, she peeked in on Deremar. He and his
blonde paramour were sprawled out on the bed, snoring in counterpoint to each
other, and now that she had a clear view of the girl’s face, she remembered why
she looked so familiar.


Considering how much turmoil she had been in when she had
fallen asleep, she was surprisingly happy now. In fact, she was verging on
giddy, although she was doing her best to hide it. Out of the corner of her
eye, she saw Gourry shift about, as if his pants were too tight, then he stood
up and went to stand by the window. Lina suppressed a grin.


She had awoken to find her head still on Gourry’s lap. His
hand was resting on her shoulder, and one of her hands lay on his knee. She had
been about to go back to sleep when she heard him murmur her name. At first she
thought he had noticed that she was awake, but then she realized that his
breathing was still and regular, which indicated that he was asleep. The way he
had said her name tugged at her heart in a way that surprised her, but also
made several pieces click into place: how comfortable and safe she felt being
so close to him, how much she counted on him as a constant presence in her
life, and how much she had been a sea of raging hormones the previous night all
because of the way he had been breathing. With the clarity that often comes
after an emotional storm and a night of sleep deprivation, she realized exactly
what it was that she felt for the big blond swordsman. And she wondered if
maybe, just maybe, he might feel the same. She had started stroking her fingers
absently along his leg, enjoying the closeness and treasuring the realizations
the morning had brought. Of course, once she realized the effect her fingers
were having on him, bringing on a repeat performance of the previous night’s
breathing exercises, her movements had become a great deal more deliberate.


Lina heard the sound of keys rattling in a lock, and she
turned expectantly toward the door. “Finally,” she announced with a theatrical
sigh. Gourry turned away from the window and leaned against the wall. “Remember,”
she reminded him, “let me do all the talking!”


Gourry shrugged as the door to the room opened, and Deremar’s
steward, a greasy looking man with lank brown hair entered the room. “Any
problems?” he asked in a business-like tone of voice.


“See for yourself.” Lina gestured towards the door leading
to Deremar’s chamber.


The steward smirked at Lina, and sauntered over to rouse his
master. He opened the door just wide enough to squeeze through, closing it
firmly behind him. After a few moments, he reemerged, holding a small sack that
jingled as he walked.


Before he could give the money to Lina, she held up her
hand. “I have to warn you,” she stated calmly, “that our contract was only to
protect Deremar.”


“Yes,” the steward replied, “and that’s what I’m paying you
for. Twenty gold coins, as we agreed.”


Lina wagged her finger at him. “Our contract stated nothing
about protecting any of Deremar’s lady-companions. That will double our price. You
owe us forty gold coins.”


“Forty?” The steward sneered at Lina. “Do you realize who
you are dealing with?”


Lina extended herself to her full height, a move she wished
were more impressive. “Forty,” she repeated calmly. “Unless Deremar doesn’t
care that everyone knows what he’s doing with his sister’s daughter in the wee
hours of the night.”


She saw the flicker of annoyance, followed by a hesitation
he tried to quickly cover up. “You wouldn’t dare!” he declared. He sounded
decidedly unsure of himself, however.


Lina arched one eyebrow and stared him down.  She expected
him to look away first, and he did not disappoint, but what surprised her was
the growing look of incredulity in his eyes when he finally averted his gaze. He
had realized something … and that something made him dangerous. She felt
Gourry’s attitude shift from bored indolence to guarded and wary, even though
he made no outward move.


“Lina Inverse?” the steward asked, sounding both hopeful and
gleeful. “The Lina Inverse?” When she nodded confirmation, he actually
started to tremble. The man who had hired them yesterday had never inquired
about their names, only asking if they were interested in some extra cash. “Why
didn’t you say so in the first place?” he gushed. “Of course, you are
absolutely correct. Forty is a perfectly fair price for a famous person such as
yourself!” He pulled a small key out of his doublet and quickly unlocked a
small box concealed beneath one of the tasteless sea-creature statues.


Lina watched him carefully as he counted out the gold coins
before pouring them into a small silken pouch. She wondered what had brought
about his changed attitude, but dismissed the thought easily enough when he
deferentially handed her the pouch. He did not even seem offended when she poured
the coins into her hand and examined them. With a shrug, she returned the coins
to the pouch and slipped it into one of the hidden compartments in her cloak. “It
was a pleasure doing business with you,” she said in her best ‘little girl’
voice as she smiled innocently. “Gourry and I will see ourselves out.” Without
a backward glance—or waiting to see if Gourry was following her—Lina sauntered
out of the room.


Gourry caught up with her at the head of the stairs leading
into the main hall. Lina flashed him a victory sign.


“Wasn’t forty a bit high?” Gourry’s tone was stern, but his
eyes were dancing.


Lina shrugged. “He paid it easily enough. Now, let’s go eat,
I’m starving!”


**********************


One rather large meal later, Lina leaned back in her chair
and sighed with contentment. “I feel almost human again … Now all I need is
a bath and some sleep.”


Gourry nodded in agreement as he looked over the remains of
their breakfast. He pushed a stack of dishes to the side so he could see Lina
better. “You want me to go see about getting us rooms?”


“No,” Lina shook her head. “I’ll take care of it.” She stood
up and tossed a handful of coins on the table to cover their meal.


Gourry twirled a bamboo skewer through his fingers and idly
gazed around the room while waiting for Lina to return. Although clean, the
large room looked like it had seen hard use. The floor was covered with fresh
rushes and most of the tables were rough-hewn boards placed over trestles. In
fact, he and Lina had claimed one of the few more permanent-looking tables—one
that stood close to a raised wooden dais—that boasted matching chairs instead
of simple benches. There was a small stack of kegs in one corner, right next to
a short bar. Gourry figured that the room probably served several functions,
ranging from meeting hall to banquet hall, and based on the dais, probably also
local court.


What was taking Lina so long? He also wanted a bath and some
sleep, and judging from the deep creases in his shirt, he would need to do some
laundry sooner rather than later. At least there would be no need to take on
another merc job any time soon. Just to pass the time, he ordered a pint of
ale. The waitress gave him an odd look, but she said nothing, other than to nod
and fill his order.


He had finished off half his glass when Lina finally showed
up. “What took so long?”


Lina growled and flung herself into her chair. “There’s only
one room,” she spat out through clenched teeth.


“So, it’s not like we’ve never shared a room before,” he
pointed out calmly. At least he hoped he said it calmly. The thought of sharing
a room with her now, after having her so close to him this morning … Gourry
forced himself to abandon that line of thought. It had to have been a dream. There
was nothing in Lina’s attitude to suggest that she had the same memories of
this morning as he did; she was acting like she always did around him, treating
him like trusted friend and companion. Yes, it had to have been a dream, so it
was time to stop fantasizing about things that would never come to pass.


“I know that, Jellyfish, that’s not the point.” She
leaned on the table, burying her face in her hands a moment. Then she looked
up. “The room’s currently occupied.”


Oh. Gourry’s shoulders slumped. The thought of slogging over
to the next village right now made him feel twice as tired.


“But,” Lina held up her hand, “there is a room we can use… at least until this evening when they’ll need it for business again.”


“They?” Gourry asked. Then he noticed that Lina was blushing
furiously and avoiding his eyes. Oh. It figured. This town was so small, they
were lucky there were any rooms for them at all. Considering all the other
functions the common room seemed to serve, it was really no surprise that the
local whore worked here as well. “Well, that’s better than nothing, isn’t it?”


Lina sighed. “Yeah, it’s better than nothing, but it’s less
than ideal. It means that we have no place to stay tonight.” Then she
brightened. “The good news, though, is that we get the room for free. Although
we do still have to pay for them to lug up the bath cask and the hot water,”
she added as an afterthought.


“They’re actually going to bring up hot water?”


“Yeah. I had to pay extra for it, but the thought of a cold
bath on top of having to clear out early was just too much.” Lina stood up. “I’m
going up. It’s the first door at the top of the stairs.”


Gourry nodded. “I’ll be up once I finish this.” He held up
his glass.


Lina wrinkled her nose. “How you can drink that stuff this
early in the day is beyond me.” Then she turned and walked out of the common
room.


Gourry watched her go up the stairs. He wondered what was
really bothering her. He knew that at least part of it stemmed from the
situation about the room. It certainly was less than ideal. On the other hand,
she seemed pretty pleased about getting it for free. He swigged the rest of his
ale while he glanced yet again about the common room. His eyes narrowed
slightly when he noticed Deremar’s greasy steward slink in. He was obviously
trying to look casual as he sauntered over to the bar, where the sole waitress
sat. Once there, he started talking to her urgently in an undertone. Gourry
stood up, pushing back his chair noisily, then walked over and clapped the man
on the shoulder.


Deremar’s steward flinched in panic before he pasted an oily
smile onto his face. “Ah, I was just asking Anika here if she knew where the
lovely Miss Inverse was.”


“Well, I suppose this is your lucky day, then,” Gourry
replied, his casual tone not quite masking the underlying threat. The man had
seemed mostly harmless until the moment he had recognized Lina. Now, there was
something about him that set Gourry on edge.


“Yes,” the other man agreed quickly, his eyes darting about
nervously. “You see, Lord Deremar was well-pleased with your services this
night past, and he would like to discuss more permanent arrangements,” he said
quickly. “In fact, he would be pleased to offer you his hospitality in the
keep.”


Gourry grunted. Something about the offer did not ring true.
“You’ll have to give Deremar our apologies,” he said shortly. “We’re not for
hire right now.”


As he turned and headed up the stairs, he caught the nasty
look that flitted across the steward’s face. He rubbed his hand against his
pant leg, trying to get rid of the greasy feeling he had from touching the man.


When he got up to the room, Lina was busy overseeing the
placement of the bath cask and supervising the two maids who were bringing up
water through the window. She seemed to have things under control, so he sank
into one of the chairs until she was finished.


The room they were staying in could only be described as
sumptuous. It was remarkably tasteful for a room devoted to whoring. The walls
were covered with peacock blue damask that matched the overstuffed chairs
facing the fireplace. The pale wood floor had been polished to a sheen and
there were small throw rugs scattered about. Of course, the thing that demanded
the most attention in the room was the bed. It was a giant four-poster with an
emerald green velvet canopy and matching curtains. It was covered with small
cushions that matched the walls in color. And it looked incredibly comfortable
and welcoming. Somebody had obviously spent a great deal of money on this room,
quite the contrast to the typical whore’s room that reeked of stale sex and was
tastelessly decorated, if at all.


Gourry leaned his head back and closed his eyes, trusting
Lina to take care of things. Finally, he heard the click of the door closing. He
opened his eyes to see Lina leaning against the door to the room. Her eyes were
closed and she seemed to be concentrating. Then she opened her eyes and looked
at him.


“Deremar’s steward was asking about us,” he told her.


“I know,” she replied with a sigh. “I saw him sniffing
around the edges of the common room when I went to go see about a room.”


“He offered to put us up at the keep.” Gourry paused. “You
think Deremar wants his money back?”


Lina shrugged. “Maybe. It’s more likely that he doesn’t want
to take the chance that we’ll talk about his nighttime activities. That could
harm him considerably more than the loss of an extra twenty gold.” She walked
over to the window, closed her eyes and concentrated again.


“You worried?”


“Nah, not really.” Lina shrugged again. “If he had access to
magic, he wouldn’t have hired us yesterday.” She sat down on the windowsill. “Still,
it doesn’t hurt to take simple precautions. I don’t think he’ll try anything
today, but we might want to try sneaking out tonight.” Then Lina grinned with a
feral look. “If that fails, we’ll take him out and all his treasure will be
mine!”


Gourry had no reply for that. He closed his eyes again and
listened to Lina move about the room. When he heard the swish of water, he
remembered about the bath. He didn’t open his eyes again, though, until he
sensed Lina standing in front of him. “What?”


Lina looked over him critically. “Why don’t you bathe first?”
He noticed that she had taken off her cloak, and left it lying in a rumpled
heap on the floor next to a low stool and a wooden wash basin.


Gourry reluctantly pulled himself up from the comfort of the
chair and started taking off his armor, inspecting each piece as he did so,
mostly out of habit. Lina sat down on the stool near her cloak and started going
through all the hidden pockets it contained. She glanced over at him. “Toss me
your clothes before you get in the tub, and I’ll wash ‘em.”


“Thanks. I was just thinking at breakfast that we should do
laundry soon.” He undressed and tossed his clothes in her general direction
before he eased himself into the tub, facing away from her. The hot water felt
so good that he found himself just wanting to soak for a while. He could hear
Lina scrubbing clothes against the washboard. She seemed to be throwing a lot
of energy into it, but she was also quietly humming a little tune. After a bit,
he heard her stand up, and he turned so he could see what she was doing. She
had finished washing his clothes and was in the process of hanging them up on
the valet to dry.


As he turned back, he noticed the bath supplies sitting on a
stool next to the tub. There was the standard array of small washcloths, soap,
and containers with shampoo. What caught his attention, however, was a long-handled
blue brush. He had never seen anything like it before, so he picked it up to
examine it more closely. The bristles were closely packed, a lot like a
grooming brush for a horse, but not quite as stiff. His brow furrowed for a
moment, and then he smiled as an idea occurred to him. He picked up the soap,
and worked up a generous lather on the bristles. Then he reached over his
shoulder and started scrubbing his back. He whistled through his teeth in
pleasure. If there was one part of the body that was hard to wash, it was the
back. This brush made it easy, and it also felt really good.


“What’s that?” Lina asked, looking up from the clothes she
was washing.


“Dunno,” Gourry replied. “It was with the other bath things,
so I guess it’s for washing.” He continued scrubbing at his back. “Works good
on backs, though.”


He heard her sniff. “And here I was going to offer to do
your back once I finished with the clothes. Guess you won’t need any help now.”
She wrung the water out of her spare leggings and then shook them out.


Gourry paused in mid-stroke, wondering if he had somehow
fallen asleep in the tub. Usually Lina put as much distance between them as
possible while he was taking a bath. If she started washing his back, this was
going to turn into one of those dreams, and he really should not be having
one of those, especially when they were sharing a room. The silence dragged out
while he struggled to wake up or to come up the right reply.


He heard her approach the tub. Heard her drag her stool
over. He dropped the brush to the floor, hoping the clatter would wake him. Instead,
he felt her sit down behind him and reach for a washcloth. He gripped the sides
of the water cask so tightly, his knuckles turned white. All his senses were
incredibly attuned, even more so than normal. He could feel shifts in air
pressure as Lina moved; feel the water swirl against his skin when she dipped
the washcloth in the tub; hear the scrape of a bar of soap against cloth in counterpoint
to dripping water. Everything was so vivid … Gourry took a deep breath. “It
wasn’t a dream,” he said softly, “this morning.”


“No,” Lina answered just as quietly. “Are you going to stop
me?” she challenged, just as she started working the cloth across his back.


He could feel the heat of her, the sound of her slow
breathing, very close to him. His hands clenched spasmodically on the edge of
the cask. “No,” he breathed huskily, “I’m not going to stop you.”


Although she said nothing in response, he could feel her
smile as he gave himself over to her ministrations, fully aware that this was
not a dream.


**********************


Lina stared at the broad expanse of Gourry’s back, wondering
if she was sure about this. The few times in the past when circumstances were
such that they had to share a room and were really in need of a bath, she would
usually sit on the other side of the bed, staring at the wall. Of course, she
always made Gourry leave the room when she took hers. The situation was
slightly different this time though, for several reasons, the least of which
had to do with the magical locks she had placed on all the entrances to the
room. Although locking the doors and windows like that was probably
unnecessary, given the way Deremar’s steward was asking about them, it was a
sensible precaution.


No, it was more the fact that she had discovered a new power
that she had over Gourry, and Lina Inverse had never been one to shy away from
trying out new abilities. Just remembering his reaction to the simple act of
her stretching made chills run up and down her spine. She knew that her actions
were not without risk. Gourry had demonstrated that he could influence her just
as much. But Lina had also never backed down from a challenge.


Not that she was doing this purely because she felt
challenged, or for the thrill. She was also doing it because she knew in her
heart that she and Gourry could continue to dance around each other, the
situation, and their feelings for each other. Or they could cut to the chase,
get everything out in the open, deal with it, and move on.


Oh, but she had power over him! Gourry’s head was hanging
down, and an occasional sigh escaped his lips. Lina let the washcloth fall into
the water, and then lathered her hands with the soap. She spread the suds over
his back, and then started to massage his shoulders, working her fingers
through the knots up the column of his neck and down along his arms, reveling
in the feel of his skin under her hands and the effect that touching him was
having on her. She could feel that lovely tense feeling of anticipation. Suddenly,
just stroking his back felt too tame. She had the strongest desire to rip off
her clothes and press her body against him, and she knew that she hovered right
on the edge of control.


Control. Lina sucked air and struggled to pull back from
that dangerous (terrifying) precipice. “Hand me the shampoo,” she said in an
effort to distract herself, grateful that her voice did not betray how shaky
she was feeling, “and I’ll wash your hair, too.”


Gourry glanced quickly at her over his shoulder—too fast for
her to get any sense of what he was thinking. With an inaudible sigh, he
reached over to the bath things and handed her the jar of shampoo.


Lina tried not to echo his sigh, wondering if she was
grateful or annoyed at his reaction. She scooped out a generous portion of
shampoo and then started working it through his long blond hair.


After scooping shampoo from the jar for the third time, a
thought occurred to Lina. “Why do you keep your hair so long? It’s even longer
than mine, and I thought I had long hair.”


Gourry glanced at her over his shoulder. “Would you believe
it’s the source of my strength?”


Lina burst out laughing. “No, and are you implying that I’m
Delilah?”


“Who?” he asked in that clueless tone that she found so
aggravating.


“Never mind,” she said brusquely, fighting against a sudden
surge of annoyance. She thought everyone knew that story! But of course,
this was Gourry, and he never seemed to know the stories she thought
everyone should know. She huffed her bangs out of her eyes. “Lean back,” she
ordered, “I’m going to rinse.” Lina picked up the small wooden bucket that had
been holding the bath supplies and dunked it under the water, then poured it
carefully over Gourry’s hair to rinse out the shampoo. “Tell me something I
will believe.”


“Well,” Gourry shrugged. “There’s not really one reason. I
used to have shorter hair, but once I started working as a merc, I kept
forgetting to get it cut.”


“Is that all?” Lina thought there might be more, for some
reason. Maybe it was the slight hesitation in his voice?


“If you have long hair,” Gourry replied after a moment, “you
always have a weapon.”


“Come on.” Lina tugged at his hair in disbelief. “I thought
you were going to tell me something I would believe.”


“I’m serious Lina,” he said as he stared off into space. “D’you
know why assassins often have long hair? A thin rope of hair kills just as
effectively as a garrote. And it’s a lot easier to conceal.”


Lina sensed there was something there that he was leaving
unsaid. Under normal circumstances, her curiosity would have been driving her
mad. But these were hardly normal circumstances, and she filed the information
away for a later date. “Well, weapon or no, it’s clean.” She dropped the bucket
back onto the stool.


Gourry turned to look at her. She had never seen him look
this way at her before. Like he was sizing her up, assessing her. If not for
the glassy look in his eyes, it would have been downright terrifying. As it
was, she felt her heart thump dramatically in her chest. “Are you trying to
seduce me, Lina?” Gourry asked, his voice very low and intent.


Heat flooded her cheeks, partially from embarrassment, and
partially because the sound of his voice spiked through her, making her breath
come faster. This was uncharted territory. It was like the moment between
chanting that brand new spell and waiting for the magical energy to
respond—anything could happen, all possibilities equally valid. “Got a problem
with that?” she challenged, pleased that the shakiness she felt was not obvious
in her voice.


Before she could react, he burst into motion. One moment she
was perched on a stool behind the tub, and the next she was in the tub, cradled
in his arms. Water sloshed over the sides of the tub, spilling onto the floor.


“Gourry!” Lina screeched as she struggled to free herself. Shakiness
was quickly exchanged for surprised annoyance. “Look at me! Now I’m all wet!”


“Hmm, it appears that way, doesn’t it?” He seemed impervious
to her efforts.


Lina allowed herself to go limp. Two could play at this
game. If he was going to use his strength against her, she would use hers
against him. But before she could gather her concentration, Gourry let go of
her, and she was floundering for support. After a great deal of splashing and
grasping, she finally pulled herself upright so that she was kneeling, straddling
Gourry’s legs. She glared at him. “I’m gonna get you for that,” she promised
from between clenched teeth.


Gourry bared his teeth at her threat, his blue eyes boring
into her. “Is that a promise?” he challenged.


Annoyance and half-formed threats were quickly forgotten, replaced
by tense anticipation as she watched something shift in his expression. She
heard the slosh of water as he lifted his hand and stroked the side of her
cheek, felt the heat of his touch and the chill of rapidly cooling water that
trailed across her skin as his fingers skimmed gently over her face. An
involuntary shudder raced along her spine and anticipation modulated into
longing. Lina forgot that she was sitting fully clothed in a tub full of water.
She forgot that she was straddling a naked Gourry. She forgot everything under
his intense gaze.


“Lina …” he whispered, his voice tight with strain.


Suddenly, she knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that he was
struggling on that same edge of control—if anything, he was closer to the
precipice than she. “Gourry,” she said softly, “why did you drag me into your
bath?”


His eyes drifted down, examining the way her clothes were
plastered to her skin, looking slightly confused. “You’ve driven me to places I’ve
never been before,” he said slowly, softly. “Through the dens of bandits and
thieves … to the margin of terror …” He trailed off.


For once, she felt unsure and at a loss for words. “I’ve…”


Gourry pulled her closer to him. “You’ve driven me to the
edge of control,” he growled just before he claimed her lips.


Despite the accusations of his words, his kiss was gentle,
just the brush of his lips against hers. Then his lips parted and he brought
his tongue in to explore her mouth. Lina melted under him, as his kiss seemed
to reach into the center of her being. It demanded a response, and as she felt
heat flood through her, she found herself responding enthusiastically. Gourry
began to kiss along the edge of her jaw and down her neck as she pressed
herself close to him and gripped his legs with her thighs. One of her hands
tangled in his hair while the other ran up and down his spine.


“It’s my turn,” Gourry whispered against her neck. Then he
pulled back, although he kept his hands on her shoulders. He seemed to restrain
himself with an effort of will, and he was breathing heavily.


“Your turn for what?” Lina tried not to sound breathless,
but she was breathing just as heavily as he was. She felt incredibly tense, as
if she had summoned a great deal of magical energy, but had yet to focus it
into the channels of a spell.


“To drive you to the edge.” His eyes held hers as one of his
hands left her shoulders and ran down her side, just barely sweeping by the
swell of her breast, down to her hip. It was both statement and question.


Lina felt her breath hitch in the back of her throat. This
is what she wanted. She wanted to be swept off of her feet, like the princess
in the storybook. In this particular matter, she had no desire to be the one
calling all the shots, designing the strategy, choosing the paths, driving them
on to meet whatever destiny had in store for them. She nodded. Tried to speak,
but for once the words refused to come, so she nodded again.


Something changed in his gaze. There was nothing
scatter-brained or jellyfish-like about him—quite the opposite in fact. The
intensity of it focused the heat that had flooded through her into an inferno.


Lina let go of conscious thought and surrendered to the
sensations Gourry was evoking her from her.


**********************


Gourry ran his finger along the line of buttons down the
front of her shirt, savoring both the moment and the knowledge that he was
about to undress Lina Inverse—not to mention the fact that she was a willing
partner in this act. He wanted to release his tight control and rip her clothes
off. But he also wanted to make the moment last longer, to stretch it out. He
wanted to tease her and slowly push her right to the edge of her self-control,
and then shatter it mercilessly in a single moment of possession. And these raw
desires made it even harder to restrain himself. He was afraid of scaring her,
or even worse, hurting her with the demands of his body. But he was no longer
afraid that he was dreaming. To be sure, he had fantasized of having her in his
bath—but never had he pictured her in his bath while wearing virtually every
article of clothing she owned. Time to remedy that.


He hooked his finger underneath the yellow band she wore
around her chest and tugged lightly on it, running his finger along the edge
and just brushing against her breasts. “Why do you wear this, Lina?” He had
always wondered.


“Wha . . ?” Lina asked, her voice thick. When she looked at
him, her eyes were glassy and unfocused. Gourry felt his groin tighten in
response to the raw lust in her gaze. He had not expected that. He should have,
since Lina never did anything by half-way measures, and ‘moderation’ was not
really a part of her vocabulary. But he needed to pull her back, because if he
did not, there would be no way he could maintain any whisper of control.


He adjusted his grip so that he was only tugging on the band
and repeated his question, striving for a normal tone of voice. The glassy look
faded from her eyes and was quickly replaced by annoyance. “You want to know
about that now?” she demanded.


“Sure,” Gourry responded casually, loving the way her eyes
tightened in irritation.


Lina blushed and avoided his gaze. “It keeps me in place,”
she mumbled half under her breath.


Gourry tried to figure out what she meant. His puzzled
expression must have shown on his face because Lina suddenly heaved a
long-suffering sigh. “Look, I know I’m small, but I’m pretty active, and they
do bounce, and it can be pretty painful.” Her words were defensive and came out
in a rush. “This band helps.”


Gourry ran his fingers along the edge again, and around to
the back. “It looks uncomfortable,” he announced, as he found the knot that
held the band together. Quickly, his dexterous fingers untied the knot and
dropped the band over the edge of the tub. “And, it makes you look a lot
smaller than you really are.”


A great deal of tension eased out of her body at his words. “Do
you really think so?”


There was something in her tone that made him drag his gaze
away from her breasts to look her in the eyes. He was a bit shocked at how
vulnerable she seemed, like a scared little girl. “Hmm.” He brushed his hand
against her cheek, wiping away a bit of moisture. “Definitely.”


An amazing thing happened then. The vulnerable and scared
expression melted away, along with all her barriers. Suddenly Lina let down all
of her defenses, exposing her true inner-self to him. Gourry could see in her
eyes no pretense, no shields, just trust and something that went quite a bit
deeper; something that peeled his own barriers aside and reached deep within
his own soul.


It was too much. It was too raw.


Neither of them could sustain the link. Lina broke it off
first, smiling at him as her eyes drifted shut.


Still reeling with the intimacy of the look they had
exchanged, Gourry almost felt that no physical touch could come even close to
matching it. Almost, but not quite. He turned his attention back to her tunic,
and starting at the neckline, he unfastened each of buttons that held it
together. With that task completed, he pushed the tunic off of her shoulders,
only to find that she was wearing something else—a skin-tight yellow
tank-top—underneath. “How many layers do you have on, anyways?” he asked in
exasperation.


While he plucked at the wet yellow top that clung to her
like a second skin and tried to figure out how to get it off of her, Lina
opened her eyes. “You’ll have to take them all off to find out,” she challenged,
part mischievous, part sultry.


Gourry realized pretty fast that he would have little luck
getting the top over her head, because it was more in the nature of a bathing
suit than a shirt. He had never realized that the yellow part of her pants that
looked suspiciously like underwear was actually part of an undershirt. He had
limited success bringing the shoulder straps down over her arms, but getting
her arms out of the straps proved to be a major challenge. The soaked fabric
seemed determined to stick to her skin wherever possible. Gourry finally
growled in disgust, and with one deft twist of his hands, he ripped it right
down the middle. Lina had nothing underneath, and Gourry greedily lowered his
face to her collarbone, while one hand palmed her breast and the other ran down
her spine and pulled her close.


“Gourry!” Lina half-screeched under his assault. “That was
my last good undershirt!”


“Mmm,” Gourry mumbled as his mouth worked across her skin,
leaving wet kisses and little nips in its path. “I’ll buy you a new shirt.”


He heard her intake of breath, but before she had a chance
to respond, his mouth found her other breast, and his tongue found her nipple. Whatever
she was going to say came out as a gasp. She arched her back, which had the
side effect of pushing her hips closer to him so that his erection was wedged
up against her body. Gourry teetered for a brief moment as brain and body
fought for dominance. Body won, and all thoughts of gentle and slow seduction
were banished as the rest of her clothes met the same fate as her yellow top. At
last she was naked before him, sooner than he had imagined possible. He pressed
her body against his, reveling in the electric feel of her skin against his,
while he ravaged her neck and shoulders with his lips and tongue. Her hands
were tangled in his hair, holding his head to her. In between moans, she urged
him on in a low throaty voice, “Don’t stop … oh gods, don’t stop …”


Stop? He was incapable of stopping. He was barely capable of
thought. His senses were consumed by the tiny woman he held and the
overwhelming force of his need. Without pausing to consider the logistics of
the situation, he stood up, dragging her up with him. Lina clenched her legs
around him, and he moved his hands under her rear while he somehow stepped out
of the tub. He stopped kissing her long enough to maneuver them across the
slippery wet floor to the huge bed that dominated the room.


With the one tiny part of his attention that was not
consumed with Lina, Gourry thought that he managed the treacherous journey from
tub to bed quite well. Unfortunately, he thought this too soon. Two steps away
from the bed, Gourry’s foot encountered the sodden remains of her leggings. At
that precise moment, Lina, who had taken advantage of her position to nuzzle at
his shoulder and neck, whispered huskily in his ear.


Gourry probably could have recovered from one event or the
other. The two in combination meant that he struggled between trying to keep
his balance while listening to her words echo repeatedly through his brain. The
result was that they ended up landing very hard on the bed.


“Ooof,” Lina grunted from the impact. “Well, that’s one way
to get us here,” she said in a light-hearted tone that did not quite succeed in
covering her annoyance. She struggled to free the arm pinned underneath Gourry’s
shoulder.


Gourry tried to find a place to put his hand so he could
lever his body up. No matter where he reached, though, he only seemed to
encounter Lina’s flesh, which was writhing against him in all sorts of
interesting patterns.


“Get up, Gourry, your elbow is jamming into my gut,” she
muttered, no longer attempting to hide her annoyance.


“I’m … trying …” Gourry managed to reply, “Stop… stop moving around so much.”


“Oh, for the love of …” Lina suddenly stopped moving. “Levitation!”


“Wha—” Gourry had no chance to finish before he found
himself floating gently up into the air. It was a distinctly unpleasant
feeling, and he started flailing wildly, trying to get a solid grip on
something … anything … “Lina!” He couldn’t quite keep the edge of panic
out of his voice.


Lina rolled over to her side, sweeping aside a pile of
pillows with her arm as she went, and with a wicked grin that gave him a split
second of warning, she released the spell. Gourry thumped abruptly down onto
the bed for the second time in as many minutes.


While he attempted to recover the shreds of his dignity, not
to mention his breath, Lina collapsed into a fit of laughter. “If … only… if only …” she tried to gasp out, “your … face …”


Gourry rolled to his side and propped his head up on his
hand, torn between indignation that she found his panic so humorous, and
enjoying the sound of her laughter, as well as the sight of her naked body
contorting with each fresh onslaught. At least, it was mostly naked. Now that
they were actually out of the tub he noticed that in his rush to rip off her
leggings, he had left a piece clinging around the bottom half of her left leg. Somehow,
seeing just that one scrap of cloth left on her made his desire return in full
force.


Finally, she calmed down and turned to face him, wiping
tears from her eyes.


“Please, don’t ever do that to me again,” he said
plaintively as he reached out and brushed a stray strand of hair from her face.


“Which ‘that’ do you mean?” Her eyes were dancing with
barely suppressed mirth. “You mean offer to wash your back again?” She moved in
closer to him and started to explore his chest with her tongue. “Whisper in
your ear again?” She asked softly, but throatily, in between kisses. Then she
lightly placed the tips of her fingers on his hip and slowly dragged her hand
up his side. “Or was it something else?”


Gourry offered no response because he was busy holding his
breath. Lina was slowly and deliberately kissing a trail across his chest, a
trail that led to his nipple. The hand that she had so slowly dragged up his
side was making lazy circles that moved her fingers closer to the other one. The
teasingly light touch of her fingers, the warm wetness of her kisses, and the
anticipation of where she was heading had all of his nerve endings dancing.


If she kept this up, he was going to lose it again. He was
going to roll her onto her back and take her right then and there, and he knew,
he knew that she was nowhere near as ready as he was. He wanted her to
be ready. He wanted her to burn the way he was burning. With a deep groan, he
gently pushed her away.


“What?” Lina looked up at him, her eyes bright with
confusion. And concern. “Did I do it wrong?”


“Wrong?” The word burst out from him. There was no ‘wrong’
in the feel of her hands on his bare skin. There was no ‘wrong’ in the warm
satin touch of her mouth. Gourry took a deep breath. “Wrong?” he repeated. “No,
it wasn’t wrong.”


“Then what is it?” She asked quietly.


He felt his heart clench. How did he tell her? How could he
explain it? “Do you have any idea,” he asked slowly, “how long I’ve wanted
this? How long I’ve wanted you?” Without waiting for a reply he plunged on. “I
don’t even know. I can’t remember a time when you weren’t everything I think
about. I go to sleep seeing you in my mind. I wake up and all I want is you.” The
words came gushing out of him, and nothing could stop them, not even Lina’s
sudden intake of breath. “Do you remember when we were in that crazy mansion,
and Zel and Amelia got trussed up and thrown into a pool? You threw yourself
into my arms because there were slugs in the water. I wanted you before that. Do
you remember when you took a hit for Sylphiel? I wanted you before that, too. When
your hair turned white and we split up from Zel to go to Atlass City, I think I
even wanted you then. I would have followed you anywhere. And when you said you
were going to follow me until I gave you the Sword of Light, I knew I would
never give it to you, as long as it kept you with me.” He closed his eyes and
bit his lip to stop the flood of words. It was too much, too raw.


“I … I didn’t know,” she said faintly, hesitantly. “I
mean … I thought … well, I knew … that you cared …”


“Cared?” Gourry interrupted forcefully, his eyes flying
open. “Cared? That’s like saying the Sword of Light was a neat tool! You
think I swore to go on protecting you for the rest of my life because I
cared? I’m in love with you, Lina!” As soon as the words were out of
his mouth, Gourry mentally kicked himself. That was not, definitely not, the
way he wanted to tell her.


“Well, you sure have a funny way of showing it sometimes,”
she returned with heat. Then the force of her temper drained out of her and her
eyes went wide. “What did you just say?”


At least there was no rejection. She seemed a bit surprised,
and maybe a little … hopeful?


Gourry repeated himself, putting all the emotion that he
could summon into the words. “I said that I’m in love with you, Lina.”


**********************


The words reverberated through her mind and brought chills
to her spine. She felt her eyes tear up as she realized that she had been
waiting and hoping to hear him say them. There was no way she could doubt the
intensity of his feelings. It was almost frightening how deeply he felt, and
how forcefully it touched her. How had she gone this long without acknowledging
the truth?


It was true that she had known that he cared. He had
proclaimed himself her protector, after all—had promised to follow her for the
rest of her life. When Hellmaster had taken him, she realized then that she
cared for him as well, in a different way than she cared for the others. But
when had she fallen in love with him? Certainly not just yesterday. No, that
was when she had recognized the feeling. She was unsure how she would have
reacted to this knowledge a year ago, or even a day ago, but today, his
declaration seemed to fill a missing spot within her. Somehow, now, knowing the
truth of his feelings made her feel complete.


She smiled at him and aimed a mock-punch at his shoulder. “Took
you long enough, Jellyfish!”


Gourry easily blocked her with an open palm then wrapped his
fingers gently around her fist. “Now I’m sure that you’re really Lina,” he said
with a smile that answered hers.


“What’s that supposed to mean?” She pulled her fist away
with a huff.


Gourry shrugged one shoulder. “Well, it’s strange enough
that you would offer to wash my back. But everything else … I was beginning
to wonder.”


Lina knew he was teasing her. And she could hardly resist
teasing back. “You’re right, it isn’t like me at all.” She sat up and swung her
legs over the edge of the bed. “I guess I shouldn’t do too many unexpected
things in one day,” she sighed theatrically as she leaned forward to stand up.


Before she could even get her feet on the floor, he had
pulled her back down and loomed over her. “Oh, no you don’t! You think I’m
going to let you get away now that I’ve finally caught you?”


Lina let out a happy little sigh. “I love you, Gourry.”


He did not answer, but there was no need. She could see it
in his eyes. The happiness there mirrored what she felt in her heart. It was
more than the knowledge of their feelings for each other. It was also the fact
that they could still joke around, that they still felt comfortable together,
and that nothing had really changed. Well, almost nothing.


“Now, where were we?” Lina asked, placing her hand on his
chest and slowly dragging it down, past his ribs and over his abdomen.


He caught her hand in his before she could progress any
further. “About here, I think.” He lightly stroked her side, starting at her
breast and moving down over her hip.


Lina felt chills rush up and down her body in response to
his touch. Her last coherent thought was that something was definitely going to
change. Then she surrendered once again to the sensations Gourry was evoking from
her body.


His mouth and hands moved relentlessly over her, and she
heard him start to breathe harder. Occasionally he would moan softly, and the
sound would go right through her, making her heart clench up and her own breath
come faster. She could feel a hard knot of pressure forming in her center, and
the growing urge for something …


Although she said nothing, Gourry seemed to sense her need. His
hand moved lower, gliding over her abdomen and just over her pelvis, stroking
her thigh and slowly moving to the inside. Lina opened her legs to him without
even thinking about it, and then gasped as his fingers stroked the sensitive
skin between the juncture of her thigh and body. She felt a melting sensation
between her thighs, and an ache that grew more pronounced.


At some point, Gourry had pressed his body up against hers,
and she could feel his skin on hers all along her side. One of his legs was
draped over hers, leaving her with absolutely no doubt about his physical
state. She opened her legs wider, pressing up against him. His breathing
sounded harsh, and she knew that as much as she needed this, he needed it more.


“Now,” she murmured breathlessly. “Do it now.”


Gourry’s head shot up. “Are you sure?” he choked out.


If anything convinced her, it was the strangled quality of
his voice. She nodded. “I’m sure.” She reached over to tug on his shoulders. “Do
it now.”


Lina could tell that he was still hesitating a bit, so to
encourage him, she caressed one of his nipples, rolling it gently between her
thumb and forefinger. That seemed to decide him, and he rolled so that he was
over her, supporting his weight on his knees and forearms. As he positioned
himself to enter her, Lina prepared herself for the pain she knew was supposed
to come with a girl’s first time. If Gourry realized that he was hurting her,
he might stop, and she had come too far to stop now.


As he pushed himself into her, Lina did her best to relax. Clenching
up would just make it worse. To her surprise, she felt no pain as he slid in,
just a bit of discomfort, as it felt very tight in there. Gourry sighed in
pleasure, and holding his lower body very still, he raised his head and stared
into her eyes.


“Did it hurt?”


Lina shook her head. He stared at her for a moment. While
holding her eyes with his, he pulled out and then pushed back in. Lina gasped. The
feeling of him moving inside of her was beyond anything she had ever imagined.


“If it hurts, tell me, and I’ll stop,” he said gravely.


Lina studied his face as intently. He was very tense, and his
expression was rather strained. She could tell this was important to him. “Okay,”
she whispered.


“I mean it, Lina!” He was close to the breaking point.


She pulled his head down and kissed him intently. “I know,”
she said when they parted. “It doesn’t hurt right now, but I promise to tell
you if it starts to.”


Gourry hesitated a moment more, and then with a groan, he
began to move against her. At first it was slow, and Lina thrilled at the power
she felt at holding him between her legs, as he thrust against her. She lightly
traced her hands up and down his sides, and over his back. Then his movements
shifted and he started to grind up against her, from side to side. Lina stopped
thinking about the power she wielded over him at that point. Her hands involuntary
clenched down on Gourry’s arms as she gasped audibly. Somehow, the way he was
moving hit a particular spot, and it felt unbelievably exquisite.


At her gasp, Gourry stopped again and looked up. “Did it
hurt?”


Lina groaned. “No!” She would do anything to feel that
sensation again. “Don’t stop! Do it just the way you were!”


Gourry started moving against her again, and Lina forgot
everything except the two of them right there at that moment: the feel of his
body moving against hers; of his muscles tensing up beneath her hands; the
sound of his breathing as it quickened; the growing sense of pressure centered
just between her legs; the feeling that something was building; the
anticipation of release.


When the release came, Gourry experienced it first. The way
he called her name and stiffened with a groan, holding still for just a moment
before totally relaxing, it brought her a great deal of satisfaction, but not
the same kind he had experienced. Lina wondered if that was it, and she bit her
lip, feeling slightly disappointed.


After a moment, Gourry kissed her, and then rolled over to
her side. Compared to how tense he had been before, he seemed remarkably
relaxed now, and that made her feel surprisingly happy. She smiled at him, and
gently pushed back a lock of hair that had stuck to his sweat-sheened face. “It
looks like you need another bath,” she commented absently.


“Hmm, not just yet,” he replied, propping his head up. “Maybe
later.”


“You mean there’s more?” she asked in surprise.


Gourry regarded her quizzically for a moment, as if deciding
how to answer. Finally, he smiled, but there was nothing gentle about it. It
was a feral smile, the smile of a hunter. “Oh, there’s more,” he murmured.


He kissed her again, and it was different from before. The
first time he had kissed her, it had been with an underlying sense of urgency. The
last time he had kissed her, it had been gentle, very relaxed and undemanding. This
time, his kiss was slow. His lips moved against hers, and his mouth opened
slowly. It was a simple act, but somehow, the deliberate way his mouth moved
against hers made her tense up, and she could feel her breath hitch in the back
of her throat. This kiss was a promise of things to come, and she found herself
anxiously awaiting the fulfillment of that pledge.


There was more to it than a simple difference in his kiss,
however. She could feel it in the way his hands were stroking her body. Before,
his every touch had been for her, but also for him, as he heeded the demands of
his own body. Now, she could feel his entire focus on her. In some ways, it
made her feel a bit uncomfortable, to be under such intense scrutiny. But
mostly she reveled in the sensations evoked by his touch.


All his caresses seemed to be angling to one point, and she
could feel the intense pressure gathering once again in the center of her
pelvis. His hand paused at her abdomen, making slow circles, his fingers just
barely touching her skin, as his mouth found her nipple. At first, he just
flicked it with the tip of his tongue, then he paused briefly before flicking
it again. Each time his tongue touched her it was a jolt that intensified the
pressure. She found herself holding her breath, waiting for the next touch, and
then gasping when she felt it. Finally, she could take this torture no longer,
and she pulled his head down firmly to her breast with a ragged groan. It
stopped the repeated jolting, but the feel of his mouth and tongue, and, oh
gods, the suction, transformed the pressure into a full-fledged ache.


She just barely realized that she was thrashing her head
from side to side, and that her breaths were coming as gasps. The rest of her
awareness was focused on the feeling of his mouth on her breast.


The hand that had paused at her abdomen resumed its downward
journey, and abruptly, Lina’s attention focused on it. She held her breath when
Gourry placed his hand over the hair that grew between her legs. She continued
to hold her breath when Gourry lifted his head from her breast. He stared into
her open eyes, and she felt suspended between moments in time. The feeling
shattered when he slipped his fingers inside of her, and his thumb found that
spot. She had thought it felt good when he had been grinding against her. It
was nothing compared to what she felt now. It was as if there was a direct
connection between the place he touched with his thumb and the aching pressure
within.


Lina felt as if she were expanding, growing larger. Or maybe
it was the pleasure that she was feeling that was expanding, moving beyond a
body too small to contain it. At the same time that she was expanding, she was
also focusing down to one point, a point that was growing increasingly taut
with every passing moment. She raised her hips instinctively, moving against
Gourry’s hand and feeling that she was at the edge of a very deep chasm. Only
one more push, just a thrust in the right spot, and she was falling off the
edge into the abyss.


How long she fell, Lina had no idea. When awareness
returned, she found that her legs were clenched almost painfully tight around
Gourry’s hand. Somehow, she forced herself to relax, and she took a long
shuddering breath as she rolled onto her side, facing away from him. Now that
she was no longer falling, Lina felt as if she were floating. It was like she
had become insubstantial and no longer needed to breathe. And then, even that
feeling passed, and she was just Lina again.


Lina opened her eyes and stared at the wall. “That was
incredible,” she said breathlessly.


Gourry was quiet for a moment. “Yeah, for me too.” He
snuggled up close to her so that their hips were touching, and he stroked his
fingers gently over her side.


Lina hummed in pleasure. Somehow, his touch seemed to
complete her.


After a moment he stopped. “Your hair is tickling me,” he
said plaintively.


Lina chuckled at his tone of voice. She reached back and
bunched her hair into a crude knot. “How’s that?”


“Mmm, better …”


“Well, how about this?” Lina lifted her hair so that it
spread out over the pillow above her head.


“Perfect,” Gourry replied with a contented sigh. His hand
reached around her to cup her breast and his body relaxed against her.


There, in the circle of Gourry’s arms, Lina felt warm and
safe. She also felt loved, and closer to him than she had ever felt with
anyone.


“Gourry?” She asked after a moment.


“Hmm?”


“Remember when we first met?”


“What about it?”


“Well,” Lina hesitated a moment. “I wasn’t glad then, when
we met and you thought I was some kid. You kept going on about how I wasn’t the
gorgeous stacked babe you were hoping for.”


“I did?” Gourry sounded surprised.


“Yes, you did,” Lina replied with some heat.


“Hmm. Maybe if you didn’t wear that yellow thingy, I wouldn’t
have mistaken you for a skinny kid.” His thumb moved against the side of her
breast as if to emphasize his words.


Whether it was deliberate or just a quirk, Gourry had said
the right thing to deflect Lina’s ire. For a moment, she forgot what she was
saying. Then she remembered. “Well, anyways, I’m glad now. That we met.”


Gourry’s hand tightened for a moment, and then it relaxed. “I’m
glad, too,” he whispered. “I’m glad, too.”
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Gourry held Lina as she drifted off to sleep. Part of him
wondered why he was still awake. The other part of him was too busy replaying
recent events to think about anything else. Somehow, a one-time merc job had
accomplished something he had almost thought impossible, that Lina would ever
see him as more than a sidekick big-brother type.


He deliberately squelched the stray thought that it had all
been some wild and crazy dream. Making love to Lina had been beyond
imagination. The reality was that it should have hurt her. Given the way she
always went on about her ‘maidenly innocence,’ Gourry would have sworn on the
Sword of Light that she was a virgin. The fact that she had experienced no pain
at all kept niggling at him. Of course, it was possible that Lina had just
hidden the pain from him, but somehow, he thought it was unlikely. That meant
that he wavered between feeling grateful that she had not been a virgin so that
their first time together could be so wonderful, and plotting to hunt down the
bastard who had taken Lina first.


After a moment of reflection, Gourry concluded that he could
easily do both.  Once he found that bastard, he was going to challenge him to a
very long and drawn-out duel—not to hurt the guy or anything. No, he would be
perfectly satisfied with shredding his dignity. Maybe his clothes too, into
tiny little pieces—about less than one inch each should do it.


With that decision made, Gourry sighed softly to himself and
put thoughts of mild vengeance out of his mind, at least for the moment. Instead,
he let the image of Lina, writhing under his touch, capture his imagination.  As
he drifted off to sleep with Lina in his arms, Gourry knew that life could not
get any better than this.


It seemed only moments later that he jerked awake violently
and started pawing frantically at the masses of red threads that were on his
face. It was only when he heard Lina mumble his name groggily that he realized
he had been dreaming. Awareness of reality returned, and he recognized Lina’s
hair, remembered that they were in bed together, and why. He tried to calm his
racing heart with a few quick breaths while he murmured something reassuring to
Lina.


It must have worked, because she snuggled back against him. Within
moments, her breathing eased back into the regular pattern of sleep. Gourry, on
the other hand, was wide-awake. Once he was certain that he would not bother
her by moving, he gently disentangled himself and covered her with the
peacock-blue comforter that had been folded at the foot of the bed. Content
that she was still sound asleep, Gourry got up.


He had dreamed about his home and Lina, but now that he was
fully awake, the details were fading fast, leaving him with a vague sense of
unease. He went over to the valet and slipped on his pants. They were still
just slightly damp, but not too bad. He looked around the room, and although it
was large, suddenly it felt confining. He knew it was unlikely that anything
could get through Lina’s spells, but it also meant that he was stuck inside as
well. At the moment, all he wanted to do was get out into an open space and
distract himself from the after-effects of his dream with an intense bout of
swordplay.


Instead, he helped himself to a liberal shot of whatever was
in the decanter sitting on the mantle.


The amber liquor was stronger than the ale he was used to. It
burned as he swallowed and did little to dispel his edginess. It had been such
a long time since he had last dreamed of home … he had thought—hoped—that
it was finally behind him. In fact, he had barely even thought about the events
that had led him to become a mercenary since meeting Lina. Why were they coming
back now?


And that was when he saw it. It was so obvious; he wondered
how he could have missed it earlier. No wonder he had dreamed about home. There,
hanging on the wall above the mantle was a tapestry showing two golden-haired
youths crossing swords. Behind them, rose an old-fashioned motte-and-bailey
style castle, with a white central keep rising above the timber palisade. To
the right of the central image was the Imperial Crest of the Elmekian Empire;
to the left an emblem he had never thought to see again: the ancient device of
his family.


Gourry ran his fingers over the embroidered hair of one of
the youths. That one was supposed to be his older brother. The other one, of
course, represented Gourry himself. He remembered very clearly his mother and
her ladies working on this tapestry, how they had gaily chatted as their needles
flicked in and out of the cloth. Once it was finished, his mother had asked him
and his brother to hang it over the mantle in her sitting room. She had said it
would remind her of her two boys when they were far away. How in the five hells
had it come to be hanging in a whore’s room, halfway across the known world?


In his mind’s eye, he could see the white keep gleaming in
the sun. Every summer, the entire family had joined the villagers in applying
the new coat of whitewash. It was a hot, messy, and sometimes dangerous job,
but everyone pitched in with good humor. All the children ran around, sometimes
fetching more whitewash or cleaning brushes, but mostly just barely staying out
of the way. Everyone knew the kitchen staff was working just as hard, and the
feast would begin as soon as the job was done. At the feast, the sages would
retell the old stories, but Gourry and his brother had never paid attention;
instead they had fought each other for the best of the food.


Now, there was no one left to whitewash the keep or tell the
old stories. The last time he had seen his ancestral home, the timbers of the
palisade were rotting and falling over. The small village that had grown up
over the years on the bailey was abandoned, and the once pristine keep was a gutted
shell stained black with soot.


One thing was certain, Gourry could hardly bear to see the
tapestry hanging there any longer. It belonged to his family. It belonged to him,
now that he was the only one of his family left. He took the tapestry carefully
off the wall, folded it up, and then as an after-thought, wrapped it in his
spare tunic. He would show it to Lina later. Maybe she could figure out what it
was doing here. She certainly seemed to like solving puzzles and mysteries.


Feeling a bit better, Gourry set the bundle down by Lina’s
cloak. Then he noticed the remains of Lina’s clothes scattered on the floor
near the tub. About the only things that had survived were her tunic and the
yellow band. Gourry wrung them out and hung them up to dry, before turning back
to consider the rest of her clothes. The tank-top and leggings were ruined,
without a doubt. He wondered how much it would cost to replace them. But even
if Lina extorted a fortune from him—and knowing her, she probably would—it was
still worth it. He rolled them up into a tight ball and stashed them in a
corner of the room. For some reason, his eyes were drawn back to the yellow
band. It was amazing how much flatter she looked with it on. He tried to
picture her without it. What had she said? That she did bounce, and the band
helped hold her in place.


If only they had the room for the night. Unfortunately, a
repeat performance of their earlier activities would probably leave him wiped
out for the rest of the day, and there was also Deremar’s greasy steward to
worry about … Gourry sighed and pulled a chair around so that he had a good
view of Lina as she slept, and he could also watch the villagers as they went
about their business.


**********************


Lina woke up very slowly and very reluctantly. The bed was
soft and cozy, and just a little bit more sleep seemed definitely to be in
order. She tried to ignore the sounds of Gourry moving around the room. Figured
he would be up before her, he usually was the first to wake up. She cracked an
eye open to see what he was doing. The blue walls of the room had taken on a
golden tinge in the light of the setting sun, and Gourry stood by the window,
backlit and limned in radiance. Lina felt her breath come a bit faster at the
sight of him, staring out the window, clad in just his pants. Something about
seeing him without his shirt made her want to call him back to bed.


Not that she had never seen him like that before. There had
been countless times that she had healed various cuts and scrapes, the results
of both minor and major scuffles with bandits and monsters. This time, though,
she saw more than her partner and companion, she was also looking at her lover.
Lina shivered at that thought. Such a simple word to depict something otherwise
indescribable. Somehow though, silently calling him her lover seemed to be the
fulfillment of their long relationship, rather than a new phase.


With a wistful sigh, Lina gave up on the thought of the two
of them coming up with new ways to fulfill each other, at least for the moment.
Gourry looked over at her.


“Get enough sleep?”


“No,” she replied with a pout. “It’s unjust to make us work
all night and then not have a place for us to catch up on sleep!”


Gourry smiled slightly. “I thought justice was Amelia’s
thing.”


Lina sniffed. “It’s still true.” Although Gourry was
bantering with her, it seemed like his attention was elsewhere. “What’s up?”


“I’m not sure,” he replied with a shrug. The casual gesture
was at odds with the concern in his tone. “The villagers are acting funny.”


“Funny how?” Given his tone, Lina really doubted she would
like the answer.


“Well,” Gourry hesitated briefly. “It kinda looks like they’re
getting ready to burn someone at the stake.”


“What? Who?” Lina felt sick in the pit of her stomach, and
she started to jump up out of the bed. One small detail stopped her, however. In
spite of the intimacy they had shared, Lina still felt distinctly uncomfortable
about Gourry seeing her parade about without any clothes on. “Um … Gourry?”
Lina blushed. “Could you toss me my tunic?”


For the first time since she had woken up, Lina had Gourry’s
full attention. His smile was one part mischievous, one part lascivious, and
one part pure joy as he pulled her tunic off the valet and threw it towards
her. As Lina reached up to catch it, she understood his smile. Not only was her
tunic still rather wet, but when she grabbed it, she ended up exposing her
upper torso.


Lina glared at Gourry while covering her chest with the
tunic. “You did that on purpose,” she accused.


Gourry just laughed while he went over and grabbed her spare
clothes from where she had set them out to dry. He rolled them into a ball and
tossed them smoothly into her lap.


“Don’t look,” Lina ordered, and then started to dress once
he had turned the other way. She made a mental note to herself to make sure
there was a towel or sheet or something close at hand next time. After glancing
over at Gourry’s smoothly muscled back, she hoped ‘next time’ would be sooner
rather than later.


“Okay, you can look now,” she announced. With the demands of
modesty addressed, Lina walked over to the window to see what the villagers
were up to. About halfway there, she noticed that Gourry was looking at
her. She had never noticed him looking at her like this before, and it made her
feel as if she were still undressed. It was both exhilarating and a bit
uncomfortable. She considered saying something to divert his attention, but by
that point she was over by the window.


Gourry was right. It did look like the village was preparing
to burn someone. There was a stake set up in the middle of the square formed by
the inn, the mill and the smithy. Bundles of straw were strewn about the foot
of the stake, and off to the side were piles of logs. There were clumps of
villagers milling about in small groups, and some small vendors had set up rude
tables to hawk their wares. Groups of children were weaving in and out among
the adults, and as Lina watched, they mock assaulted another child and dragged
her off to the stake. It was pretty clear that they were playing. The girl
stood by the stake and screamed theatrically for a few moments before
collapsing in a heap. Then she stood up and ran off laughing with her friends. There
was definitely a macabre combination of the tense waiting and festival
atmosphere that often accompanied public executions.


“Well, what do you think?” Gourry was frowning while he
watched the group of children who had just staged the mock burning.


“Yeah, it looks that way to me, too,” Lina replied with a
sigh as she pushed her hair out of her eyes. “Maybe we should try to sneak out
through the back exit.”


“We could probably stop it,” Gourry suggested with a gesture
at the square.


“Yeah, we could, at least for today. Even if we do, though,
they’ll just try again as soon as we’re gone.”


“We could take whoever it is with us.”


“We don’t even know what’s going on. Maybe they’ve had this
execution planned for weeks. Maybe they’ve got a dangerous criminal, a murderer
or a rapist or something. Maybe whoever it is deserves to die.” And even if
they did not, once the blood-lust of a small settlement like this was aroused,
nothing but blood would satisfy.


“Lina,” Gourry said sounding sick, “no one deserves to be
roasted alive.”


“Try telling them that,” Lina replied harshly, thrusting her
chin out towards the crowds of people below. The whole situation made her feel
just as sick as Gourry. Still, something was off. Yesterday, and even this
morning, the atmosphere of the village had been rather pleasant and open. There
had been no murderous undercurrent, or anything to suggest there would be an
execution today. She wondered what had happened to change things.


Gourry did not reply right away. Then he clenched his jaw. “Fine,
I will.” He snatched his tunic off the valet and started pulling it over his
head.


His reaction took her completely by surprise. “I didn’t mean
it literally …”


“Well,” he bit out while tucking his tunic into his pants, “I’m
not going to sit by and watch someone get burnt at the stake, whether
they deserve it or not.”


There were certain issues where Gourry flat-out refused to
compromise—like taking a bribe. Lina sighed. As a merchant’s daughter, taking
bribes came as naturally to her as breathing, but Gourry had absolutely no
tolerance for it—but on the other hand, his unswerving dedication to his
principles was part of his charm, and since he let her have her way most
of the time, she could afford to be generous, even in a situation that promised
to be as messy as this one.


Lina picked up her cloak and slung it over her shoulders. “It
looks like it’s time for us mighty bone-crushing heroes to get involved.” Lina
flexed her muscles and struck a pose.


Gourry flashed a quick look of gratitude as he buckled his
armor in place. While waiting for him to finish, Lina gathered up their few
belongings. Mostly it was just their laundry. She wrinkled her nose at the
sodden ruin of her leggings and under-things that had been wadded into a ball
and shoved into a corner. Even without examining them, she knew they were
beyond repair, which meant that she had no back-up clothes. Well, she would
just have to hold Gourry to his word and make him buy her a new set.


“Ready?” Gourry asked as he fastened on his sword.


Honestly, no. She knew they could deal with a bunch of
bloodthirsty villagers, but she was definitely not looking forward to it. And
something about the entire situation just felt wrong, somehow. With a mental
sigh, Lina pushed her misgivings aside. “Just waiting for you,” she replied
with a shrug.


**********************


Gourry watched while Lina took her spells off the window and
then the door. He was glad she had agreed to come with him. Sure, all he had to
do was wave his sword around a few times and stand in front of the stake
looking threatening, and that would probably prevent the villagers from
roasting anyone today. Lina could probably deal with the whole mess much
better, though. She always seemed to know exactly what to do, no matter what
kind of weird situation they found themselves in.


Once Lina finished with the door, she turned around and
leaned against it, looking at him. He could not quite tell what was going on
behind her eyes.


“What?”


“Come here a minute,” she replied, crooking a finger.


“What?” He repeated as he walked towards her.


Lina straightened up and snaked her arms around his neck,
drawing his head down. She kissed him quite intently, her mouth opening just
slightly for her tongue to flick out an invitation for his to follow. After a
moment, she sighed against him and released her hold on him. “I won’t forget your
promise,” she commented idly while rapping her knuckles on his breastplate.


“Which promise is that?” Gourry had no idea what she was
talking about. He was too taken off guard by her sudden kiss. Not that he was
complaining, but for some reason he expected Lina to be more shy about their
relationship, not so bold and upfront. Especially after she made him turn away
while she dressed.


Lina smiled up at him, a sweet innocent smile, but he could
see her eyes dancing. She turned and opened the door. “The promise to buy me a
new outfit,” she said over her shoulder as she started walking down the hall.


So that was it. Gourry snorted as he followed her out of the
room. “I never said that!” Typical Lina move, to see how much she could extort
from him.


“You most certainly did! Right after you ripped my shirt!” She
sounded like a maiden affronted, full of righteous indignation, but the look
she threw at him was one of barely suppressed mirth.


Gourry grabbed her shoulders, forcing her to stop at the
head of the stairs, and turned her towards him. He hooked his fingers into the
yellow band she had tied around her chest again. “Tell you what,” he said
guilelessly, “I’ll buy you a new outfit if I get to pick it out.” Fair was
fair, after all. She had gotten to dress him up a couple times, so he should
get a chance to return the favor.


He could see the wheels turning behind her eyes while she
considered his offer. She started to answer, but whatever she was going to say
was interrupted by a blood-curdling shriek from outside. Gourry bounded down
the stairs two at a time, with Lina close on his heels.


Out in the square, the mood was decidedly ugly. All the
villagers’ attention was focused on the center of the square, just to the side
of the stake. The shriek they had heard was repeated by a tall woman, who
judging by her clothes was probably noble. She stood hunched over the bundle in
her arms: it was the body of a young girl; her white shift was torn and
bloodied in several places. Beside her stood Deremar’s greasy steward, and he
was talking very fast. There was an unholy light burning in his eyes, and he
shook his fists at the sky to emphasize his words. Gourry heard Lina gasp
beside him, just as the steward pointed directly at the two of them.


Almost as one, the villagers turned around, and with a roar,
they rushed forward … straight at Lina and Gourry. Gourry stared at them
for a brief moment while Lina grabbed his arm and started tugging him back
through the doorway of the inn. Suddenly, his instincts took over, and he
slammed Lina into the ground, rolled over her, and came up standing, his sword
drawn before him. An arrow quivered in the lintel of the doorway; had they not
moved, it would have taken Lina through the throat.


While they had been evading the arrow, the mob had pushed
closer. Several of them were armed with crude weapons: mostly cudgels, with a
few pitchforks and butcher knives. Gourry waved his sword in warning, and the
crowd hesitated briefly. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lina stand up and
draw her dagger, and they stood shoulder to shoulder before the doorway to the
inn. He noted that the crowd seemed a bit thicker on her side. Again, his
instincts took over, and he jerked to his left just as another arrow streaked
by. Unfortunately, he had not moved fast enough, and he hissed in pain as the
arrow embedded itself in his upper arm, the strength of its impact forcing him
back a step.


“Gourry!” Lina shouted with an edge to her voice as she
turned toward him.


The mob surged forward and surrounded them—like a wild
animal going in for the kill when its prey is weak—as yet another arrow hurtled
towards them. It just barely missed Lina, tearing through her cloak in the
process and pinning it to the wall of the inn. While Lina tried to rip her
cloak free, Gourry lunged forward to intercept a man who was taking advantage
of her distraction. Lina danced out of his path just before the man struck with
his cudgel. A flick of Gourry’s sword disarmed the man, and then Gourry punched
him in the stomach with his uninjured arm, knocking him out.


The crowd snarled when the first of their number went down,
and started to press in closer. They were avoiding Gourry’s sword and massing
on his left.


“Fireball!” Lina shouted and the stake in the center of the
square burst into flames.


The crowd turned as one to stare as the fire licked eagerly
at the dry rushes, and Gourry turned to look at Lina.


“Guess we shoulda gone out the back door, after all,” she
muttered under her breath.


Gourry had no time to answer. The tavern owner was rushing
at them through the doorway and another arrow shattered against Gourry’s
shoulder guard. And then the villagers were on them again. Gourry felt
something sharp slice into his calf and he kicked out instinctively. His foot
connected with a young woman who had just stabbed at him with a gutting knife,
and she went flying back into the crowd. He waved his sword again, and the mob
backed off just a bit. Although the arrow in his arm hindered its mobility a
bit, he was more hampered by the fact that he could not bring himself to kill
any of the villagers, regardless of how hate-crazed they seemed.


“Sleeping!” Lina yelled out, and the tavern owner along with
a few people next to him fell to the ground. Gourry could hear a few sawing
snores, and a quick glance confirmed that they were sprawled in the doorway. Anyone
who wanted to attack them from inside the inn would have to pick their way
across a whole lot of bodies, and he took advantage of the situation by putting
his back towards the doorway. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lina quickly
do the same, ducking an arrow in the process.


The crowd, as blood crazed as they were, could be dealt
with. The crowd plus a hidden archer was a completely different situation. The
arm that had taken the arrow hurt like hell and was losing effective mobility. The
tip of his sword kept dipping towards the ground, and it was getting harder and
harder to hold it steady. So far only one arrow had hit, but it was only a
matter of time before another one struck home. Something had to be done about
that archer.


Apparently Lina had come to the same conclusion. She ducked
a bit behind him and let him cover her. Pretty soon, another arrow came
streaking towards them. Lina dodged in one direction, while he went the other,
nearly impaling himself on a pitchfork. With a grunt and a well-placed kick,
Gourry sent it hurtling into the bonfire Lina’s fireball had set off. Meanwhile,
Lina sent a slew of flare arrows along the path of the most recent arrow. Gourry
just happened to glance up in time to see the curtains in a second story window
burst into flame.


“He won’t be firing any arrows out of that window any time
soon,” Lina stated smugly.


“We’d better end this soon,” Gourry grunted out. His sword
arm was nearly useless, and he switched his blade to his off hand. Two men at
the front of the mob took this as a sign that it was time to press the attack,
and lunged at Gourry, one with an old short-sword, the other with something
that looked like a cross between a pick and a hoe. Both learned rather quickly
that even with his left hand, Gourry was an accomplished swordsman. Two flicks
of his wrist, and the short sword went flying into the crowd and the other man
was holding a short stick instead of a farm tool.


Suddenly the crowd gasped and backed up a step. Gourry
glanced over, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lina step forward, her
cloak billowing dramatically from the force of the magical energy she was
summoning. Although he kept an eye on the crowd, out of habit more than anything
else, most of his attention, like that of the villagers, was fixed on Lina.


A change always seemed to come over her when she used magic.
Somehow, she seemed to be more complete, or maybe she was just more in tune
with herself. Her eyes were closed as she moved her hands in those gestures
that seemed to be a part of spellcasting, particularly for the really big
spells. Then she opened her eyes, her jaw set tightly in concentration. The
crowd backed up yet another step just as Lina unleashed her spell. “Flare bit!”


A cluster of small fire balls streamed from her hands,
scattering into the crowd. Those who were hit went down, and in some cases
their clothes caught fire. Everyone panicked at that point. Gourry could see
Deremar’s steward gesturing wildly. He seemed to be trying to refocus the
crowd, but if he was saying anything, it was lost over the chaos.


“Ray wing!”


Just as Lina cast the spell, Gourry’s eyes met those of the
steward. The hate he saw there struck him with the force of a physical blow. And
then Lina scooped him up, and Gourry had to concentrate on not making a fool of
himself as the ground swept away.


**********************


Lina flew the two of them beyond the unofficial borders of
the village deep into the forest, her mind churning furiously. Why would
Deremar’s steward have set the villagers on them? What did they hope to
accomplish? All Lina had known for certain was that it was very important not
to permanently harm any of the villagers until she knew exactly what was going
on. It had all happened so fast, but she was glad Gourry had held back as well.
Once they had gotten a little bit of breathing room, it was almost comically
easy to cow the crowd. A Diem Claw to cause her cloak to billow dramatically,
some impressive hand gestures, and even Gourry had looked a bit on the nervous
side about what she was casting. She probably could have cast a Zelas Gort on
them and had them fleeing before her. As Xellos had said, if you can fool your
friends, you can fool your enemies. The situation would have been comical, if
not for that archer. Lina set her jaw and looked for a suitable landing place,
selecting a clearing close to a small stream.


Once they were on the ground, Gourry shuddered, and sat down
hard. “I really hate flying,” he muttered to no one in particular.


Lina ignored him, and focused instead on his arm. “Let me
see,” she commanded.


A trickle of blood ran down Gourry’s arm, but there was not
much bleeding—not a good sign. It meant the arrow had gone in pretty deep. It
was amazing that Gourry had been able to use his sword with that arm as long as
he had. “I think it needs to be cut out, first. Then I can cast Recovery.”


Gourry nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I thought, too.”


Lina drew her dagger, and cut away the sleeve of Gourry’s
shirt. She took a deep breath, her stomach feeling a bit queasy at the prospect
of cutting into Gourry. “Ready?”


Gourry clenched his jaw and looked away. With another deep
breath, Lina sliced into his arm, as close to the arrow as she could. Gourry
hissed, but other than that, he gave no indication that she was hurting him. Once
she was pretty sure that she had cut deeply enough, she tugged gently on the
arrow which came free with minimal resistance, followed by a great gout of
blood. Lina tossed the arrow aside, and put pressure on Gourry’s arm to stop
the bleeding. Her heart was racing, and she took a couple more deep breaths to
calm herself down. Gourry’s blood continued to seep under her hands.


As she called on the healing magic, Lina felt her tension
and anxiety melt away. Time had no meaning as Lina channeled the healing magic
she had summoned into Gourry. In an abstracted way, she thought there was
something different about the way the spell was functioning—something about the
warmth that welled up inside her before passing into Gourry—but mostly she
concentrating on maintaining the energy. When it finally seemed done, she
opened her eyes and lifted her hands. There was a faint scar remaining, but
other than that, no sign of injury.


Gourry flexed his arm carefully. Then he smiled up at her. “Good
as new,” he announced cheerfully, although his eyes were thoughtful.


Before Lina had a chance to reply, her stomach gurgled
insistently. She groaned theatrically. “We haven’t eaten since breakfast, and
here it is almost sundown.” She surveyed the area. Although it was less than
ideal, it would serve as a temporary campground. Gourry’s arm may be healed,
but he should probably avoid strenuous activity for the rest of the day. “You
stay here and rest. I’ll go see if I can find us something to eat.”


As she turned to go out in search of food, Gourry called
out, “Hey, Lina! See if you can’t find some eggs.”


That stopped her cold in her tracks. “Eggs?” She asked
incredulously as she turned around to face him. It was a really odd request,
considering that they were in the middle of the forest, and neither of them was
picky, eating whatever they could forage. “Why do you want eggs?”


“Um … I felt like them?” Gourry offered after a brief
pause.


“You … felt like them?” If anything, that made Lina even
more curious. It was uncharacteristic for Gourry to prevaricate like that. “And
could you explain to me why you happen to ‘feel like’ eggs, right now, when we’re
in the middle of nowhere, and the closest chickens happen to be in a village
that just mobbed us and tried to burn us at the stake!”


“Why do you think they did that, anyway?”


Lina sat down, clasping her knees to her chest, hunger
momentarily forgotten. “Did you hear what Elfred was saying?”


“Who?”


“Deremar’s steward.”


“Oh, him. No, I could tell he was shouting at everyone, but
I wasn’t paying attention to what he said.”


“Gourry, you never pay attention to what people say,”
Lina replied in exasperation.


Gourry just shrugged.


Lina heaved a long-suffering sigh. “Elfred said that
we had viciously murdered Lucilla. And before you ask, Lucilla is—or
was—Deremar’s niece. The one he was ‘entertaining’ in his chambers last night.”
Was it only last night? Last night seemed so far away now.


“The blonde?” Gourry asked in a sick voice. “Was that who
that woman was holding?”


“Yeah,” Lina felt just as sick as Gourry sounded. “I’m
pretty sure it was her. I think the woman was her mother, Deremar’s sister
Monara.” She drew a circle in the dirt by her foot.


“Maybe you shouldn’t have asked for that extra money after
all.”


Secretly, Lina wondered the same thing. Was it her fault
that Lucilla had been killed? “Oh, c’mon Gourry, do you really think
Lucilla was killed because of that? It wasn’t that much more money, after all.”


“But you didn’t just ask for more money,” Gourry pointed
out. “You also threatened his reputation.”


Lina mulled it over, her finger continuing to trace a
circular path in the dirt. “No,” she said suddenly, “it just doesn’t make
sense, no matter how I look at it. There’s no reason to kill Lucilla, just
because we threatened to tell about their little affair. They should’ve tried
to kill us instead.”


“They did try … well, sort of.”


“Exactly, they tried ‘sort of’,” Lina replied with a snort. “Like
an angry mob could have ever gotten the two of us tied to a stake. No, there’s
something else going on here …” She stood up and placed her hands on her
hips. “Now, why was it you wanted eggs again?”


It was barely noticeable, but she was pretty sure she saw
Gourry twitch at the question. He regarded her cautiously for a good long
moment before answering. “You’re not going to let it go, are you?”


“Nope!”


“Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


“Gourry!” Lina was fast losing patience, especially when her
stomach rumbled insistently again.


“Okay, okay,” he muttered. “My mother told me I should
always eat a boiled egg to restore my energy after—”


“I’ve never seen you eat a boiled egg after being
injured before,” Lina interrupted.


Gourry looked at her strangely. “Because I’m supposed to eat
one after sex.” He wrinkled his nose. “I don’t really like boiled eggs all that
much, but …” He shrugged. “My mother actually said that my wife
should cook it for me, but I’ve usually just done it myself.” He shrugged
again.


Oh. “Well, in that case, I’ll see what I can do,” she
replied, her voice sounding odd to her own ears. Before Gourry could reply,
Lina launched herself out of the clearing.


Several thoughts whirled through her head, all competing for
her attention. The first thought was to return to the village and steal a
couple eggs and chickens—would serve them right for mobbing them. The next was
shock at Gourry’s tacit admission. Not that she had thought that he lacked
experience … Actually, she had never thought of it at all, but now that she
did, it made her feel a little weird. She wanted Gourry all to herself, and
irrationally, she felt like she had been forced to share him before she had
even known him. Combined with completely unfamiliar twinges of jealousy, was
the fact that something very strange was going on with Deremar and Elfred. Or
at least with Elfred. Who knew what Deremar’s role in this situation was?


With an effort, she pushed stray thoughts away and focused
on the task at hand in an effort to achieve more speed. Skipping meals was
hardly a new experience, but she felt a lot hungrier than she thought she
should. Maybe she should be grateful to Gourry’s sudden craving for eggs;
otherwise, she might have just foraged around for rabbits and berries instead
of heading for a reliable food source. After all, chickens and eggs were not
exactly commonly found in the middle of forests, especially in the fall season.


Lina landed on the roof of the inn and took a quick
breather. Of course, her preference was to liberate food from Deremar’s keep
itself, since that place seemed to be the source of their current difficulties,
but logistics suggested the inn was a safer bet: she knew where the kitchen
was, and she also had a pretty good idea as to the location of the storeroom.


The town was surprisingly deserted, and the few people who
were out and about tended to stare at the ground, making her current task all
that much easier. After getting her bearings, she cast levitation, and glided
to the ground on the back side of the inn, landing on the short path that led
from the kitchen to the small separate out-building that she hoped would prove
to be the store room.


Lina ducked inside and carefully closed the door before
anyone saw her. She gave herself a few moments to let her eyes adjust to the
gloom, but her nose clearly told her that she had hit the jackpot—not quite the
selection and quantity she would expect from a quality inn, but certainly good
enough for her purposes. Lina picked up a small wheel of yellow cheese, slicing
out a nice-sized wedge and wolfing it down before slipping the rest into a
sack. She also pilfered some potatoes, as well as a liberal haunch she carved
from a side of beef hanging on a hook. A largish loaf of bread was added to the
sack next, followed by some butter, which was sitting in a pottery crock next
to a basket filled with eggs.


Eating a hard-boiled egg after sex … Lina had to admit
that one was original. Maybe it was some obscure custom from wherever it was
that Gourry was from. What was it about chickens? In her hometown, women always
ate a boiled chicken the day after they had a baby. Personally, Lina preferred
her chickens roasted rather than boiled, but boiled chickens were kind of
similar to boiled eggs, she supposed.


In the midst of her judicious pilfering, Lina heard the door
to the inn slam closed. She dropped the sack she had been stuffing with food
into one of the handy pockets in her cloak and quickly cast levitation, hoping
that her current luck would hold and that the ceiling would be the best possible
hiding place. As she floated over to a darker corner, she heard the crunch of
footsteps falling along the gravel path that led from the inn, and within
moments, a young girl entered. Lina watched her lean against the door and take
a deep breath before she started rummaging through the food.


Only a few moments had passed before Lina once again heard
the crunch of footsteps on the gravel path. The girl jumped noticeably at the
sound, and then she started glancing around frantically. Before she had a chance
to make any decision, the door to the store room opened and a burly looking man
slipped inside.


“Garik! You startled me,” the girl declared in a voice that
was stretched with tension.


“I thought I’d find you in here,” the man drawled in
response. Then, with a speed that contrasted with the deliberate slowness of
his speech, he grabbed the girl’s arms and pinned her to the wall.


“Please don’t,” she whimpered. “I need to get back soon…”


“Don’t worry,” Garik replied as he wormed his hand
underneath her blouse, “what I want from you won’t take long.”


The girl struggled rather ineffectually as the man buried
his face in her neck. Watching the scene below made Lina sick to her stomach,
and without pausing to consider the fact that she was in a village where the
inhabitants had just tried, albeit unsuccessfully, to roast her at the stake
earlier that same day, Lina swooped down from her hiding place with the force
of a spell gathered in her hand. The girl’s eyes widened in shock and she
suddenly stopped struggling when she saw Lina approach, but the man was too
involved in what he was doing to notice. Lina pulled him off of the girl, using
surprise and leverage to her advantage, and before he could react, hit him with
a Mono Volt. As he lost consciousness and fell to the ground, she noted
absently that he wore a patch over his left eye.


The girl stood staring at her while tears streaked down her
face. Suddenly, Lina was just angry. She wanted to slap the girl. Or slap some
sense into her. She took a deep breath. “Don’t worry,” she said with a sickly
sweet smile, “he’s not permanently damaged.”


At Lina’s words, the other girl crumpled into a heap and
started sobbing. If anything, it made Lina even angrier. She clenched her hands
into fists. “Stop that,” she commanded in a low voice, almost a growl.


The other girl gulped and hiccupped a few times, but she did
stop crying. Instead, she stared up in horror at Lina. “Why did you do that?” Her
voice was a barely audible whisper.


“Oh, I’m sorry,” Lina said acidly. “I didn’t realize I
shouldn’t have interrupted.” She grabbed the remains of the girl’s shirt and
pulled her close. “Next time, I’ll just let the guy rape the girl. No big deal
right?”


Silent tears streamed down the girl’s face. “I meant thank
you,” she stammered.


Lina let go of the girl’s shirt and backed up a pace. “This
time, you got lucky. Tears and thank yous, though, aren’t going to help you
next time.”


“But I’m not strong,” she wailed.


Something snapped inside Lina, and her anger drained away. “Look
at me,” Lina commanded, drawing herself up to her full height, inconsiderable
though it was. “Do I look strong to you?” She paused, and the other girl
hesitantly shook her head. “Of course, not,” Lina continued. “I look like a
skinny, scrawny kid, right?” The other girl nodded, a bit less hesitantly this
time. Lina hunkered down. “I used to be you,” she said in a conspiratorial
whisper. “Small. Weak. I counted on my big sister to bail me out of trouble. Want
to know what happened?”


“What?” the girl asked, almost eagerly, through her tears.


Lina shrugged and continued in a normal voice. “I discovered
that strength is more about your attitude than anything else.” She stood up and
nudged the body of the would-be rapist with her foot. “He won’t be out forever,
so I’d get out of here if I were you. Go find the sheriff or something.” As she
pushed the door open to leave, the girl muttered something under her breath,
but Lina did not stop to acknowledge her.


She felt tired and drained. Too much had happened in too
short a time, and she was still reeling. Lack of sleep, food (although the
slice of cheese had helped), and continued use of her magic was catching up
with her, making everything seem just slightly unreal. Something about her
encounter with the girl bothered her, but she pushed it out of her mind for the
moment. She wanted to get away from this crazy village and all the problems it
seemed to pose. Most of all, she wanted to get back to Gourry. Maybe then she
could feel normal again.


**********************


Gourry watched Lina beat a hasty retreat, and wondered what
had made him bring up the boiled eggs. He had barely even thought about
it—there had been no need, after all—in years. Maybe it was finding the
tapestry that had him thinking about his mother and her advice.


She had always been full of advice. In a lot of ways, his
mother was like Lina: she had an opinion about everything and there was no
skill beyond her grasp. Once, when he had first been learning how to use a
sword, she had come to watch him spar on the practice field. And then, to his
surprise, she had challenged him to a match. Gourry had stared at her in shock,
as she stood there in her formal skirts, a sword held effortlessly in her hand.
For some reason, it had never occurred to him that his mother could wield a
sword, a misconception that almost cost him the match at the outset. Her sword
patterns had been graceful and fluid and she almost looked like she was dancing
across the practice field, although he quickly learned that her strokes could
effortlessly break through his guard. He had to use all of his concentration to
keep up with her, and soon they were both panting for breath, but there had
been a kind of joy in sparring with her, something he had never experienced
before.


Whenever he was knee-deep in blood, fighting some lord’s
battle and disgusted by all the killing, he would think back on that sparring
match and remember the delight of crossing swords with a skilled opponent. For
Gourry, wielding a sword was not about hack and slash, it was about skill, and
he had found many ways to immobilize an opponent that did not involve maiming
or killing.


It would probably take Lina a while to come back, so Gourry
took a look around the clearing she had chosen, trying to find some way to pass
the time. There was an old scar in the center, indicating that people had
camped here before, but not for quite some time. Well, the first order of
business would be water and a fire.


Finding water was easy, but it took him longer to gather
wood and get the fire going. At first, he had favored his sword arm. Lina was
strong enough in healing magic to handle most of their needs, but even so, it
usually took a few days for the injury to heal completely, and during that time
it seemed like he needed a lot more sleep than normal. But after gathering and
carrying back the first load of wood, he realized that his arm felt better than
usual. Come to think of it, when Lina had been casting the spell, something had
felt different, although he had no idea how to put that feeling into words.


Once the fire was cheerily burning, Gourry pulled out his
sword and a whetstone, examining the edge of the blade. As he started honing
out the first nick, his mind wandered over the events of the past day. It
seemed like everything was happening at once: Lina turning to him after all
this time, the whole thing with Deremar and his niece, and finding his mother’s
tapestry. Sometimes they went forever with nothing interesting happening, but
once the action started, it always seemed to lead to some earth-shattering
fight to save the known universe. Gourry idly wondered what it would be like to
settle down, and he had the curious mental image of Lina wearing a frilly white
apron and chopping vegetables while a cluster of children clung to her legs. He
snorted. No, he doubted Lina would ever quietly work in a kitchen, tending to
children. She would have to be the lady of the castle, like his mother had
been, if she could ever settle down at all.


The steely rasp of the whetstone on his blade stopped as he
considered the direction of his thoughts. There was no question—never had been
really—that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with Lina. But, he had
never before tried to picture any life with her besides them going from odd-job
to odd-job, from adventure to adventure. Of course, that had been before
yesterday. Not that he wanted to settle down tomorrow or anything, but it had
been such a long time since he had a home and family. The tapestry had brought
back memories that he had suppressed years ago, and that, in combination with
the added dimension to his relationship with Lina, made him homesick.


No, it was more than homesick. That was certainly a part of
it, but there was also the desire to take care of unfinished business, and that
surprised him. Maybe once they finished dealing with Deremar and his steward… Gourry’s mouth hardened into a firm line. He had no clue what was going on
with them and why they were murdering young girls and such, but they were
involved now, like it or no, and he had never known Lina to back down from this
kind of blatant challenge.


When Lina landed at the edge of the clearing a few moments
later, Gourry was honing out the last of the nicks in his sword. His smile of
greeting quickly shifted to an expression of concern. Lina looked pale …
kind of thin around the edges, his father would have said. He sheathed his
sword, set it on the ground next to him, and rose to his feet in one smooth
motion.


“Are you okay?” He asked as he relieved her of a large, and
rather heavy, sack.


“Just hungry,” she replied absently as she sank to the
ground and started rummaging through her cloak, pulling out a small pot. “Did
you find some water?”


As Gourry’s mouth was full of the bread he had found in the
sack, he gestured at a water skin sitting near the fire.


While Lina filled her pot with water and started skewering
potatoes and chunks of meat, Gourry made simple sandwiches with the cheese and
bread.


“I found you an egg …” Lina trailed off, staring at the
trees on the other side of the clearing.


“Thanks,” Gourry replied, handing her a sandwich.


After a brief pause, Lina took the proffered sandwich and
started munching on it absently, looking anywhere but at him.


Gourry watched her eat, wondering what was bothering her. She
seemed barely aware of her food, and her brow was furrowed in concentration. After
a moment, Gourry shrugged and started eating his own sandwich while holding one
of the skewers Lina had made over the fire. Whatever it was, he was sure it
would keep until after his stomach was full.


“Gourry?” Lina asked tentatively, finally breaking the
silence.


“Yeah?”


He heard her take a deep breath, and when he glanced over at
her, he noticed that she was chewing on her lip.


“Do you want me to boil the egg for you?”


Was that all? “Sure, if you want to.” Gourry shrugged and
rotated the skewer to cook a bit more on the other side.


Lina started sputtering, although he had no clue why. “But… but I thought … Oh, never mind what I thought,” she concluded in
disgust. She put an egg in her pot of water and placed it at the edge of the
fire, muttering under her breath the whole time about eggs and stupid
jellyfish.


Gourry had no clue what he had done to annoy her this time,
but he did know that if he opened his mouth to say anything, he was likely to
make things worse.


They sat in silence (after Lina stopped muttering, that is),
roasting and eating their dinner. Lina fished the boiled egg out of the pot and
then she glanced over at him with that strange expression again.


“What?” She was making him edgy the way she kept doing that.


Lina heaved a sigh of disgust and handed him the egg without
comment. Then she leaned back on her elbows and stared up at the first stars
appearing in the sky. Gourry watched her as he peeled off the shell and ate his
egg. As he did, he wondered again why he had brought the whole thing up in the
first place. Something about it was bothering Lina, and he debated over dealing
with it today, or just leaving it until she was ready.


Sometimes—most times actually—it was better to just wait her
out. If it was important enough, she would tell him, and if it not she would
forget it … eventually.


Gourry stood up to place more wood on the fire, and then
went over and sat down next to Lina. “Why don’t we get some rest? It’s probably
not necessary to set watches or anything.”


“You’re probably right.” Lina leaned into him with a small
sigh. “It’s been crazy these past two days.”


“What do you want to do?” Gourry put his arm around her,
gently stroking her hair.


“Mmmm,” she murmured appreciatively as she leaned into his
caress, “that feels good. About what?”


“Everything.” Gourry gestured in the general direction of
the village with his free hand. “Deremar and that village and all.”


“Right now,” Lina answered emphatically, “I don’t want to
think about it.” She pulled away from him gently. “I’m gonna go wash up a bit. Where’d
you get the water?”


Gourry pointed out the path to take. “I’d offer to wash your
back, but …” he trailed off, his voice a sensuous caress and an invitation.


“That’s okay.” Lina said with a small smile as she stood up to
stretch. “I’m sure there’ll be tons of opportunities in the future,” she
promised.


**********************


The small stream was not too far from the campsite and
really easy to find. It was just a matter of following the slightly worn path
that meandered through the trees. Lina eyed the babbling water with a slight
grimace of distaste. It looked really cold. She dipped a tentative hand into
the water and shuddered. Cold was putting mildly; frosty would probably be more
accurate. Lina glared at the water. Something that chilly had absolutely no
right to gurgle so pleasantly.


She briefly considered using a fireball to heat the water,
but two things held her back. Although she was confident that no one from
Deremar’s village would be able to track them to their current location, random
unexplained explosions in a peaceful forest could certainly change that. Even
more importantly, however, was the fact that the stream was moving pretty fast,
which meant that her nice warm water would very quickly be replaced with fresh
new cold water. All in all, it was hardly worth the effort.


Well, if she wanted to wash up a bit, this was all there
was. And she had never intended to take a full bath at any rate. Lina splashed
some water on her face and scrubbed it with her hands. As much as she hated to
admit it, there was something invigorating about icy water. At least it had
cleared some of the fog out of her head so she could think a bit more clearly. Lina
pushed her wet bangs out of her eyes and started back to their camp.


It was still true; she had no inclination to think about
Deremar or the village. Not right now. She also wanted to forget about Gourry
and his eggs, but for some reason, she just could not get that particular topic
out of her mind. She had only just realized when she got back to the camp, but
when Gourry had asked her to get him some eggs, he had said that his wife was
supposed to prepare them for him. Of course, it really seemed implausible to
think that Gourry was capable of that level of subtlety. His request for eggs
was it … no, it could not have been … a marriage proposal … could
it?


Marriage. Okay, so it was kind of the logical conclusion to
their relationship, but Lina had never really considered marriage, well at
least not seriously. There had been that incident with Hallas and Callie …
and of course she had talked about finding a prince … Not that she could
ever consider not being with Gourry. He was too much of a constant in her life.
But marriage? There had really been only one way to find out, and so she had
asked him if he wanted her to prepare the eggs. And, of course, he gave her
that clueless look, making her feel more than a bit foolish for even considering
the possibility, but also, a little disappointed.


When the campsite came into view, Gourry was sitting by the
fire, poking at it with a stick. He smiled at her in greeting, but his
attention was focused on the fire. Lina walked over to her pack and started
rummaging around for her brush. “What’re you doing?”


“Roasting a pinecone.”


“A what?”


“A pinecone,” he replied calmly. “If you roast them, you can
get at the seeds easier.”


“You can actually eat pinecone seeds?” Lina finally located
her brush and started pulling it through her hair, yanking viciously through
the tangles. Sometimes she wished her hair was straighter, like Amelia’s. Not
that her own hair was curly or anything, but it had enough of a wave to require
regular brushing, and she had mostly neglected to attend to it the past couple
of days.


“Haven’t you ever had pine nuts before,” Gourry asked
incredulously as he nudged the pinecone away from the fire.


Lina shook her head, grunting as she attacked a particularly
vicious tangle. “How much longer until you’re done?”


“It’ll be ready as soon as it pops.” Gourry poked at the
pinecone again with his stick. “It’s pretty green, so it’ll probably still be a
while. Why?”


“Just wondering. You’re the one who suggested we get some
rest, after all. How does your arm feel?”


“Fine,” Gourry replied as he flexed his arm experimentally.


She looked over at him critically. “You should probably
change your tunic, you know.”


“I’ll just change it in the morning. Now we both need new
clothes, don’t we?”


“Seems that way,” Lina replied with a sharp grin. “Of
course, I won’t let you forget that you’re going to buy me a new set of
clothes.”


“Hmm. And I haven’t forgotten that I get to pick them
out!” Gourry leered at her in a way that made her question the wisdom of letting
him choose her next outfit.


“Well,” she hedged, “only if I like them.”


“That wasn’t a part of our agreement,” he pointed out
reasonably. “Just that I’d pay if I got to do the choosing.”


“Well, I never agreed to it,” Lina huffed.


“That’s too bad, isn’t it?” Gourry replied
unsympathetically. “If you want me to pay, I get to pick what I’m buying.” He
set his jaw stubbornly.


“You’re going to insist, aren’t you?” Lina stared at him
incredulously, wondering why he cared about it so much.


“Yup.”


“Why?”


Gourry looked over at her for a few moments without
answering. Then he shrugged. “After all the times you’ve dressed me up, I’d say
it’s only fair that I get a turn.”


“What do you mean ‘all the times’? I only did it twice, and
it’s not like we had a lot of options either time.”


Gourry shuddered. “That was two times too many … No, you
dressed me up three times!”


Lina stared at him. “No, it was only twice! Once for the
Kingdom of Femille, and once so we could get a ship in Sandoria.”


“What about the time you dressed me up as a mermaid?” Gourry
accused.


“A what?”


“Don’t you remember? It was to help that weird …” Gourry
trailed off.


“Gourry, I never dressed you up as a mermaid to help anyone.
I’m sure I’d remember that!”


“Actually, I think Amelia did that, now that I think about
it.”


Lina’s eyes tried to bug out as she imagined Amelia dressing
up Gourry, and she felt an irrational surge of jealousy. “When exactly
was this that Amelia dressed you up like a mermaid?”


“It was on some tropical island where a bunch of fish people
lived. I think Amelia was trying to help them find true love, but the guy ended
up turning into a fish, and the girl turned into a human.”


Lina shook her head. “Gourry, you’re not making any sense,
you know.”


“Believe me, it didn’t make any sense then either.” Gourry
shuddered and then poked at the pinecone again. “I think this is just about
ready.” Then he glanced back at her. “Are you done with the brush?”


“Yeah.” Lina tossed the brush in his direction and wrapped
her hands around her knees, watching as he started yanking through his own set
of tangles. It seemed incredibly unfair that he seemed to have an easier time
with his hair than she did with hers. “You know,” she commented after a moment,
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you brush your hair before.”


“Really?” Gourry seemed surprised by that.


“Yeah, really.” The way he pulled the brush through his
hair, combined with the way the firelight glinted off of it mesmerized her and
made her feel flushed. She moved closer to him so that she was kneeling behind
him, and she pushed his hair out of the way so she could kiss the back of his
neck.


Gourry sighed, and Lina draped her arms over his shoulders,
just enjoying being close to him.


“Lina?” Gourry asked softly.


“Hmm?”


“It’s really different from the way I thought it would be.” He
tugged her gently around him into his lap.


“What is?” Lina leaned her head against his chest, listening
to his heartbeat.


“This.” Gourry gestured vaguely at their surroundings. “You.
Us.”


Lina held her silence and waited for him to say whatever it
was he needed to say.


“Just last night, I was cursing the fact that you only
treated me like a brother.” Gourry paused, and then took a deep breath. “I
never dreamed it would be like this.”


“You said that already,” Lina pointed out. And here she had
thought he only saw her as a kid sister! “Is that good or bad?”


“I don’t know, just different, I guess.” Gourry lifted her
chin and kissed her, a kiss that she enthusiastically returned. “I guess I
thought you would be more shy.”


“Is that the kind of girl you want?” Lina looked up at him
in surprise.


“That’s not what I meant. It’s just the way you always got
so worked up about protecting your innocence and all.”


“I guess,” Lina said slowly, “I just wasn’t ready before. That’s
all.” She paused to consider, but somehow, she could not quite explain her
feelings, even to herself. Before yesterday, she had just lacked interest in
the whole sordid process.


“So what happened?”


Lina smiled up at Gourry. “I heard you breathing,” she said
simply.


“Hunh?”


“It’s strange, isn’t it? Last night, I heard you breathing,
and somehow it changed everything.”


Gourry started muttering under his breath.


“What?” she asked idly.


“Well, it’s just that of all the crazy schemes I had thought
up, it never ever occurred to me that all I had to do was breathe on you. If I
had known that was all it took, I’d have done it ages ago.”


“Crazy schemes? Like what?” Lina’s curiosity got the better
of her and she struggled to sit up straight.


“Oh, I don’t know. If I remember any, maybe I’ll tell you
about them some time.”


“What do you mean ‘if you remember’?” Lina huffed in
indignation. “You must remember something or you wouldn’t have brought it up
just now!”


“Hmm,” Gourry murmured as he soothed her with an ardent
caress. “I can think of better things to do right now than wrack my brains to
satisfy your curiosity!”


**********************


Once again, Gourry woke up with a mass of red hair in his
face. This time, however, he smiled instead of panicking. It was a small price
to pay to have Lina in his arms. Ordinarily, he would have gotten up right
after waking and started setting the camp in order. But today, he allowed
himself the luxury of a bit of extra sleep, after pushing Lina’s hair out of
his face, that is.


The sun was maybe an hour or so higher when Lina started
stirring, waking him up yet again. She rolled over to face him. “Sleep well?” She
asked as she brushed his hair out of his eyes.


“Mmm.” He sat up and stretched, rotating his head to work
out the kinks. “Better than normal, considering we’re camping out.” He yawned
hugely. “How about you?”


“Well enough.” Lina pulled the blanket they had been sharing
up around her with one hand and with the other she snatched up her tunic. “Don’t
look,” she commanded.


Her request took him by surprise, and Gourry considered
saying something. After all, he had undressed her twice now, and he certainly
had no complaints from her, quite the opposite in fact. He decided to keep
quiet for the time being. For whatever reason, Lina was shy about getting
dressed in front of him, go figure, so he obediently turned around, taking the
opportunity to pull on his pants.


“Okay, you can look now,” Lina announced.


Gourry turned around just in time to catch her in
mid-stretch. She was only wearing her tunic. “Is that what you’re wearing
today?” He asked mildly. “You might get a little cold,” he added as he eyed her
legs appreciatively.


“Stop ogling and help me find my leggings. They’ve got to be
around here somewhere …” she muttered as she picked up one of their
blankets and shook it out. When that failed to produce the missing clothing,
she tossed the blanket aside with a snort and picked up the other one.


“If you were tidier, you wouldn’t have so much trouble
finding your stuff,” Gourry reproved as he picked up the blanket she had
dropped and folded it up.


“Hey,” Lina objected as she vigorously shook the second
blanket. “I’m not the one who took them off last night, remember? There they
are!” Finding her leggings seemed to improve her mood dramatically, and she
even let him watch as she slipped them on. She looked at him then, her eyes
raking over his torso much the way he had looked at her legs earlier, and to
his surprise, he felt himself flushing, partly because it was a very odd
experience to be sized up so obviously, and partly because he could tell that
Lina liked what she saw.


After a moment, Gourry turned away and looked around for his
tunic and Lina started rummaging around the fire, getting some food ready for
their breakfast. It took him little time to find it, and even less to remember
that in his haste to take it off last night, he had ripped the sleeve even
more. “Hey, Lina, what’d you do with my spare tunic?”


“It should be around here somewhere,” she replied as she
rooted through the meager pile of their belongings. When she found the spare
and pulled it out, something fell to the ground. Lina lobbed the tunic in his
direction and bent over to pick up the fallen object.


“Gourry, what’s this?” She asked, holding up the tapestry he
had taken from the room in the inn.


“Oh, yeah. I wanted to show you this.” Gourry took the
tapestry from her and carefully unfolded it. “I found this in our room
yesterday,” he said as he smoothed it out.


Lina peered at it. “You took this from that village?”


“Yeah.” Gourry watched as she traced the embroidered figure
that represented him with the tip of her finger and felt a shiver race up his
spine.


“That’s you, isn’t it?” Lina said it so sharply, it almost
sounded like an accusation.


The shiver intensified, but Gourry nodded. “How’d you know?”


Lina tapped the embroidered figure. “You hold your sword the
same way.” She paused and glanced over at him. “The long blond hair helped,
too,” she added with a grin. Then the grin faded. “Who’s this?” She indicated
the other figure.


“My older brother,” Gourry replied shortly.


“I didn’t know you had a brother,” Lina said thoughtfully. “Actually,
you’ve never really talked about your family at all.”


Gourry dragged his eyes away from the tapestry and looked up
at her, noting that she was chewing on her lower lip. It was a habit that made
her look about ten years younger. It had never particularly bothered him
before, but right now he had no desire to think of her as a little kid, so he
reached over and smoothed her lips with his thumb. “About as much as you talk
about yours. All I know is that you have a big sister, and that you have
merchant blood.”


“Hmm.” Lina sighed a bit at his caress and turned her
attention back to the tapestry, this time focusing on the heraldry devices. “This
looks a lot like the symbol of the Elmekian Empire, except …” she trailed
off.


“Except what?” As far as Gourry knew, it was the Elmekian
device.


“Well, this is supposed to be you and your brother, right?”


“What’s that got to do with the symbol?”


“If this is you and your brother, the tapestry can’t be more
than twenty years old. Probably more like ten at the most. But this symbol hasn’t
been used in this form for hundreds of years.” Lina pointed to the eagle with
extended wings in the center of the device. “The current symbol uses a griffin
instead of an eagle. Once the Elmekians started conquering more territory, they
decided that an eagle wasn’t impressive enough, so they changed it, about the
same time they changed their name from the Elmekian Kingdom to the Elmekian
Empire. This one here,” she continued as she tapped the eagle on the tapestry, “is
the symbol of the Elmekian kings.”


Gourry squinted at the device, and then tried to picture the
standard he had last seen in the Elmekian army. “Yeah,” he replied, vaguely
recalling that there was a slight difference. “Doesn’t the one you’re talking
about have a different bottom?”


“Yep. Instead of eagle claws, it has the hindquarters of a
lion. That’s what a griffin is: the head of an eagle and the back part of a
lion.”


“A lying?” Gourry asked innocently as he suppressed a grin. Sometimes
it was ridiculously easy to get Lina going.


“No, Gourry,” Lina heaved a half-disgusted sigh. “A lion.
It’s a mythical beast, supposedly very noble and a crafty hunter.”


“Just kidding. I know what a lion is. Still—Hey! What’d’ya
do that for?”


Lina had interrupted him by hitting him upside the head.


“That has got to be the most annoying habit I’ve ever
encountered in my entire life!” She spat out from between clenched teeth.


“You take things too seriously all the time, you know,” he
responded easily.


“No,” she retorted, “I just take things at face value. It’s
a lot easier than second-guessing people all the time. None of this explains
why this tapestry uses such an antiquated device, though.” Lina turned her
attention back to the tapestry with annoying single-mindedness. “Who made this?”


“My mother,” he replied absently. He was still thinking
about her statement that she took things at face value. It certainly explained
a lot, like her easy acceptance of people switching sides on her.  Xellos had
done that a few times, and it never seemed to slow her down. Gourry shrugged to
himself. It might save time, but it still made Lina ridiculously easy to tease.


Lina pushed her hands through her hair. “Do you know how it
ended up here, then? I mean, we’re a long way from the Elmekian Empire.”


“Not a clue.” Gourry shook his head. “The last time I saw
it, it was hanging over the mantle in my mother’s sitting room.” He had
believed that the only things still surviving from Gabriev Keep were himself
and the Sword of Light. Unconsciously he clenched his hands into fists. Now
that the Sword was gone, the list shrank to just him … and this tapestry.


“Well, I don’t think we’ll be able to figure it out right
now. Maybe everything will make more sense after a decent meal.”


“Which ‘everything’ did you have in mind?”


“There are a lot of them, aren’t there,” Lina replied with a
chuckle that held no mirth as she started ticking items off on her fingers. “Why
did Deremar’s niece get murdered, why did they try to frame us for it, and now,
why is a personal tapestry from the Elmekian Empire all the way down here?”


Gourry shrugged, his attention still focused mainly on the
tapestry. “You’re the one who loves mysteries.” Lina said nothing, and after a
moment, he looked up to see that she was staring at him with a weird expression
on her face. “What?”


“I’ll never understand,” Lina replied slowly, “how you can
remember such minor and unimportant details years later, but can’t remember the
name of someone who almost killed us a month earlier.”


“There’s no mystery there.” Gourry put his arm around her. “I
remember what’s important.”


“Gourry, how is a minor comment I made at some point more
important than Rezo trying to resurrect Shabranigdu?”


“Did he succeed?”


“You were there,” she said accusingly as she sat up
straight.


“Then I guess he didn’t or we wouldn’t be here now, having
this conversation.” Gourry sighed. “It’s really simple, Lina. Battles are in
the past. Won or lost, they’re not all that important. That’s what you learn as
a merc. It’s the people you meet, the friendships you make, those are the
things that are important.” Gourry paused and looked Lina straight in the eye. “You’re
important, Lina. And that’s what I remember.”
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“Wow,” Gourry said in surprise. “It’s a lot bigger than I
thought it would be.”


The ‘it’ in question was the town they saw from the rise in
the path. After polishing off the remains of the food Lina had pilfered from
the village near Deremar’s keep, they had decided to head over to the next
village, get a decent meal, a decent room, replenish their supplies, and
hopefully get some information. They had simply followed the path from their
campsite, which had shown very little evidence of use, leading them to believe
that they were going to end up in another small village. Neither ‘small’ nor ‘village’
were words that aptly described what they saw below them.


Clearly, they were approaching from an unusual direction. The
path was little more than a game trail, although Lina could tell that at some
point in the past, it had led to a gate in the city walls below. The gate had
since been locked shut, and looked as if it had not been used in years. The
town itself was rather large, and there was a good deal of traffic moving on
the road on the other side, which looked to be the main entrance.


“You know what this means, right?” Lina asked with a bright
smile. “We can finally get a real meal! C’mon!”


They both broke into a run, but it still took a good twenty
minutes until they reached the unused gate.


Gourry pounded on the wooden doors with the hilt of his
sword, although Lina seriously doubted that it would produce any results. After
a few moments of nothing happening, he leaned against the stone wall. “How long
do you think it’ll take to get around to the main gate?”


“Who said anything about going around?” Lina asked
innocently.


“It’s really a nice day for a walk,” Gourry suggested
nervously as he edged away from her, “and I’m really not all that hungry just
yet …”


“Levitation!” Lina floated over to Gourry with a wicked
gleam in her eye.


“Hold on, Lina, can’t we talk about this? I’m sure it’s not
too far to just walk—”


Lina interrupted him with a firm kiss, placing her arms
lightly over his shoulders. Gourry tried to resist her at first, but only
half-heartedly. It really was quite pleasant to kiss him like this, floating
just at his level. There was no need to crane her neck up at a crazy angle, and
Gourry could stand up straight instead of having to stoop down. Her initial
plan had been to lull him with the kiss, and then levitate him over before he
could protest. She changed her mind however, when something occurred to her. She
had always just carried Gourry—or he had clung to her—but she had never
actually tried to levitate the two of them specifically, just herself and the
extra weight. The idea had a great deal of appeal, but if she wanted to try it,
she had better get to it. Their kiss was getting increasingly less chaste by
the moment, and she might not be able to split her attention if this kept up.


Levitation was really just a matter of manipulating the air
around her so that it supported her weight. Now, she focused, trying to make
the air support Gourry as well, so that he could feel the same way she felt: buoyant
and supported, rather than dangling dead weight merely held up by the strength
of a grip.


It took a bit more concentration than normal, but it seemed
to be working. She broke off the kiss, opening her eyes to check on their
progress. They were actually quite a bit higher than she had thought, and she
focused on getting them lower before Gourry looked down.


No sooner had she thought it, she could feel him tense up. Lina
wrapped her arms around him, noting absently that it was a great deal less
comfortable to do when he was wearing his armor. “Trust me,” she said softly.


She sensed more than saw his nod of assent, albeit after a
rather lengthy pause. At least he was making the effort to stay calm. Just as
his feet touched the ground, she looked up into his eyes, and at that moment,
she had the strangest sense of déjà vu.


“Lina.” Gourry took a deep breath, and then he grimaced. “How
come you never did it that way before?”


“I never thought to do it that way before,” she replied with
a shrug as she released her hold on him. “I wasn’t even going to do it this
time, but the idea just suddenly came to me, and I thought I’d try it out. How
did it feel?”


“Weird.”


“Weird,” Lina repeated in a flat tone after a brief pause. “I
should’ve known better than to ask Jellyfish here to comment on a spell
variation I came up with specifically for him—”


“Okay,” Gourry interrupted, “It felt different, kinda like
floating … and kinda familiar too …”


“You thought so too?” Lina was about to ask him how it felt
familiar, but she never got the chance. Just then a figure burst from the
shadows, bumping into her. She staggered backwards, hissing as she felt a slice
of fire run from her hip to her ribs. The pain was accompanied by a wet tearing
sound and then jingling as her purse hit the ground. Lina had barely time to
realize what was happening when the dark figure scooped up her purse and started
fleeing up the deserted street. Without pausing to think, she chased after him.


Whoever the thief was, he was fast, and he also had the
advantage of knowing the terrain. She could hear Gourry running just behind her
and the steely hiss of his sword being drawn out of its scabbard. The thief
ducked into a side alley with a burst of speed, and Lina just barely made the
turn after him. She pressed her hand against her side as she did, trying to
ignore the wet burning.


She could see him just ahead of her, but Lina knew she had
to catch him soon or he would get away. Already she was starting to feel
lightheaded and just a touch nauseous. Not enough to deter her from reclaiming
her stolen property, but it was significant enough to distract her, ever so
minutely, from the pursuit. Lina sped up and launched herself at the thief in a
flying tackle aimed at his knees. She managed to catch him, but as they both
fell to the ground, his boots kicked her in the gut. It was too much, given the
fact that she was already feeling on the queasy side, and Lina felt her meager
breakfast coming back up, all over the would-be thief’s backside.


“That’s original,” Gourry commented mildly as he retrieved
Lina’s stolen purse from a rather green-looking young man, holding him absently
at sword-point.


“Shut up,” Lina replied weakly while she focused on
suppressing the urge to retch again. She crawled away, trying to put some
distance between her nose and the sharp acid smell that permeated the alley. It
was part urine and part rotting garbage, overlaid with the tang of her vomit. Despite
the fact that she was on her knees, she felt decidedly woozy, but also like she
was not getting enough air.


She tried to stand up, in an effort to get away from the
disgusting smell of the alley, but her legs refused to obey her commands. She
could just barely hear Gourry calling her name over the ringing in her ears,
and as she looked up, everything around her went black. Her last thought was
overwhelming annoyance that anyone would ever see her like this.


**********************


Gourry watched Lina crawl away from the thief with a growing
sense of alarm. She was moving sort of aimlessly, and despite the fact that she
was already on her hands and knees, she looked like she was about to keel over
any moment.


The would-be thief behind him took advantage of his
distraction and started edging away. Gourry was just starting to turn his
attention back to him when he saw Lina collapse out of the corner of his eye. Within
a heartbeat, he was at her side, and the thief bolted down the alley and
disappeared.


Her color was very bad, almost ashen grey, and her breathing
was shallow and fast. The hand she had pressed against her side was covered in
blood, and a splotch of wetness spread rapidly across her tunic, barely visible
due to the crimson color she favored. Gourry grabbed her dagger and sliced open
her tunic, exposing a wide gaping slash that extended from just below her
armpit down to her hip.


It seemed to be just a flesh wound, but it bled alarmingly. By
the time he had rigged a field dressing from his spare pants, she had turned
cold and clammy to the touch, and her breathing was labored. He had to find
help, and quickly.


He picked her up as gently as he could, and fought the urge
to run. Jostling her was probably a really bad idea. Just as he reached the
opening of the alley, something fell from the sky. He jerked out of the way,
and watched the vomit-stained pants of the would-be thief hit the ground. Had
he not moved, they would have hit Lina in the face. He glanced up and saw the
thief watching him from a third story window. When he was sure he had Gourry’s
attention, he gestured obscenely and then grabbed his crotch before
disappearing, leaving the echo of his laughter behind.


Gourry did not have time to waste on the thief’s little
display. Instead, he started moving quickly towards what he hoped would be the
center of town and help.


With each struggling breath Lina took, Gourry tried not to
panic. As long as she was breathing, there was still time. But, he had only a
vague idea of what was wrong with her, and he had absolutely no idea where to
find the nearest healer, or any healer for that matter. Between watching his
footing and monitoring Lina’s condition, he kept his eyes peeled for a temple
or an apothecary, or just someone to provide directions. They seemed to be in a
deserted section of the town, which would explain why a thief was bold enough
to attack them in the middle of the day, but did nothing to help the current
situation.


Gourry stopped walking for a moment and stood quietly,
cradling Lina. He closed his eyes. They were not helping at the moment, because
all he could see were empty buildings and empty streets. This side may be
deserted, but at some point, that should change. They had seen a lot of traffic
entering through the main gate, which meant that this town still had life in
it. He just had to find it. So he used his other senses. He listened for sounds
of activity. For horses drawing carts over cobblestone streets. For people
chattering as they went about their business. He sniffed the air for any smell
that would indicate human habitation, whether it was freshly baked bread or
fresh garbage, anything different from the stale smell that just barely clung
to the abandoned buildings around him. Within moments, he knew which direction
he needed to go.


“Hold on, Lina,” he murmured into her hair. “Just hold on a
little bit longer.”


Sooner than he dared to hope, Gourry emerged from a cramped
and narrow alley and into a bright square bustling with people and activity. He
rushed over to the closest person he saw: a young man about his age hawking a
bright assortment of silk scarves tied to a long stick.


Before he could say anything to attract his attention, the
scarf vendor glanced up at him. If he was shocked to see another man rushing
toward him holding a bleeding and unconscious woman, he gave no indication. Instead,
he waved Gourry over. “Need some help?” he asked.


Gourry nodded curtly. “She’s been knifed pretty badly. Please,
she needs a healer, before—”


“Lina?” the young man interrupted, staring at Lina’s face,
his face taking on an ashen color similar to hers. He looked up at Gourry, his
eyes shadowed with something Gourry could not quite recognize. “Is that really
Lina Inverse?” he asked, sounding shocked.


Gourry tightened his grip on Lina, wondering if he was going
to have to fight the other man. Typically when people recognized Lina, it was
their cue to run. She had so many enemies, ranging from bandits she had ripped
off to innocent villagers whose homes had been blown up while she had been
saving their town from some danger or other. “Look,” Gourry said desperately, “I
don’t know what she’s done to you, but—”


“Follow me,” the young man interrupted yet again. “Hurry!” Without
hesitation, he darted across the square and into another alley, not even
looking to see if Gourry was following.


A moment to decide if following meant falling into some sort
of trap or led to help. That was all Gourry had. Hoping he would not regret it,
Gourry followed the young man.


About halfway up the alley, Gourry’s guide turned and
bounded up a short flight of stairs and flung open the door to a modest looking
apartment. From the outside, there was nothing to distinguish it from any of
the other apartments that lined the alley. A young girl sat at a workbench,
intently focused on whatever she was grinding with her mortar and pestle. She
threw a startled look over her shoulder when they burst through her door. “Ryan?”
she asked in surprise.


“Shella, hurry!” Ryan gestured at Lina. “Get your Da!”


Shella took one look at Lina then rushed off into the back
rooms. Gourry was relieved to note that she had not recognized Lina. Her haste
seemed to stem more from Lina’s condition than from anything else. Ryan glanced
over his shoulder at Gourry. “This way,” he said tersely, and he led Gourry
into a small room with a simple cot in the middle. The scrupulously clean
surroundings and the acrid scent of herbs gave him some small measure of
comfort. At least they were in the right place.


While Gourry laid Lina on the cot, Ryan started pulling out
assorted jars from a small cupboard at the side of the room. He then darted out
of the room, muttering under his breath. Gourry knelt by Lina’s side and
grasped her hand, which was ice cold. Her lips were turning blue, and she was
still breathing shallowly. Every so often she would start to gasp, like a fish
out of water, but then her breathing would return to its previous state.


“What happened to her?” Gourry looked up to see an older man
standing in the doorway to the room. He was heavyset, with light brown hair
just beginning to gray at the temples. Gourry studied him carefully as the
older man quickly walked over to Lina and assessed the amount of blood already
staining the field dressing Gourry had rigged. “Ryan,” he bellowed in a deep
voice, “get me some clean water. Now!” He sniffed Lina’s breath, and laid his
ear over her chest. After his initial examination, he looked directly at
Gourry. “My name’s Siebert, and I’m a healer. Can you tell me what happened?”


Gourry made his own assessment, and following his instincts,
decided to trust that he had not been led into a trap. “She was attacked by a
cutpurse,” he said shortly.


“Tell me everything.” Siebert’s brow furrowed and he laid
his fingers gently on Lina’s throat. “Don’t leave anything out, no matter how
small the detail seems.”


As clearly as he could remember, Gourry related the sequence
of events, describing Lina’s chase after the thief and how she had finally
caught him. He had just finished when Ryan rushed back into the room, carrying
a water pitcher and a basin. The older man started to wash his hands while Ryan
held the basin. “Did she cast Recovery at all?” he asked.


Gourry shook his head. “No, I don’t think so.”


“Are you sure?” Siebert finished his ablutions, and quickly
coated his hands with something that looked oily and red.


“Yeah,” Gourry said slowly, his brow furrowed in
concentration. “She didn’t have time. Right after the cutpurse attacked, she
chased after him. I’m sure she didn’t cast any spells. Why?”


The healer heaved a sigh of relief, but he offered no answer
to Gourry’s question. “Ryan, go tell Shella I need her, and get me some crushed
burago flowers.” When Ryan just stood there, his mouth agape, the old man
barked out, “Don’t just stand there! Get to it!”


As Ryan scurried off, Gourry caught the look of panic on his
face. “What are burago flowers?” He demanded. “What’s going on?”


“Burago’s a diaphoretic,” Siebert responded curtly. “She’s
been poisoned, and probably worse.”


“Worse?” Gourry echoed, clenching his hands into fists. “Will
she be okay?”


“I’m working on it, kid,” he replied with a sigh as he
poured some liquid into a cup. “Shella,” he shouted just as the girl from
earlier rushed into the room. “Good, wash up, and start cleansing that wound. Use
the drosera tincture. Have him help you,” he jutted his chin out at Gourry.


“Sir?” The girl, Shella, brought the basin of water over to
Gourry. “If you could please wash your hands, sir?” she asked politely.


Based on their reactions, Lina was in even worse condition
than he had thought. Stray thoughts of the thief and retribution clamored for
his attention, but he dismissed them with a shake of his head. Right now, if
there was anything he could do to help Lina, well, it was better than just
sitting there, waiting for her to draw her next breath.


He washed his hands, following Shella’s instructions and
carefully cleaning under his nails. He had just started rubbing the red oil on
his hands when Ryan appeared with the stuff Siebert had asked for.


While Ryan and Siebert worked on getting Lina to drink
something, Gourry helped Shella. They peeled away the field dressing, and
Gourry was shocked to see the angry red lines spreading out from the wound. Shella
placed a few drops of liquid from a dark blue vial into a water basin, and then
she carefully sponged the wound with a soft cloth. She had Gourry fetch clean
water several times and carefully mix in more liquid from the same blue vial
before she had cleaned the wound to her satisfaction. The old healer
investigated their handiwork, and then packed the wound with a poultice and
bandaged Lina up.


“Now, we let her rest,” Siebert sighed, “and hope for the
best.” Gourry barely even noticed when they left the room, leaving him alone
with Lina.


She was breathing a bit easier, and now, instead of looking
ashen, she was flushed with a fever. Gourry pulled a stool over to sit next to
her, determined to keep vigil by her side. He looked at his hands, still
stained with the red oil he had coated them with. Shella had told him it was to
prevent the spread of infection.


“Sir?” Shella asked politely as she cautiously poked her
head in the room. “Are you hungry? I brought you some food. It’s not much, but
…”


“Thanks.” Gourry waved her in, and took the bowl of stew she
offered him. He had no desire to eat, but he spooned it down anyway. “Thanks,”
he repeated as he handed her the empty bowl. Now that the situation was a bit
less dire, Gourry took a good look at Shella. His initial impression had been
that she was young, maybe no more than ten, and that she bore an uncanny
resemblance to Lina. She had the same fiery red hair; even the shape of her
face was similar. The main difference was that Shella’s eyes were bright
jade-green. He realized now that she was older than ten. Fourteen was probably
closer. She carried herself with the maturity and assurance of someone who had
just recently crossed the threshold from child to adult.


“Da said we have to give your wife more medicine every hour.”
She smiled up at Gourry. “He was real impressed by the way you helped out, and
he said I could show you how to give her the medicine if you want.”


Before Gourry could explain that he was Lina’s protector,
not her husband, Shella launched into an explanation that involved sucking
medicine up to a line marked on a glass tube, and then slowly dripping it into
Lina’s mouth. She quizzed him several times to make sure he understood the
procedure, and then she supervised him while he administered the medicine. As
she left the room, she promised to check on them in an hour, and Gourry was
once more alone with Lina and his thoughts.


The next few days blurred into a steady routine: give Lina
her medicine, sponge her to try and bring her fever down, change her bandages
and watch for any number of signs that would indicate she had taken a turn for
the better, or for the worse. She seemed to hover at the edge forever. Although
Siebert tried to encourage Gourry, telling him that Lina was young and strong,
Gourry was affected far more by the healer’s growing worry and frustration that
his remedies were not having the expected impact.


And then there was Ryan. It was obvious that Shella was
crushing on him, and that Ryan had a great deal of affection for her. He seemed
to hold a deep respect for Siebert, and the older healer trusted him almost as
much as he trusted Shella with the various herbs and medicines. Reasons enough
for him to be in Lina’s room, hovering over her.


Except that Gourry was the only person in there more. And it
was clear that Ryan was even more worried than Siebert. It was a personal worry
bordering on panic—a panic disconcertingly similar to what Gourry was feeling. On
top of that, he seemed to be sizing Gourry up, watching Gourry at least as
carefully as Gourry watched him. Sometimes, Ryan felt like a comrade—that they
were brought together by their shared vigil. Other times, he felt like a rival,
although Gourry could not exactly explain why he thought that. There was
nothing overtly challenging about Ryan’s behavior, aside from the fact that he
seemed to feel entitled to care for Lina as much as Gourry. At the same time,
he did nothing to suggest that Gourry did not also have that same right. He was
always courteous, but it was also obvious that he was deliberately reserving
judgment, waiting for something.


It was traumatic enough watching Lina slip along that edge
between healing and fading away. Ryan’s presence made the whole thing rather
surreal.


Gourry lost track of time, and he completely ignored his own
needs to take care of Lina. Shella and Siebert had to force him to eat or rest,
but the food was tasteless and his sleep was fitful, filled with dreams where
he relived the exact moment Lina had been knifed. Gourry had never hunted down
anyone before. He had never targeted someone for revenge. But as his vigil
stretched out, the echo of the thief’s laughter rang through his memory … If
Lina—


Best to not even think it.


Gourry had no idea how long it had been when Siebert finally
decided to try a different remedy that involved old cheese. It was a long shot,
and rather dangerous, but they were quickly running out of options. Siebert or
Shella were always in the room with him, constantly monitoring Lina’s progress.
He held her hand throughout that long day, willing her to live, to return to
him.


By evening, Lina’s fever finally broke.


**********************


She was itchy, and it was driving her nuts. From the top of
her scalp to the tips of her toes, she felt like she was in desperate need of a
bath. And what was that taste in her mouth? It was like moldy bread, and it
made her want to retch. Lina cautiously opened her eyes. It was dark, save for
one guttering candle that cast strange shadows across the room and reinforced
her urge to vomit. She quickly closed her eyes. Considering that every muscle
in her body was protesting and she had yet to try to move, it would probably be
better if the contents of her stomach remained where they were for the time
being. All in all, she felt quite wretched, and she thought back, trying to
remember where she was, and more importantly, why she was there.


“Lina?” A vaguely familiar voice gently spoke her name. “How
do you feel?”


“Gourry?” No, she knew it was someone else even as she
spoke. The voice belonged to someone else … “Where’s Gourry?” Lina tried
not to panic. Fine, she was in some unknown place, but Gourry should be right
next to her. That was the way things were supposed to work. She struggled to
sit up. Maybe then things would make more sense.


Gentle hands restrained her. “Ssshh,” the hauntingly
familiar voice hushed her. “He’s sleeping. He hasn’t gotten much over the past few
days.”


Lina stopped struggling. Even the little effort she had put
forth exhausted her, and she felt everything around her go fuzzy again.


“Rest, Lina,” the voice soothed, as a hand gently caressed
her cheek, and ran fingers over her lips. Lina had already faded back into
sleep.


But Gourry, who had awoken the minute she had called his
name, saw everything.


**********************


“Gourry?”


Lina felt his hand holding hers, and it dispelled the
remnants of her dream. She opened her eyes to a simple room. It was sparsely
furnished, but it was clean, and the sun gleamed off the whitewashed walls. She
was lying on a spartan cot that was just barely wide enough for her body. There
was a dark wooden cupboard on one of the walls, and a rather comfortable
looking chair was pulled up next to her cot. Gourry, not surprisingly, was
sprawled out in it. What did surprise her was the way he looked. His eyes had
dark circles underneath them, and his face was rather gaunt—at least the part
of it that was not concealed by golden bristles. She wrinkled her nose and
reached her hand out to stroke his cheek. “You look like hell,” she said
blandly. “Except for this,” she added as her fingers brushed across the full
beard he had somehow grown.


“Lina,” he choked on her name, as if it was the first thing
he had said in quite a while, but he leaned into her caress, cupping her hand
in his.


A welter of questions passed through her mind, but before
Lina could decide which one to ask, her stomach grumbled rather insistently. “Ow.
When was the last time I ate?”


“Honestly?” Gourry hiccupped, looking like he was trying to
decide whether to laugh or to cry, or to do both at the same time. “I don’t
know. I lost track after the first day or so.” He smoothed her hair away from
her face and bent down to kiss her forehead. “I’m really glad you’re feeling
better,” he whispered.


Before Lina could think of an appropriate response, the door
to the room opened, and a young girl, who looked about fourteen or so, poked
her head in. Lina stared in shock at the girl who could have been her younger
sister, but the other girl was oblivious to the scrutiny. “Miss Lina!” She
exclaimed in delight. “You’re awake!” She turned her head to shout over her
shoulder, “Da! Miss Lina’s awake!”


As the girl entered the room Lina heard the sounds of heavy
footsteps approaching rather quickly, and soon an older man bustled in and over
to the bed. “How do you feel?” He laid a professional hand on her forehead.


“Hungry,” Lina responded without hesitation. “And I could
really use a bath,” she added as an afterthought.


“Hungry, hmm? Well that’s a good sign. Shella, get me some
fresh water, and then why don’t you make some rice porridge. We’ll start her
out simple.”


“What happened to me? Where am I?” Now that she knew food
was coming, all the other questions Lina had started tumbling out. “Gourry, did
you get my money back?”


“Yes, Lina,” Gourry said with a grimace and a sigh. “I got
your money back.” He started muttering under his breath, but Lina had a hard
time making out what he was saying. She was just about to demand that he speak
up when Shella returned with the water, and the old healer handed her a cup
full of liquid.


“Here, drink this,” he ordered in a tone that brooked no
disagreement as he turned to wash his hands.


Lina lifted the cup to her mouth, and it took all her
self-control not to spit the liquid out after the first sip. “What’re you
giving me, old man?” She demanded. “This tastes like moldy cheese!”


“Is that what it tastes like?” He replied mildly.


“It’s gross,” Lina said flatly as she tried to hand him back
the cup.


“Gross or no,” he responded in the same mild tone, “it saved
your life, so I suggest you stop complaining. The faster you drink it, the
sooner it’ll be gone.”


“You sound like my sister,” Lina muttered under her breath,
but she complied and drank down the rest of the cup, trying really hard to
ignore the taste.


“See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?”


“Why don’t you drink it next time then?” Lina shot back
sourly. She hated being patronized.


The old healer knelt down beside her cot, ignoring her last
question, and he began to untie the bandages around her midriff. “To answer
your questions, you are in the home of Siebert the healer, which is me,” he
added with a smile. “And you are very lucky to be here. You had the great
misfortune to be knifed by one of the less savory groups of thieves who happen
to coat their blades with poison after dipping them in the middens. Very few
people survive such an attack, young lady.”


“How long have I been out, then?” Lina asked, trying not to
think of all the rotting garbage and human refuse that typically went into the
middens.


“Five days. It looks like your wound is finally starting to
heal.” He replaced her bandages, and then took a deep breath. “Now,” he said in
a serious tone, quite the contrast from the light banter of his earlier words, “I
presume that you are a sorceress, correct?”


Normally, Lina would have made a sarcastic comment, but this
time she held her tongue, simply nodding at his question.


“I thought as much,” Siebert replied. “Do you know the Recovery
spell?” After Lina nodded again, he continued. “I need you to promise me that
you won’t use it until I say.”


“Why?” Lina had heard of rivalry between herbal healers and
those who used magic, but this was ridiculous.


“Right now, the infection within you is dying, but it is
still fighting for life. If you cast Recovery, you would heal your wound, but
you would also strengthen the infection.” He paused and fixed Lina with a stern
look. “Do you understand?”


“How long?” Lina whispered.


“Two more days,” he responded after a moment of thought. Then
he held up a cautionary hand. “As long as you rest and follow all my
instructions to the letter.”


Two more days? That would put the total at seven days. She
had never been out from a wound that long before. Lina clenched her hands into
fists. It seemed like there were some bandits in this town who needed a proper
introduction to Lina Inverse.


“Do I have your promise?” Siebert’s brown eyes bored into
her, disrupting her thoughts of bandit hunting for the moment.


“Hunh? Oh yeah,” Lina mumbled absently. Siebert’s stared at
her intently, and Lina resisted the urge to squirm. She felt like an errant
child being chastised. “Don’t worry, Pops, I don’t have the energy to use my
magic now, anyway.” Lina’s stomach rumbled again at that moment, as if to add
emphasis to her words.


Siebert nodded and stood up. “Shella’ll bring you some food
soon.”


As the door to the room clicked shut, Lina shut her eyes,
suddenly exhausted. “Man, this really sucks,” she muttered under her breath. “Five
days? I don’t think anyone has ever gotten me that good before.”


“Just once,” Gourry said softly. She could hear him moving
out of his chair, and he knelt beside her cot, laying his head on her chest.


“Once?” Lina asked as she started running her fingers
through his hair. It was matted and tangled and smelled none too fresh that
close to her nose, but she ignored that, just enjoying the feeling of having
Gourry close to her.


“In Sairaag. Sylphiel had to take you away to heal you.”


“You mean the time with Eris’ copy Rezo?”


“I guess.” Gourry lifted his head. “That makes it three
times too many that I’ve seen you almost die.”


Lina started to laugh weakly, then clutched at her side in
pain.


“What?” Gourry glared at her.


“After all the dangerous situations we’ve been through in
the past few years, after all the monsters and gods we’ve encountered and
fought, and I’ve only almost died twice … well, that’s not so bad, is it?”


Gourry continued to stare at her, his eyes flat.


“Although,” Lina conceded, “considering that Shabranigdu
himself couldn’t kill me, it would be really humiliating if some petty little
thief brought me down.” In her mind’s eye, she saw the ‘Great Hero Volun’
posing and declaring in a pompous tone, “Yeah, I took down this scrawny little
kid in one blow. Little did I realize she was the infamous Bandit Killer, Lina
Inverse!”


“Yipe!” Gourry pulled back when Lina started to burn with
fury.


“No way,” Lina bared her teeth and growled. “He’s going
down!” Suddenly, her entire demeanor changed when she saw Shella standing in
the doorway with a tray. “Finally! Food!” She exclaimed clapping her hands in
glee.


**********************


As happy as he was to see Lina recovering, there were
several times over the next two days when Gourry fervently wished that she were
still unconscious. Saying that Lina was not a good patient was like saying that
the Dragon Slave could do a little damage.


First it was the food. She wanted something more substantial
than rice porridge, and she complained that they were giving her baby food. And
of course, she hated the medicine Siebert insisted that she take every four
hours. She argued with him for nearly an hour about how vile it tasted. The
only good thing about it was that after arguing so strenuously, she slept
peacefully through the night, allowing Gourry to do so as well, for the first
time in days.


If he had thought the first day had been bad, the second was
even worse. When he woke up, he caught her trying to get out of bed. She complained
that she needed to use the necessary, so he pointed out that that was what the
little bedpan was for. Finally, Gourry had threatened to hold her down on the
bed by force, and then she had pouted until breakfast arrived.


After breakfast, she had questioned him relentlessly about
what had happened after she passed out in the alley. It seemed like no detail
was too small for her, and she frequently got that burning look in her eyes. Each
time he tried to calm her down, she blew up at him. He sighed in obvious relief
when Siebert came in to examine Lina, but his relief was short-lived because
she had another huge argument with him about the medicine. She understood that
she had to take it; she just wanted him to come up with a way to make it taste
like something besides moldy cheese. Gourry wondered what she would have
thought if she knew that the main ingredient in the medicine actually was moldy
cheese, but he decided that if Siebert was keeping that detail quiet, there was
no reason for him to say anything.


“I’m bored, bored, bored, bored, bored!” She started
fuming, about mid-afternoon.


Gourry suppressed yet another sigh, and leaned back in his
chair crossing his arms across his chest. “Ya know, Lina, sometimes you’ve just
gotta take these things like a man.”


Lina spitefully stuck her tongue out at him. “Well, I am not
a man!”


For which Gourry was eternally grateful, considering how
much he enjoyed her as a woman. “That’s not what I meant,” he murmured as he
tried to avoid ogling her. Somehow, he doubted that would improve her mood. “Look.
You just have to get through today, and then Siebert will probably let you cast
Recovery tomorrow, and you’ll be fine.” Please, please, please let her be
able to cast Recovery tomorrow, he thought desperately to himself. Lina was
going stir-crazy, and she was taking him along for the ride.


Instead of continuing to rail at him, Lina started listing
all the things she wanted to do. Food and bath were pretty high on her list,
but so was tracking down the guy who had knifed her. Gourry half listened to
her, while the rest of his attention wandered. He actually had a pretty long
list of things he wanted to do once she had healed as well. Food and bath were
also high on his list, along with a shave. He scratched absently at the beard
that had sprouted over the past few days. He had always shaved regularly, and
now that there was no reason to worry about Lina—at least about her immediate
health, if not her mood—he kept getting distracted by how itchy it was.


And then there was Ryan. The man practically shared Gourry’s
vigil over Lina, and then had disappeared the day Siebert had tried the cheese
remedy. Aside from his one appearance the night Lina’s fever broke, he had not
shown up since. Gourry could not help noticing that it was only after Ryan
disappeared that Lina improved. Now that Lina was beyond immediate danger from
her injury, Gourry wondered again if Ryan was a threat to her. It bothered him
that he was having such a hard time assessing the other man, although to be
fair, he had been rather distracted—not to mention short on food and sleep…


Maybe it was just jealousy. No. It was nothing that simple. The
way Ryan had caressed Lina in her sleep—as if he had the right to touch her
when she was vulnerable—it was violation. Of her. Of him. Of the claim on her
he suddenly realized he desperately wanted to make.


Would she let him?


The abrupt silence startled Gourry out of his thoughts. He
glanced over at her and then looked at the water clock, suppressing a chuckle. Well,
if Lina thought she could avoid taking her medicine by feigning sleep …


Sure enough, the door opened and Siebert walked in carrying
Lina’s afternoon meal and medicine. “Really, Lina, do you think I can’t
recognize someone feigning sleep?”


Lina cracked an eye open. “It was worth a try,” she groused.


“Well, I’ve considered all your most eloquent arguments, and
I’ve added something which should help the taste.” Siebert handed her the mug.


“What is it?” Lina looked at the mug suspiciously.


“Just try it,” Siebert said innocently, “and tell me what
you think.”


Lina took the mug and sniffed. “Mint, hunh? Well, I guess it
can’t be worse, right?” She took a cautious sip and grimaced, but then she
quickly drained the cup. “Ugh. Too much mint, and now it has a bitter aftertaste.”


“There’s no pleasing you, is there Lina?” Siebert
surreptitiously winked at Gourry as Lina started shoveling down her food. Gourry
kept his face expressionless, but he wondered what the old healer was up to.


As soon as Lina finished eating, Siebert examined her. Before
he had finished, she was snoring. The healer stood up and openly grinned. “She
should be able to use her magic tomorrow, as long as she gets a good night
sleep.”


“What’d you give her?”


“Just something to help her get a good night sleep,” Siebert
replied innocently, still grinning. “She’s not used to being so still is she?”


Gourry considered. “I think it’s more that she doesn’t like
feeling so helpless and dependent on others. Her entire reputation is based on
being strong and independent.”


“I’ve heard. Some call her the ‘Bandit Killer,’ others the ‘Enemy
of All Who Live.’ Asleep, the descriptions didn’t fit her. But now that I’ve
seen her temper …” Siebert rolled his eyes.


“The first time I found out that she was famous, some guy
called her ‘Dragon-Spooker.’” Gourry glanced over at Lina fondly. “She nearly
pulled the guy’s beard out until he offered her money.”


“I hadn’t heard that one. The only other ones I’ve heard are
‘Dra-Mata’ and ‘Sorcery Genius’. They don’t say much about the blond swordsman
who has accompanied her of late.” Siebert locked gazes with Gourry, all hint of
casual joviality gone. “Does she know who you are?”


Gourry shook his head in confusion.


“You don’t remember me, do you?” Siebert broke eye contact
with a sigh. “Well, it has been quite a few years, and I have put on a great
deal of weight since then,” he said deprecatingly as he stroked a hand over his
stomach. “I wasn’t sure it was you at first either,” he continued. “But then
Shella showed me the tapestry she found when she was doing your laundry.”


“How … When …” It had been years since someone had
recognized him, and that had been Sylphiel’s father, the high priest and
leading magistrate of an important city. To have a healer in the middle of
nowhere recognize him surprised Gourry, and he struggled to form a coherent
question. He took a deep breath.


“So, does she know?”


“There’s nothing to know,” Gourry said softly.


Siebert closed his eyes in sorrow. “I had hoped the rumors
were just that,” he said in a thick voice. “Especially when I saw you here.”


“How did you know about the tapestry? How do you know me?” Gourry
forced himself to ask the questions, wondering if he really wanted to hear the
answers.


“You might not remember … you were so young when it
happened … An assassin tried to drown your mother in the bath. I was the
healer who nursed her back to health.”


Gourry did remember, although he had not thought about the
incident in years. Actually, he wished he could forget. He had been the one who
found his mother, held under the water and being throttled by the long braid of
one of her maid servants. In his mind’s eye, he clearly saw her eyes bulging
out of their sockets and the trickle of blood floating out of her mouth. He had
been no more than five or so. They later told him that he had raised the alarm
and when the guards had got to the bath, Gourry was latched onto the maid,
biting at her arms. His mother had stayed in bed for a very long time
afterwards, but he had been too young to understand the reason.


Siebert continued without looking at Gourry. “She talked a
lot about wanting a tapestry of her two boys in her room where she could always
see them.” He clenched his hands into fists. “I recognized the device of your
family, and your mother’s particular style.” Siebert turned at looked at Gourry
quizzically, cocking his head slightly to the side. “You’ve got your father’s
build, but you’ve got her eyes.”


It was shocking enough to meet someone who knew about him
and his family. It was even more astonishing to meet someone who spoke so
fondly of his mother. Siebert’s sorrow seemed to run deeper than that of a
healer who had learned that a former patient had passed on. Gourry wondered
exactly what kind of relationship Siebert had shared with his mother, and then
he desperately wished the thought had never occurred to him. She was his
mother! And it felt distinctly uncomfortable—wrong actually—to see another man
looking for her reflection in her son’s eyes. Gourry cast about desperately for
something, anything, to change the subject. Fortunately, Shella called out from
the front room, and Siebert hastily excused himself.


With a sigh of relief, Gourry stood up and stretched,
working out kinks that had settled in from his long period of inactivity. Instead
of finding answers in this town, it seemed like he had more questions than
before. Siebert’s question in particular, about whether Lina knew who he was,
bothered him. He knew Lina, and she knew him, but he knew almost nothing about
her past, and she seemed to know nothing about his. He wondered about that. They
had been together for so long, and yet they had never exchanged histories. Well,
there was nothing strange about him not telling her much. Sometimes it was hard
to get a word in edge-wise, and honestly, he would much rather not think about
what had happened before he had met her. Still, given how much Lina seemed to
love the sound of her own voice, she almost never talked about her childhood. Instead,
she talked about things that were really unimportant, like history and magical
theories and such.


Well, tomorrow, after they went bandit hunting and Lina had
a chance to blow off some steam, maybe he would ask her. He absently scratched
at his beard, and then glanced over at Lina. She was sleeping peacefully, and
from what Siebert said, she would be out until tomorrow. Gourry decided that
this would be a good time to find a bathhouse. And once he felt human again, maybe
he could even try to get some information about local bandits. He nodded to himself.
It was certainly better than sitting around in the quiet with no company but
his thoughts.


**********************


The light from the sun poured through the little window,
casting shadows on the wall. Lina watched as the shadows slowly shifted, waiting—for
the moment at least—patiently for something to happen. Although she was awake,
she felt muzzy and abstracted. She had noticed almost immediately that Gourry
was someplace else, which bothered her, but she had a difficult time figuring
out why. All-in-all, it was easier to watch the shadows on the wall.


As time went by, she grew a bit more lucid—at least enough
to realize that it was not like her to calmly stare at shadows. She shifted her
attention to the chair next to her cot, and she was quickly entranced by the
complex patterns in the fabric. Reds and blues swirled together and then apart,
and then back together. Her eyes traced each swirl as if she were watching some
intricate dance performed by a skilled couple; if only there were music to
accompany their dance.


When Shella came in to check on her before breakfast, Lina’s
attention had moved on from the chair, and she was holding a few strands of her
hair in front of her face, twisting them this way and that. If she held them
one way, they looked red, but if she tilted them just a bit, they caught the
light and looked gold instead.


Shella was more than a bit startled to see Miss Lina acting
this way, and she quietly left the room to get her Da, noting absently as she
gently closed the door that Mr. Gourry must have stepped out for a moment.


The quiet snick of the door closing caught Lina’s attention
next, and her brow furrowed in concentration. Where was Gourry? Maybe he was
hiding from her? Was she supposed to look for him? Lina giggled at the thought
of playing hide and seek like a little girl, and she pushed herself up out of
the bed. She was distracted by the wave of vertigo that passed over her, and
she giggled again as she fell back down on the small cot. It was more fun than
a fair ride, she decided, so she sat up again to see if the feeling would
happen again. To her utter delight, it did, and she entertained herself by
sitting up and collapsing onto her back a few more times before she remembered
that she was supposed to be looking for Gourry. The most logical place for him
to be was under the cot, she decided after thinking about it a few moments, so
she leaned forward to look underneath. Unfortunately, she over-balanced and
ended up plopping head first onto the floor.


By the time Siebert arrived, Lina had determined that Gourry
was not actually under her cot, and she was crawling around the room
alternately giggling and calling out for him.


“Is she okay, Da?” Shella sounded as if she had some serious
doubts at that point.


Siebert groaned. “She’s fine, Shella, but she’s going to
have a raging headache in about an hour. Maybe less,” he amended as Lina banged
head first into a wall.


Lina looked up at the two of them and happily waved. “I’m
looking for Gourry! Jellyfish’s found a really good spot!” Then she continued
crawling around the room, first looking behind the curtains and then underneath
the chair.


“What’s wrong with her?” Shella asked. “She looks drunk or
something.”


“It’s a rare side effect to the medicine I gave her last
night. She’ll be fine, but we probably don’t want her moving around too much
before she’s fully healed. Go get some breakfast for her, and bring a fresh cup
of primrose tea as well.” Siebert walked over to Lina and took her hand. “How
about if I help you look for Gourry?” He asked as he helped her to stand and
started steering her back to her cot.


Lina cocked her head and considered. She was having a hard
time finding him, but … “Wouldn’t that be cheating?”


“Well, did Gourry say you couldn’t ask for help?” Siebert
pointed out, as if this were a perfectly reasonable question.


“Ummm …” Lina’s brow furrowed in concentration. Come to
think of it, what were the rules of the game? On top of that, she had no clear
memory of them deciding to hide from each other, either. She rubbed her
forehead, trying to figure out why she was having so much trouble thinking
straight.


“Here,” Siebert helped her sit down on the cot, and pressed
a warm mug into her hands. “Drink this, and then you can eat your breakfast.”


Lina looked at the mug suspiciously. She had the strangest
feeling that she was going to hate whatever was in it, but she could not seem
figure out why. Suddenly it came to her. “This isn’t more of that vile tasting
medicine, is it?”


“No,” Siebert replied calmly. “It’s to help your headache.”


“But I don’t have a headache,” Lina protested as a spike of
pain lanced through her left temple. “Do I?”


“If you don’t yet, you probably will soon.”


“Oh.” Lina lifted the mug to her lips, but she paused when
she noticed the bowl Siebert was holding. “Is that my breakfast?” She asked
hopefully. Her stomach felt awfully empty.


“Drink the tea first,” Siebert replied firmly, “and then you
can have your breakfast.”


Lina pouted, but she was starting to feel a bit tired, and
protesting would probably take too much energy. She sipped at the tea,
surprised at its pleasant taste. Once she finished, she started fishing for the
flowers that were stuck at the bottom of the mug, but Siebert plucked the mug
from her hands before she got a chance to get one. He cut off her protest by
handing her the bowl that had her breakfast and Lina happily shifted her
attention to shoveling down the food. She sighed contentedly when she finished
and leaned back on her cot, closing her eyes.


**********************


Gourry woke up with a headache. Not the hangover type of headache,
but the ‘I’ve been hit upside the head with a frying pan’ type of headache. He
winced in pain and tried to figure out why he should have such a headache,
because the last thing he remembered was relaxing in the public baths, having
scrubbed himself clean and shaved off his accumulated stubble. Maybe he had
slipped on a bar of soap? That would explain the headache, but not his current
surroundings. Somehow, he had moved from a pleasant bathhouse to a rather
unpleasant dank cell. It must have been a relatively straightforward transfer,
however, because all Gourry was wearing was a towel around his waist and a pair
of manacles that led from his wrists to the wall. A matching set were around
his ankles, staking his legs to the floor. All in all, it was a very unpleasant
way to wake up.


“So, you’re finally awake.”


Gourry looked up. “Garik,” he bit out. Standing on the other
side of the cell was a large burly man with a patch over his left eye.


Garik sketched a mocking bow. “I am honored you remember me,
Master Gourry.” Although the words were polite, his tone was scathing.


“How could I forget?” Gourry growled. He and Garik had
served together in a mercenary army one of the first times Gourry had been away
from home in an official capacity. His parents had bought him a commission as a
way to teach him leadership skills. Although Gourry told no one of his
parentage, Garik had resented the younger man, his position in the army, the
easy camaraderie he enjoyed with his men, and most of all, his skill with the
sword.


For his own part, Gourry had found little to like about
Garik. The older man worked his men too hard, himself too little, and he
treated the camp followers like chattel. He had a cruel streak, and he seemed
to enjoy inflicting pain on others.


One day, Gourry had been out walking, and he came across
Garik beating one of the camp followers. Officially, these women cooked and
washed clothes for the soldiers. Unofficially, they also exchanged sexual favors
for money. Gourry had no clue what this woman had done, but he had no intention
of standing idly by and watching Garik brutalize her. So he had intervened. At
that point, both men had been spoiling for a fight. Gourry had been stomaching
various insults for months, ranging from slurs about his parentage to pointed
comments about being the ‘pretty little boy.’


The duel—if it could be called that—was over almost before
Garik realized that the ‘pretty little boy’ whose parents had bought his
commission fully deserved his position. Defeat had not sit well with him, and
as Gourry leaned over to help him up, Garik had flung a fistful of dust into
his face and pulled out his boot-knife. During the ensuing struggle, with Garik’s
blade inches from his throat, Gourry had gouged out Garik’s left eye. He still
remembered how easy it had been, how he had just pressed with his thumb, trying
to gain enough leverage to keep the knife away from his throat. He also
recalled with distressing clarity the disgusting popping sound the eye had made
when it came free of its socket, and how it had dangled momentarily, grazing
Gourry’s cheek.


“Well, it looks as though the years have treated you well,
Gourry,” Garik said with a sneer. “Still the pretty little boy, it seems,
although I’ve heard you’re playing lap dog for a pretty little girl.” He
clucked his tongue in mock concern. “I also heard she got quite a nasty
scratch.” He laughed without mirth.


“And I can see that you’ve moved up in the world, Garik,”
Gourry commented, keeping his tone mild. “Kidnapping, hunh? What’s wrong? Did
raping the camp followers lose its taste? Or were you afraid of losing your
other eye?” Gourry threw the final dig, partly because Garik’s over-use of the ‘pretty
little’ phrase was really annoying, but also because the fact that Garik knew
so much about him and Lina made him distinctly uneasy. Far more uneasy, in
fact, than sitting half-naked in chains.


“Kidnapping,” Garik protested, putting on a show of mock
offense. “No, I prefer to think of it as doing a public service.” He laughed
again. “I’m just helping to bring the murderer of Lady Lucilla to justice.”


Gourry stared at him blankly. “Lady who?” He masked his
satisfaction at the look of raw frustration that flared across Garik’s face. There
was no better way to take the wind out of someone’s sails than throwing an
ignorant question at them.


Garik chose not to answer his question, and instead directed
his attention at the young man who had just entered the room. “It’s a pity that
Deremar wants him alive,” he sniffed, but it quickly turned into a snicker. “Other
than that, though he didn’t specify what kind of condition to bring him back
in. You can do what you want with him, Zeil, just make sure you find out where
the girl is.”


“Sure thing,” the young man replied as he sauntered into
Gourry’s view, swinging a key ring around one finger. Gourry had no trouble
recognizing him either: it was the thief who had attacked Lina a week ago. “I
still think she’s dead though. Why else would he have been by himself?”


“It’s quite fortunate for you,” Garik replied evenly while
backhanding Zeil across his face, “that I am not paying you to think. I am
paying you to act.” He strode over to the door, and then paused to glance back
at Gourry. “Enjoy his company, Gourry. It’s probably the last thing you’ll ever
enjoy.”


Refusing to rise to the other man’s barb, Gourry sat
impassively. Garik waited expectantly before grunting and slamming the door
behind him in obvious annoyance. Gourry’s attention had already shifted to
Zeil. Granted, this was not the way he had anticipated finding the young thief
who had nearly killed Lina for her purse, but he was not going to complain.


As Gourry considered his options, Zeil fished around in his
clothes and pulled out a bundle of leather. He unrolled it on the rude table
just outside of Gourry’s cell, revealing a host of unwholesome looking
implements. The small iron tongs were the most innocuous items in the set. There
were also an assortment of hooks, saws, needles, pliers, and knives. Zeil placed
a couple of hooks in the brazier next to the table, and they immediately
started to smoke, giving off the unpleasant aroma of burning flesh. He inhaled
the smoke with a sigh of pleasure, and then he turned and looked at Gourry. “Don’t
worry, they’ll be nice and clean, not like the knife I used on the girl. They
might be a little hot, though,” he added with a giggle. Then he pulled a
whetstone out, and began honing the edge of one of the knives, singing a little
tune softly to himself.


Gourry recognized the tune after the first verse. It was the
same as the song that Amelia and Lina had once sung together, thinking that it
was some ultimate spell. Watching the thief take care of his tools of torture
while singing about a maiden’s shy prayer for love made Gourry’s blood run
cold. It was just sick. And he had thought Garik was twisted. This kid raised
depraved to entirely new heights. Or depths. Whatever.


At the same time, he recognized that a lot of this extensive
preparation was a show. Torturers liked to drag out the anticipation, using the
promise of pain to come as a form of torture itself. Gourry refused to play
along, so he ignored the stupid psychological games and focused on the weapons
available to him. Garik was getting soft in the head if he thought he could
hold Gourry with chains pinned into crumbling mortar. As soon as the kid came
into range, this farce would be over.


When the door to the cell jangled open, Gourry was ready. At
least, he thought he was ready. When he opened his eyes, he realized that he
had been too quick to judge the levels of Zeil’s depravity. He was standing in
the doorway to the cell, holding a red-hot hook in one hand. That was expected.
What shocked him was the fact that the kid was stark naked and openly fondling
himself with his free hand, while staring hungrily at Gourry’s crotch.


“Gonna have some fun now,” he leered, as a thin line of spittle
ran from the corner of his mouth. “I owe you for what your bitch did to me.”


Well, that explained why his legs were staked out like that.
It made sense now, Gourry realized as Zeil knelt between his knees and pulled
the towel slowly away, making sure that it rubbed against him in a suggestive
manner. It took all of Gourry’s self control not to flinch and give him any
satisfaction. When Zeil looked up at him, his eyes burning with lust, Gourry
acted, using all his strength to pull at the chain attached to the wall. As he
expected, the pin popped free with an audible snap, and the chain smashed into
Zeil’s face, ripping his cheek and breaking his jaw.


Zeil lurched forward in surprise, and Gourry hissed in pain
as the hook bit low into his belly. Thankfully, it hit higher than his groin
area, but having Zeil collapsed between his legs was almost as bad. Gourry
grimaced in disgust and pushed him violently to the side. Zeil started hissing
and spitting while jabbing at him with the hook. Gourry pulled his other arm
free of the wall, but this time his opponent ducked when the chain came
whistling towards his head. He scuttled backwards out of the cell as Gourry tried
to free his legs. The iron bands around his ankles proved sturdier than he had
anticipated, however, and he struggled to find the right leverage to pull them
free.


A sudden yell of triumph provided Gourry the split second he
needed to duck the knife hurled at him, and it slammed into the wall behind him
instead of into the side of his neck. The fire of victory blazing in Zeil’s
eyes dimmed when his blade missed his target, and he snatched up another weapon
from his arsenal, foolishly not paying attention to Gourry. There was a whistle
followed by a wet thunk, and the needle-like implement Zeil had just grabbed
fell from suddenly nerveless fingers. Zeil glanced down in stupefied surprise
at the hilt of the knife he had just thrown, now quivering in his chest. Then he
slumped onto the table.


Gourry heaved a sigh of relief, and then he started cursing
under his breath. The key that he needed to unlock the irons around his ankles
was currently hanging on a thong around the kid’s neck—on the other side of the
room. If only he had a bit more leverage, but his legs were spread at such an
angle that maneuvering was incredibly difficult. He had no idea how long he had
until someone came to check on them, and he really wanted to be gone before
that happened.


Finally, Gourry struck on the idea of using the pins on the chains
around his wrists for extra leverage, and at that point it was a simple matter
to pop the irons out of the floor. He hesitated briefly before flipping the kid
over to free the key he needed to rid himself of his manacles. Just the thought
of touching him gave Gourry the creeps. He hesitated even longer, staring at
the pile of clothes on the floor and considering his options; his own clothes
were nowhere to be seen. Not really surprising, actually. Gourry thought they
were probably exactly where he had left them: neatly folded in a locker in a
bathhouse; which meant he could retrieve his towel, or he could squeeze into
the kid’s clothes. Neither option appealed, although the second was probably
the better choice.


With a sigh, Gourry picked up the pants that were probably
going to be at least three sizes too small for him, and tried valiantly not to
gag at the rank odor of stale sex and blood that permeated the clothes. It took
a bit of judicious slicing of seams, and Gourry figured he probably looked like
some poor beggar, but at least he was marginally decent. There was absolutely
no way he could cram his feet into the boots, but he supposed it could be
worse. He had a hard time figuring out how it could be worse—particularly as he
cringed away from the damp spot in the crotch of his newly acquired pants—but
at least he was armed. Now, he just needed to figure out how to get from here
back to Lina, preferably without leading a bunch of thieves employed by an
unscrupulous bounty hunter straight to her.


**********************


There were voices whispering off to the side. She could
easily hear the hissing sibilance, even if she could not make out any actual
words. If they were going to wake her up with their conversation, the least
they could do was let her hear what they were saying, Lina thought with
annoyance. She opened her eyes and turned her head in the direction of the
voices, ready to chastise them for disturbing her sleep. All such thoughts fled
from her head when she saw who was talking. Siebert and Shella she expected. The
other person, though, she had never thought to see, ever again. She closed her
eyes, and then opened them. She swallowed hard, and then licked lips suddenly
gone dry.


Well this was just peachy, no? She was acting like a little
girl, really this was just unacceptable. It just would not do for anyone to
know that this was getting to her. After all, it had been so long ago, they had
just been children, right? Lina quietly took a deep breath, forcing herself to
act normally. “Do you guys absolutely have to have a whispered conversation in
here? People were trying to sleep, you know.” There. That sounded like
her. If her voice was a bit brittle, well, no one would know but her, right?


She had the satisfaction of seeing them jump guiltily, and
then Ryan turned to look at her. She avoided his gaze as she sat up to look
around the room. “Where’s Gourry?” she asked, genuinely surprised not to see
him. She pressed the heel of her hand against her forehead, trying to rid
herself of the residue of a headache she did not remember having.


Siebert moved to the side of her cot. “Still have a
headache?” he asked as he placed his fingers lightly on her temples.


Lina shook her head. “No, it’s mostly gone. Where’s Gourry?”
She stifled her growing sense of panic. Something was wrong with Gourry, and
there was Ryan, looking at her like … No. She shook her head again. She
refused to think about it right now.


“He went out for a bath.” Siebert looked at her with a smile
that was supposed to be reassuring, but since it stopped before reaching his
eyes, it only increased her concern.


“Oh,” Lina replied, smiling back. Hopefully hers was more
convincing than his.


It seemed to satisfy him, because he shooed Shella and Ryan
out of the room and started what Lina fervently hoped would be her final exam.


“Well,” she asked when he leaned back, “can I use my magic
now?”


“Hmm?” Siebert seemed quite distracted, but Lina let it
pass. “Oh yes. Go ahead.” He went over to wash his hands, and then he waited
expectantly for her to cast the spell.


Lina had hoped he would give her some privacy, but as it
seemed that he was settling in, she shrugged and immersed herself in summoning
forth the magical power to heal the remnants of her wound. She could feel the
energy heeding her will, as well as the slightly itchy sensation of injured
flesh knitting back together. When she released the spell and opened her eyes,
Siebert was standing right next to her.


“May I?” He asked. After Lina nodded permission, he traced
the faint pink line that stretched from her ribs across her midriff and down to
her hip. Over time, it would fade, just as most of the other scars she had
acquired over her life had. He nodded to himself. “It looks good, but we should
probably keep you monitored for any sign of further infection.”


“It’ll take a while for the infection to come back, if it
does at all, right?”


“Probably at least a day or so,” Siebert conceded. “Why?”


Lina pointed at her lank hair. “I really want a bath.
I itch from head to toe, and I could use a good soak.” She smiled winsomely. “It’ll
give me something to do until Gourry comes back. That way I won’t be bored
sitting around waiting for him.” She knew she had been a difficult patient over
the past two days, and she was hoping that the oblique reference to that fact
would give her the leverage she needed to make her getaway. She was certain
they were hiding something about Gourry from her, and although it defied
explanation, she kept having the nagging sensation that he was in trouble.


“Well, I suppose I could have Shella heat some water for
you,” he mused while rubbing absently at his chin. “But, it would probably be
better for you to go to one of the public baths,” he said with a smile. “You’ll
get a better soak, and the exercise will do you good. Just don’t overdo it,
okay?”


Lina smiled in genuine relief. “I won’t,” she promised. Of
course, her idea of “overdoing it” and his were probably dramatically
different, but that was neither here nor there. The less Siebert knew about her
plans, the happier they would both be. At least this way, there was no need to
sneak out through the window.


As soon as Siebert left the room, she started her
preparations. She stashed Gourry’s sword in a fold of her cloak. It took quite
a bit of on-the-spot jury rigging to get it to stay while looking unobtrusive,
but she had a feeling he was going to need it. It was a shame there was no way
to sneak out his armor as well, but that would probably be too obvious. Her
small dagger was secreted into her boot. After all, no one would believe she
was just going to take a bath if she came out armed to the teeth. Actually, the
thing that took the longest was trying to decide what to do with her shirt. She
had a grand total of two shirts left: the tunic she had washed in the inn back
in Deremar’s village, and the torn dirty one she was wearing now. It would
hardly be proper to go about in a torn tunic, but she really wanted to save the
clean one, because she really did intend to take a bath soon, and she wanted
clean clothes when she got out. Finally, she took off the torn tunic, and using
her dagger, she sliced off the ragged bottom edge, and then put it back on. It
left her midriff bare, but it did satisfy the basic demands of modesty. Naga
had run around in far less clothes than this, and if she fastened her cloak
just a bit differently, no one would notice her cropped top.


Satisfied that she was ready, Lina picked up a small sack
holding her clean clothes and some toiletries. When she opened the door of her
sick room, she was startled to see Ryan leaning against the wall opposite her,
his arms folded across his chest. He was obviously waiting for her.


“Siebert asked me to show you to the closest bath,” he said
by way of explanation.


“That was nice of him,” Lina replied. She avoided looking
him in the eye. She had neither the time, nor the energy to deal with demons
from her past, and she was more than a little bit afraid of what she might see
in his eyes. She was even more afraid of what he might see in hers. “Let’s go. I’m
dying to get clean.” She started walking down the hall, cursing her heart as a
traitor for thumping so loudly in her chest.


“Lina?” Ryan’s voice stopped her in her tracks.


“What?”


“The door out is this way,” he replied, pointing the other
way.


“Well, why didn’t you say so in the first place?” Lina
demanded in righteous indignation. She held on to that particular feeling as
strongly as she could. It kept her from feeling other things she had no desire
to feel at the moment.


“You haven’t changed a bit,” Ryan replied ruefully. “Still
as pig-headed as ever, I see.”


“Right now, I feel like a pig.” Lina retorted, tossing her
lank hair. “I probably smell like a pig, too.” She started down the hallway in
the direction he had indicated. “Are you going to show me to the baths or aren’t
you?” When Ryan made no move to follow her, she glared at him. “Fine, I’ll find
my own way.”


“You’re going after him aren’t you?”


Lina turned around slowly. “Who, Gourry?” She shrugged in
calculated nonchalance. “I’m sure Jellyfish’ll find his own way back
eventually.”


“I thought as much,” Ryan snorted. “Don’t lie to me, Lina. You
may have been able to fool Siebert, but he doesn’t know you nearly as well as I
do.”


“Fine,” Lina grated out through clenched teeth, “I won’t lie
to you.” She turned and started walking down the hall again. Ryan had always
been able to see right through her, a fact that still annoyed her to no end.


“Wait.” Ryan grabbed her arm, turning her to face him. “If
he is in trouble, what do you think you can do to help him?” he demanded
intently. “You’re just one girl, and you’ve been flat on your back for seven
days. Do you really think you can help him if he can’t help himself?”


“Ryan, let me go,” Lina said simply.


In response, Ryan tightened his grip on her arm. Lina
slumped against him, seemingly capitulating, and his grip relaxed ever so
slightly. Lina slumped down even further, surreptitiously drawing her dagger
from her boot. Before he could react, she straightened, holding the blade at
his throat. He stared at her, his face white. “I’m not the defenseless little
girl anymore, Ryan.” Lina said calmly, lowering her dagger. “I haven’t needed
you or Sis to protect me for a long time now.” She tucked her dagger back in
its hiding place in her boot and stepped away from him. “Now, you can show me
to the baths or not, it’s up to you. But don’t make the mistake of thinking you
can tell me what to do.” She paused, and then added, “That part of our lives
ended years ago.” She cursed herself mentally for how wistful that last phrase
had sounded. Why had she even said that? She had absolutely no desire to have
that particular conversation now.


Not now. Not ever.


What was she so afraid of?


Clenching her teeth, Lina forced herself to meet Ryan’s
gaze. He was still staring at her, and Lina was surprised to find herself
struggling against a panic that threatened to shatter her self-control, just
because of what she saw in his eyes. Not because of the shock on the surface,
but because of the regret underneath. “Fine,” she said through still-clenched
teeth. “I’ll find my own way.”


“Lina—” Ryan bit off whatever he was going to say, even as
he dropped the hand that had reached out to grab her arm again. “I’ll take you
to the baths Siebert sent him to last night,” he finally said with a sigh. “After
that …” he trailed off with a shrug.


Lina tried to figure out if she should be relieved or not,
but she nodded her acknowledgement, gesturing to him to lead the way.


It was a short walk between Siebert’s apartments and the
nearest public bath, a modest family establishment. The hostess clearly
remembered Gourry. In fact, at the end of the evening, when they were closing
up, she had thought he must have fallen asleep in the bath, so she had sent her
eldest son to check on him. Instead of Gourry, the boy found an empty bath and
a blood-smeared rock. His clothes were still neatly folded in a locker. The
family had notified the constable first thing in the morning, but beyond that,
there was little they could do, not knowing Gourry’s name or where he was from.


As she stared at the rock stained with Gourry’s blood, a
cold fury settled over Lina. She was oblivious to the fact that Ryan suddenly,
and rather nervously, expanded the distance between them. When she asked the
hostess for permission to search the room, the matronly woman pointed the way
and sighed in obvious relief when Lina closed the door behind her.


Although she went through the motions of searching the room,
Lina was fairly confident she would find nothing of use. She kept turning the
rock over in her hand. Someone had left this here on purpose. There were no
other signs of violence in the room, save for this rock, so it must be a
message of some sort. If she could figure out the message, it would bring her
that much closer to Gourry. She snarled in frustration as she paced the room. She
knew that Gourry was in trouble, and here she was pacing a bathing room. Ryan’s
questions echoed through her mind. All the strength and magic in the world did
her no good if she had no way to find him. Finally, she sat down on a low
bench, and as she did, she bumped against Gourry’s sword.


Gourry’s sword. There was the niggle of an idea there, and
Lina took a deep breath, trying to calm herself and tease it out. She pulled
the sword, still sheathed in its scabbard, out of her cloak and stood it in
front of her, pushing the hilt from hand to hand. As she did so, she remembered
the time Sylphiel had divined their direction in Rezo’s labyrinth. Lina
remembered being disappointed with how simple the procedure had seemed. Sylphiel
had said a short prayer for luck, and then she had let her rod fall to the
ground. But Lina was no shrine maiden, and she seriously doubted that such a
method would work for a bandit-killer like her.


Bandit-killer. Oh! She berated herself for being so stupid. How
many times had she said it? ‘Never underestimate the amount of information
bandit gangs could have!’ All she had to do was find the local bandit gang—and
she owed them a visit at any rate, as payback for attacking her in the first
place—pump them for information, and her problem would be solved. At the very
least, they would give her a new lead, even if the one gang she knew of had
nothing to do with Gourry vanishing from the bathhouse.


She stashed Gourry’s sword back in her cloak and cracked her
knuckles. With purpose and determination, she marched out of the room, ignoring
the queries from Ryan and the hostess. Without a backward glance, she launched
herself into the air, heading towards the old abandoned part of town. There
were bandits back there who needed a proper introduction to Lina Inverse.


**********************


Gourry leaned against the wall of the stairwell, wondering
how much further up they went. It seemed like he had been climbing stairs since
he had left his cell behind. For once, he was actually glad he lacked armor and
boots. It made it a great deal easier to sneak around, that was for certain. So
far, he had only come across two other people. The first one had been asleep at
the door to the first set of stairs he had found. Gourry had rapped him on the
head to keep him asleep, and he had taken the man’s sword, just in case. The
second had been a woman. Gourry had been sneaking down a hallway, and she had
suddenly opened the door he had been leaning on. They had stared at each other
for a brief moment of shocked surprise, and then she had hurled a throwing
knife at him, just barely grazing his thigh. Unfortunately for her, that left
her unarmed, and Gourry neutralized her fairly easily before she could raise an
alarm. Unfortunately for him, the knife had been poisoned, and he could feel
the debilitating effects starting to spread through his system.


At least the wound was little more than a scratch, and nowhere
near as severe as the hit Lina had taken. It was small consolation, however,
because he already felt just slightly off balance, and he was sure the nausea
would hit him all too soon. He only hoped that he could resist the poison until
he got free of this warren of stairs and hallways.


Just as Gourry pushed himself off of the wall and started
climbing up the flight of stairs in front of him, he heard an explosion and the
sounds of people screaming. He flattened himself against the wall when the door
to the stairwell opened, and a panicked man started running down the stairs. When
he saw Gourry, he must have thought he was a fellow thief for he shouted out in
warning, “Run for your life! It’s the Bandit-Killer!”


Gourry felt a surge of relief, and ignoring his dizziness,
he ran up the stairs taking them two at a time. Within moments, he heard Lina’s
voice alternately shouting out spells and calling for him. He had no idea how
she had found him, but at that moment, he could care less. “Lina!” he called as
he staggered into a room that bore several scorch marks. It was lucky for the
bandits that there was nothing that combustible in their lair—except for the
bandits themselves, Gourry amended when he noticed the crumpled bodies strewn
about the room.


“Gourry!” Lina shouted, dropping the bandit she had been
shaking and rushing over to him. She wrapped her arms around him, hugging him
fiercely. “Where have you been?” She demanded.


“Long story,” Gourry grunted, as he shoved her to the
ground. They just narrowly avoided the knife hurled by the man Lina had been
interrogating. He rushed at them, brandishing another knife, but Lina cut the
thief down with a flare arrow, and then looked at him in concern. Gourry
noticed that his hands were shaking, and try as he might, he could not bring
them under his control.


“Are you okay?”


“One of them got me,” Gourry admitted, pointing to his
thigh. “It’s just a scratch, but … I think it’s poisoned … same thing
you had.”


Lina swore softly under her breath. “Watch my back,” she
commanded, and then she closed her eyes in concentration, chanting a spell
under her breath. As she finished, Gourry felt the dizziness recede, and his
hands stopped shaking. “Feel better?” she asked, placing her hand on his cheek.


Gourry nodded. “Yeah, thanks.”


Lina looked at him closely, taking in the rags he was
wearing. “That should take care of the poison, but I don’t think Dicleary will
cure infections, so I won’t cast Recovery, just in case.”


“It’s just a scratch, anyways.”


She nodded and then pulled his sword out of her cloak. As
she did so, Gourry noticed that she was exposing a great deal more skin than
was her wont, but he took his sword from her gratefully, ditching the inferior
blade he had been using. “Let’s go punish the rest of these miscreants,” she
said enthusiastically, “and then I want a bath!”


“Well, what do we have here?” A voice interjected. “Hmm. It
looks like the pretty little girl has fallen right into my grasp without me
having to go out and find her.”


Gourry gently pushed Lina to one side and unsheathed his
sword. “Garik,” he bit out.


“Garik?” Lina repeated, turning to face the new-comer. She
did a slight double take and glanced quickly between him and Gourry. “You know
him?”


Both Garik and Gourry gaped at her. Gourry was the first to
recover. “Yeah. We served in the same army for a while. A long time ago.”


“Not another old army buddy,” Lina said in disgust.


“Not quite,” Garik said smoothly in his deep voice. “More
like … rivals.”


“Rivals?” Gourry spat. “You were never in my league to begin
with.”


Lina nodded knowingly and stage-whispered to Gourry, “That’s
what happens when you get a reputation. Everybody with third-rate talent
proclaims themselves your rival, just to gain some notoriety.” She turned her
attention back to Garik. “Well, that’s a relief,” Lina said with theatrical
exaggeration. “I’d hate to think that Gourry was friends with a clumsy rapist.”
Then she smirked. “I guess I’ll leave you to Gourry then. After all, he hasn’t
had a turn to beat you up in a long time.”


Gourry dragged his attention away from Lina to face his
self-proclaimed ‘rival’. How she knew Garik—and his favorite activity—was
beyond him, but that was beside the point at the moment. Garik was still
struggling to recover from the shock of Lina’s reaction. Gourry guessed that he
had encountered very few ‘little girls’ who showed so little fear and so much
indifference. He was so off-balance trying to figure her out, that he ignored
Gourry.


“I think you’re way out of your league, Garik,” Gourry
stated as he approached him calmly, his sword drawn. “You may have caught me
unawares yesterday, but you don’t have that luxury now.”


Garik glanced around frantically, almost like a cornered
animal. Finally, with a snarl, he drew his own sword.


From the second their blades crossed, there was no question
as to who was the better swordsman. Gourry almost negligently parried Garik’s
first clumsy swipe, and before he could get his guard back up, Gourry nicked
him across his forearm. Nothing serious, just enough to draw blood. Garik had
been decent with the sword before, but now, missing one eye, he was at a
serious disadvantage. Gourry watched his expression carefully, on guard for
some kind of underhanded tactic.


Garik feinted, and then thrust towards Gourry’s left side. Gourry
quickly blocked, and he allowed Garik to push him towards the right. As he did,
he saw the flare of triumph in Garik’s eyes. Garik’s free hand flew towards his
belt, and he smoothly launched a dagger. The dagger flew wide of Gourry on his
left side and hurtled towards Lina.


“Diem Wind!” Lina shouted, and a blast of air flew
forcefully from her, causing the dagger to drop harmlessly to the floor.


Gourry braced himself against the gust of wind, but Garik
was unprepared for Lina’s counterattack, and he stumbled backwards. With a
flick of his wrist, Gourry disarmed Garik and sent his sword skittering away.


Garik scrabbled backwards, trying to get away from Gourry
and the blade leveled at his throat. He lurched against the door frame, and
with a panicked look over his shoulder, he took off at a run.


Lina tsked as she moved to stand next Gourry. “I’d say ‘rival’
was a drastic over-statement,” she commented mildly as she flipped her hair
over her shoulders. It was a move that would have looked a whole lot more
dramatic if her hair had been clean, Gourry noted absently.


“So, how do you know Garik?” Gourry asked as he sheathed his
sword.


“I don’t, really,” Lina shrugged. “I caught him trying to
rape a girl in Deremar’s village when I was pilfering food from the inn. She
called him ‘Garik’, and I recognized the eye-patch.”


“You didn’t tell me that,” Gourry accused.


“It hardly seemed worth mentioning,” Lina replied after the
briefest pause. She stared at the wall, but Gourry could tell that she was
looking right through it. “He had barely ripped her shirt when I pulled him off
of her and hit him with a mono volt.” Her voice trailed off, and she stood
silent for a few moments. Then she shook herself. “C’mon. Let’s clear this
place out and find their loot!” She smiled up at him, and her smile almost
reached her eyes. Almost, but not quite.


Something about that encounter troubled her; it was pretty
obvious. What bothered him was that he had a hard time figuring out who she was
trying to distract: him or herself. Now that he thought about it, she had
seemed rather upset when she came back to their camp that day, but she had
brushed it off as hunger, and he had accepted it.


It was funny. They had become physically intimate, but at
the same time, it felt like there was more space between them in other
respects. Not that he expected that they would suddenly be sharing all their
thoughts with each other or anything, but … Lina had never been the type to
hide things or prevaricate around a direct question. She would either answer or
tell him to back off, not try for some sort of distraction. If someone had told
him two weeks ago that Lina would deliberately hide things from him, he would
have thought them mad. Then again, he had never thought he would keep secrets
from her either.


Gourry shook his head. He was probably overreacting. The
past few days had been trying. First Lina had been seriously injured, and then
he had been abducted from a bath and subjected to the attentions of a depraved
pervert. Maybe they just needed a decent meal and a good night’s sleep and
everything would go back to normal.


“What’s wrong?”


“What?” Gourry shook his head again, wondering if he had
missed part of the conversation again.


“Well,” Lina said with her hand cocked on her hip, “you’re
just standing there. Are we going to find the loot or not?”


Gourry smiled fondly at her. “Yeah, let’s go.” Now, that was
typical Lina single-mindedness. Filling her purse was always her first
priority, winning out over hunger, exhaustion, or whatever else came her way. He
ruffled her hair the way he used to when they had first met. “Then we’ll find a
bathhouse, and this time, I’ll wash your back.”


**********************


With the two of them working together, they cleared out the
rest of the bandits in short order. In fact, it took longer for Lina to pick
through their collection of treasure. She was very particular about what she
stole from thieves and hated the thought of being weighed down by a bunch of
worthless junk. If she was going to carry it, it had better be something of
value. She glanced over and saw that Gourry was sifting through a pile of
coins, picking out the larger silvers and the occasional gold.


It had certainly felt good to be beating up on bandits
again, even if she had no clue how or why Gourry had been captured. She just
hoped that there was no price on their heads. She hated living under those
circumstances. It was aggravating enough enduring the never-ending stream of
self-proclaimed ‘Heroes of Justice’ that chased after the bounty, and scrounging
for food was less than enjoyable, but what really made the situation
intolerable were the posters. Why did they have to choose the most
un-flattering descriptions? ‘The Sworn Enemy of All Who Live’ was such an over
dramatization. Once, just once, would it kill them to use ‘Beautiful Sorcery
Genius’?


When Lina finally felt like she had taken everything of
value, she turned to see Gourry lounging against a wall, watching her. A slight
smile of amused tolerance played about his lips, and somehow, that one small
expression caused Lina to relax, even though she had not been aware that she
was tense. As crazy as things had become of late, this was how things were
supposed to be: she and Gourry together against bandits or whatever else came
their way.


“Ready?” Lina asked as she tucked the last sack into her
cloak.


He nodded, and they made their way out of the bandits’ lair.
As they walked through the town in a companionable silence, Gourry placed his
arm around her shoulder. No sooner had she leaned into him than he stiffened. A
second later, Lina caught whiff of the delectable odor of roasting meat.


“When was the last time we had real food?” Lina asked with
stars sparkling in her eyes.


Gourry laughed in glee. “C’mon, I’ll even treat!”


The aroma was coming from a small street-vendor, who was
offering roast goose. While Gourry placed their order and dickered over the
price, Lina tried not to drool at the thought of eating something besides thin
rice porridge and foul-tasting medicine. In fact, she was sure she would never
be able to look at cheese again without feeling queasy. She was just about to
duck under the short curtain that gave diners a modicum of privacy when she
caught glimpse of something from the corner of her eye. She turned her head,
and sure enough, she saw a familiar hooded figure in a beige cloak. He was
walking at the edge of the crowd with his head ducked down, as if he was trying
to hide his face. Although his back was towards her, his outfit and demeanor
left her with no doubts as to his identity.


Lina grinned and called out, “Hey, Zel!”


Gourry turned at her call. “Zelgadis is here?” he asked
enthusiastically.


“Over there,” Lina pointed, but her grin had faded. When she
called his name, the figure had not stopped or even slowed. “What’s with him?” She
started to go after him, but Gourry’s hand on her arm restrained her.


“You can chase after him later. Right now, you need food.” Gourry
handed her a roast goose leg.


Lina took it from him absently, her excitement over the food
dimmed over Zel’s behavior. It was like he was deliberately ignoring her, she
thought with annoyance as she bit savagely into the goose leg. “Still, that’s
no excuse to ignore friends,” she mumbled through a mouth of food. “Somebody
ought to pound some sense into his head. He’s always going off on his own!”


Gourry shrugged and started into his second helping.


She was surprised to see Zelgadis, and more than a bit
annoyed that he chose not to acknowledge them, but at the same time, she
privately admitted to relief as well. She was not quite up to dealing with him
right now. He would either be in gloomy mode, which was just plain depressing,
or he would start shooting snide innuendos at them … Lina blushed. No, it
was probably better to just avoid that particular conversation at the moment.


As Gourry moved on to his third goose leg, Lina finished her
first. She considered trying to snatch his from him, but her stomach was a bit
on the queasy side, probably due to the fact that rice porridge was the closest
she had come to solid food in more than a week. Lina absently gnawed the end
off her bone and sucked out the reddish-brown marrow. It made her stomach
settle for some reason. She had started on the other end when she noticed
Gourry looking at her with a strange expression. “What?”


“Do you have to eat the bones, too?”


“It’s very nourishing, you know.” Lina stood up. “Are you
ready?”


“For what?” Gourry polished off his last piece and wiped his
hands absently on the rag he was using as a pair of pants, widening one of the
rips in the process.


“To get your clothes and boots, for one thing.” Lina glanced
pointedly at his pants. “You never did explain what happened.”


Gourry suppressed a shudder and leaned over to retie the rag
that was keeping his borrowed pair of shoes from falling off his feet. “Yeah, I’m
ready.”


“So what did happen?” Lina pressed as they started walking
towards the bathhouse Ryan had led her to just a scant hour earlier. She could
tell that Gourry was pretty reticent, but she had a feeling that she probably
should know all the details. “Who’s Garik?”


“It’s pretty much like I said. We served in the same merc
band for a while.”


“He certainly seems to be holding a grudge,” Lina prompted.


Gourry snorted. “Well, we never liked each other, even from
the beginning. He thought I was too young to have command of a cohort, and I
didn’t like the way he treated his men.”


“It seems to go deeper than that, though.” Lina filed away
the information that Gourry had gained a command at a young age. As much as she
wanted to follow up on that, she also wanted to know what the deal was with
Garik. “What was all that ‘pretty little girl’ stuff about?”


“That was probably aimed at me.” Gourry clenched his hands
into fists. “He used to call me ‘the pretty little boy’ and sic all the gays on
me.”


“What happened?” Lina filed that bit of information away as
well. It explained his reaction to the ‘Great Hero Volun.’ She hid a smile
behind a cough.


“It’s not funny, Lina,” Gourry remonstrated with a long
suffering sigh.


“I wasn’t laughing!” Lina protested, struggling to keep a
straight face.


Gourry’s expression was frank disbelief, but he answered her
original question. “We got into a scuffle one day, and he lost his eye. I took
responsibility, and the commander discharged me.”


“So that’s it, then?” Lina chewed absently on her lower lip,
considering the situation. “It’s just an old grudge?”


“Well,” Gourry hesitated. “I think he’s working for Deremar
right now.”


“What?” Lina nearly choked on that one. “What gives you that
idea?”


“When he came down to gloat over me, he said something about
bringing the murderer of Lucilla to justice. Isn’t she that girl?”


“Yeah,” Lina answered slowly. “She’s ‘that girl.’” The niece
and lover of Deremar. The girl whose murder had been pinned on the two of them
in such a sloppy manner. Lina shook her head. “It just isn’t making any sense. I
think it’s time we got some more information about Deremar.”


“Hmm.”


They walked the rest of the way in silence, both lost in
thought. When Lina stopped in front of the bathhouse, she felt Gourry stiffen
beside her. She followed his gaze and had to stop herself from doing a
double-take. There, seated in front of the bathhouse, was Ryan.


“Ryan?” She asked incredulously, noting that he was holding
a bundle of clothes, and Gourry’s boots were sitting by his feet. “What are you
still doing here?”


“What’s it look like?” Ryan replied casually. “I’m waiting
for you guys. The hostess gave me his clothes,” Ryan thrust his chin in Gourry’s
direction, “and boots after you took off. I figured you’d probably show up here
sooner or later.”


Lina stared at him incredulously. Although it had been a
long time since they had been close, she could tell he was lying, even if she
had no idea why. Having him there made her feel incredibly awkward, almost like
she had done something wrong. She glanced at Gourry, only to catch his eyes
moving back and forth between her and Ryan. The tightness around his jaw did
little to put her at ease, and she felt her cheeks grow hot as the silence
dragged out.


Finally, she could bear the uneasy tableau no longer. “Well,
I don’t know about you guys, but I’m dying for a bath,” she announced. Without
waiting for a reply, she turned and marched into the bathhouse, determined to
think about nothing else save the hot water waiting for her.


The hostess was a young girl who smiled pleasantly when she
entered the bathhouse. Lina asked for a small private room, and within moments,
she was escorted back to the room she had been in earlier that morning, the
room that Gourry had used the previous night. She sighed a bit, partially in
relief that she had found Gourry, and partially in remembrance of the frantic
way she had felt the last time she had been here.


“Is there a problem, Miss?” the maid asked as she placed a
stack of towels on a small stool.


Lina smiled at her. “No, no problem. This is great, thanks.”


“Please feel free to contact us if there is anything else
you need,” the maid replied as she bowed and left the room.


As soon as the door snicked shut, Lina shucked off her
clothes, leaving them in an unkempt pile on the floor. Her skin positively
itched, and she eyed the soap avariciously. She focused on the current task at
hand, scrubbing herself clean.


It was only after she had washed and slipped into the tub to
soak that her mind started to wander, and she found herself thinking about
Ryan. And Gourry. She scrubbed at her face angrily, and tried to convince
herself that it was her hair dripping water into her face and that she did not
feel any prickling in her eyes. ‘No looking back.’ That was the motto of her
life, right? Right. So she was not going to think about it. She was not!


**********************


Gourry watched Lina flee into the relative safety of the
bathhouse, recognizing her retreat for what it was. The random thought that he
was missing his chance to wash her back flitted through his mind, but he
quickly dismissed it and turned to face Ryan.


“Here.” Ryan tossed the bundle of clothes at Gourry, who
snagged them easily out of the air. “You probably want to change, right?” He stared
pointedly at the rags Gourry was wearing.


“Yeah, thanks,” Gourry replied. He wondered what was going
on between Ryan and Lina. That night Ryan had touched Lina … it had been
the touch of man who knew exactly what he wanted and felt entitled to make such
a claim. But just now … he had been acting like an awkward adolescent—both
of them were, actually.


Ryan shrugged, but the way his eyes bored into Gourry’s belied
that casual gesture. “You guys got back a lot sooner than I expected, although
to be honest, I didn’t expect you to be with her.”


“Really?” Gourry wondered what was going on here. He felt
like he was being challenged, but he had no skill with this kind of verbal
fencing. What would Lina do in a situation like this? She would pump him for
information, of course. Well, there was one thing he was curious about … “Lina
didn’t believe you when you said you were just waiting.”


Ryan winced almost imperceptibly. “You thought so, too,
hunh?”


His response took Gourry aback on several levels. He
struggled with his feelings, trying to decide if he liked Ryan or not. He
definitely did not like what he had seen the other night—the way Ryan had
spoken to Lina, the way he had touched her so familiarly—or that look in his
eyes whenever he saw her. Ryan’s casual admission that he and Lina knew each
other well enough to read each other so easily also made him uneasy. On the
other hand, Ryan openly acknowledged that there was a relationship between Lina
and Gourry, and his words and behavior even seemed to suggest that there was
camaraderie between them because of that similarity. Gourry found himself
smiling, albeit weakly. “Yeah, I thought so.” It was an acknowledgement. And a
claim.


“Lina and I grew up together.” Ryan waved his hand
dismissively.


“Really?” Gourry repeated himself. He tried to imagine her
as a little girl doing little-girl-type things, but instead, he pictured her
doing all the things he had done as a boy—snitching food from the kitchen,
running around exploring dark and dirty corners of the keep, playing monsters
and dragons, that type of thing. “Lina doesn’t talk much about her past.” He
would bet anything Lina had been a total tomboy, though.


Something—was it disappointment?—flared in Ryan’s eyes, but
he masked it quickly. “Yeah, she’s always been like that,” he replied
pleasantly enough. “So,” Ryan asked with exaggerated casualness, “how long have
you been with Lina?”


“I don’t know. It’s been a while, I guess.” Gourry shrugged.


“You guess?” Ryan pressed, as he leaned forward slightly.


“I haven’t exactly been keeping records or anything if that’s
what you mean.” He wondered why it seemed to matter so much to the other man. “Maybe
you should ask Lina,” he suggested, barely even noticing the affectionate smile
that came to his lips when he mentioned her name, “I’m sure she could tell you
how long it’s been to the day.”


Ryan laughed. “Yeah, I bet she could at that. She always did
have a mind for details. Must be the merchant blood.” A shadow crossed his
face, but he covered it by standing up and stretching. “Well,” he said, holding
his hand out to Gourry, “it’s been nice talking to you.”


“You’re not going to wait for Lina?” Gourry asked in
surprise as he shook Ryan’s hand.


Ryan looked startled and a bit guilty as he withdrew his
hand from Gourry’s grip. “Um … Well, no. There’s something I need to take
care of … business matters, you understand …” Ryan stared off to his
left. “I promised Shella and Siebert I’d do some shopping for them after
showing Lina to the baths,” he finally offered, looking Gourry in the eye. “I
can usually get them really good deals,” he said with a smile.


“Well, thanks for watching my stuff.”


Ryan shrugged. “No problem,” he replied casually. “See you
around, Gourry.”


Gourry watched as Ryan walked away whistling a jaunty little
tune. The problem with verbal fencing—aside from the fact that he had no skill
with it—is that it was incredibly difficult to tell who won and who lost. Ryan
seemed to have gotten whatever he was looking for, but Gourry could not for the
life of him figure out what the man had been after.


Under slightly different circumstances, he might have liked
Ryan. He seemed genuinely friendly. But. Gourry was unsure what the ‘but’ was, only
that it was there. And it was more than the fact that Ryan was Lina’s old
boyfriend—or whatever.


Well, one thing was certain. There was no way he would solve
anything just standing in the front of a bathhouse in rags. Although he was
still relatively clean from his bath the night before, his flesh still
remembered the stink of the dank cell and the disgustingly sensuous feel of that
kid pulling away his towel. Hot water and soap would help to scrub it away. Without
a second thought, Gourry scooped up his boots and entered the bathhouse.


The hostess was different from the one he had encountered
the previous evening. She was young, rather than matronly, and she looked as if
she smelled something bad, the way her face was puckered up. She looked Gourry
up and down with a barely concealed sneer on her face. He could easily imagine
what she saw: a scruffy looking man in rags. “Can I help you sir?” She asked in
a tone that clearly indicated her doubt that she could help him at all.


Gourry pulled a silver coin from the sack tied to the rope
he was currently using for a belt and placed it on the small counter she stood
behind. “I’d like to use the baths,” he said calmly.


She stared at the coin for a moment, and she looked like she
was arguing with herself. Finally her hand snaked out and snatched the coin, as
if she were afraid it would disappear if she failed to grab it quickly enough. She
pulled a fluffy white towel off the stack behind her and tossed it at Gourry. “The
public baths are that way,” she said shortly with a gesture down the hall to
her right.


“Thank you.”


Gourry heard her grunt in reply as he walked away, and he
sighed to himself. The wandering poor had never been unwelcome at Gabriev Keep.
They were always given a warm meal, a dry place to sleep in the barn, and were
usually sent on their way with a few coins. It had been such a shock the first
time he saw a beggar mistreated. It had been Garik, actually. No surprise
there, really, and that was probably another reason for his dislike of the man.
It appeared that Garik was more the norm in this particular case, though. No
one seemed to like the poor. Lina had been really upset the first time he had
tossed some coins to a ragged group crying charity outside some small town. It
was a recurring argument, actually. Lina thought that beggars deserved their
lot. If they were unhappy with their life, they should get up and work, she
argued, instead of depending on handouts from hard-working people. Gourry
tended to think that those with more should help those with less.


Once Gourry arrived in the bathing room, he stripped with a
great sigh of relief. He had managed to stop thinking about the wet spot in the
trousers, particularly after said wet spot had dried, but the reek of blood,
smoke, and stale sex remained. Maybe that explained why the hostess had been
wrinkling her nose. At any rate, Gourry was quite happy to wad the rags up into
a ball and toss them into a trashcan. He took his time bathing, knowing that
Lina was probably going to be a while. Once he felt suitably clean, he soaked a
bit in the public tub, relaxing and half-listening to the chatter of the other
men there.


One conversation in particular caught his attention.


“Hey, did you hear about what’s going on in Fenwic?”


“You mean about Deremar?”


“Yeah. I heard he’s marrying his niece off to some Elmekian
baron.”


That particular statement gave Gourry quite the pause.


“That’s not what I heard. I heard that Deremar tried to kill
his niece. It was some kind of demonic ritual or something.”


“No way! You’re kidding, right?”


“Nope.” There was a short pause and then a laugh. “Maybe he’s
doing both!”


“Wouldn’t surprise me in the least. He always was a greedy
bastard.”


“Ain’t that the truth. All merchants are greedy bastards,
though.”


“Yeah. Just yesterday, one of them tried to give me half of
what he’d promised for the cloth we’d produced …”


The conversation shifted to the vagaries of wool production,
and Gourry lost interest. It was strange. Although it seemed Deremar had sent
out Garik after them, there was no price on their heads. And what was that part
about marrying his niece to an Elmekian baron? That was just … downright
bizarre. Elmekia was pretty far away, and about the only time he ever heard
anyone mention Elmekia was when they were casting that spell, Elmekia
something-or-other. He shrugged to himself and tried to remember the
conversation. If he told Lina, she would probably be able to figure out what
was going on.


Gourry stepped out of the tub and toweled himself dry. It
was a relief to slip into his own clothes, especially the boots. As he wandered
out to the entrance, he glanced around for Lina, not that he expected to see
her. She would probably take a nice long soak. As he glanced around, the
hostess caught his eye. It was the same girl, but this time she was smiling
pleasantly at him.


“Did everything meet your expectations, sir?” She asked
politely.


“Yeah … everything was fine.” Gourry replied slowly,
wondering if she even realized he was the same person as the one she had turned
her nose up before. He doubted that he looked that different. Same hair, same
face, same body, just different clothes. Then a thought occurred to him. “Did a
girl about this tall,” Gourry held his hand a bit below chest-height, “come
out?” He paused a moment, and then added as an afterthought, “She would’ve had
a red tunic and a black cloak.”


“Hmm …” the hostess tapped a finger against her cheek. “Did
she have long sorta reddish hair?”


“Yeah, that would be her.”


“I don’t think she’s come out yet.”


“Would you tell her that I’ll be waiting for her outside?”


“Certainly. Have a nice day, sir.”


Gourry exited the bathhouse and sat on the same bench where
Ryan had been waiting for them. He wondered how long Lina would take. Probably
until her stomach started rumbling … Well, there was no real reason to
hurry.


He passed the time watching people go about their business. There
was a lot of activity, as it was the middle of the day, the time when people
seemed to be the busiest for some reason. By the time the mid-day activity
slowed, Gourry was tired of watching people and beyond bored—he was actually on
the verge of falling asleep. He stood up and stretched, taking a quick glance
at the sun. It was well beyond its zenith, perhaps mid-way along its descent,
and he thought that Lina should certainly be done by now.


Just as he was deciding to go back in and ask the hostess if
she had seen Lina, the girl came out.


“Oh,” she said in surprise as she saw Gourry standing by the
bench. “Are you still waiting for your friend?”


“Yeah,” Gourry replied, wondering if he had somehow missed
Lina, or if she had come out a different exit. “Did you see her?”


“No,” she replied slowly, tapping her finger against the
side of her cheek again.


“Could you check on her, please?” Gourry was starting to
feel just the edges of worry. He doubted that anything would happen in broad
daylight, but this was the same bathhouse he had been abducted from just the
previous night.


“Please wait here,” she indicated, when Gourry tried to
follow her down the hall.


He hesitated for half a second, and then he shook his head as
he dropped in behind her. Almost immediately, she stopped and turned around,
taking a breath to say something. Whatever it was, she changed her mind when
she saw the look on his face. Her mouth snapped shut in a thin line that barely
concealed a mixture of annoyance and fear. Without a word, she marched down the
hall, leading Gourry straight to a very familiar room: the same one in which he
had bathed last night. He felt a tight knot of worry deep in his guts. This was
not good.


The hostess knocked softly on the door, leaning her ear
against it to hear any response. A few seconds went by … a moment … and
then another. Nothing. No response. The hostess lifted her hand to knock again,
but Gourry shouldered her out of the way, oblivious to her venomous glance, and
banged on the door with an upraised fist. “Lina?” he called loudly, “Lina, are
you in there?”


Five, he would count out five heart-beats, and if there was
no answer by then, he was breaking the door down. One. Gourry refused to
consider what he would do if she was missing. Two. It was so stupid. They
should have found another place. Three. A safer place without such a bad
track record. Four. He should never have let her out of his sight. Five.
Gourry backed across the hall.


The hostess, sensing what he intended to do, stepped in
front of the door, her arms outspread. “Oh no you don’t!” she declared with
some heat. “We run a respectable place, here, Mister! Hey—”


Before she could react, Gourry switched to Plan B. He drew
his sword and cut a new door, right through the wall. Her protests were ignored
as he launched himself through the new entrance, holding his breath against
what he hoped not to see.
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“I said I was sorry,” Lina repeated for at least the tenth
time as she viciously toweled her hair dry behind a privacy screen.


There was no response—not that she expected one.


Well, was it her fault that she had fallen asleep in the
bath? It had been warm and comfortable, and she had felt so relaxed—once she
was able to relax, at least. And, she had been tired. After spending the past
week or more convalescing, it had surprised her that using magic would exhaust
her so. Apparently she had been more seriously injured that she had realized. She
really had not intended to sleep so long—or to worry Gourry. Vaguely, she
recalled waking a few times, but in each case, she had felt waves of lethargy
crashing through her, and opening her eyes was such a struggle that she had
just given in to the demands of her body. Sleep really was the best way for her
to recover her strength. Sleep and food, she amended as her stomach growled
insistently.


She peeked around the edge of the privacy screen. Gourry was
leaning against a wall, his arms folded impassively across his chest, just
staring off into space. Yup. No doubt about it, he was still mad.


After he had come crashing into the room, to find her
muzzily lifting her head from pillowed arms, the hostess had gone into a tirade
about damaging private property and the like. She had been so strident that
Lina had felt the beginnings of a headache, and, as much as it galled her, she
finally stepped in and promised to pay for the damages, before the woman would
go away. Gourry had stood silent and impassive in his current pose.


Not that it was really her fault, Lina thought as she
buttoned her last decent tunic. She did feel bad that she had made Gourry
worry, but if he had come into the baths with her in the first place, they
could have avoided this entire messy situation. And there would be no
need to pay for the damages to the wall.


Lina sighed. She was really tired of paying for
damages. Especially when they were not really her fault.


The glimmer of an idea tickled in the back of her mind, and
she tried to coax it out to the front. Naga. It had something to do with Naga
and her ‘original’ spell that combined a golem with an elemental spirit. She
shook her head, wondering what brought this to mind. Honestly, it seemed wildly
inappropriate … But try as she might to focus on her current situation—and
how she could figure out a way to avoid paying for what essentially amounted to
renovations of this room—her mind kept returning to the image of Naga summoning
a ridiculous looking dragon made of rock. The thing’s head and neck had been
too big for its tiny body, and it had been more of a menace to them than a
help, as many of Naga’s spells tended to be. When it crashed to the ground, it
had crumbled back into rock, but for a brief moment, man that thing had looked
impressive. The problem had been maintaining control over the earth spirit Naga
had summoned to animate the rock … the ember of the idea flared brightly,
and Lina eagerly seized hold of it.


If she could summon an elemental, probably just a minor one,
and control it, she might be able to get it to repair the wall. And if she was
really lucky, the wall would still be intact when she dismissed the spirit. Naga’s
dragon had disintegrated, but Lina thought it was just as likely that the thing
collapsed under its own weight. The idea, assuming it worked, had multiple
attractions, the least of which was improving upon a spell of Naga’s. Just
imagining the look on that sour hostess’ face when she told her that she had no
clue of what damages she was talking about … that in and of itself made the
whole attempt worthwhile.


As she walked over to the busted wall, she noticed out of
the corner of her eye that Gourry was watching her instead of staring into
space, but the idea had grabbed hold of her, and she just had to find out if
she could pull it off. Half a dozen possible uses sprang to mind
immediately—like fixing a broken ship and not being stuck dead at sea and
starving.


With a deep breath, she summoned the elemental. That turned
out to be the easy part. Getting it to understand what she wanted it to do was
much more difficult. The words ‘fix,’ ‘repair,’ or ‘make whole,’ seemed to have
no meaning to it, but when Lina focused her mind on an image of what she wanted
accomplished, she found that the wall was returned to its original state in
almost no time at all. Now for the tricky part. She dismissed the elemental,
and held her breath. So far, so good … She placed her hand cautiously
against the wall, ready to pull it back if it gave any indication that it was
going to come crashing down, and then pushed a bit harder when it held. Yup, no
doubt about it. She was a sorcery genius. Lina smiled in smug self-satisfaction
over her handiwork.


“That’s a neat trick,” Gourry said from right behind her.


Lina whirled around, a bit startled. “So, you’re not mad at
me anymore?”


“I guess not,” Gourry answered with a sigh.


“Good!” Lina grabbed his arm. “Then let’s go eat! I’m
starving!”


The confrontation with the hostess turned out to be rather
anticlimactic. Lina figured the girl was just as happy to have the damages
repaired. Once they left the bathhouse, they simply followed their noses to a
small eating establishment that had an adequate menu and decent prices.


After filling her stomach, Lina felt nearly herself. She
pushed her chair back and watched people pass by outside the window of the
little restaurant they had found. Once again, she noticed a familiar looking
figure. “Hey, there’s Zel, again!” she pointed out enthusiastically.


“Where?” Gourry turned his head. As he did, Lina snitched a
spoonful of mashed potatoes from his plate.


“Ah,” Lina said in disgust after quickly swallowing, “he
ducked out of sight again! It’s like he’s actively avoiding us or something.”


“You think?” Gourry turned his attention back to his food. “Lina,”
he growled, eyeing her empty plate.


“What?” Lina put on her most innocent expression, and
casually reached across the table to help herself to more of his food.


Just as her spoon was coming down, Gourry snatched his plate
out of her reach and shoveled the remaining food into his mouth.


“Aww,” Lina pouted. “That’s not playing fair, Gourry!”


“Fair’s got nothin’ to do wi’ it,” he answered though a
mouthful of food, although there was a gleam in his eye.


The retort on Lina’s lips died as she caught glimpse of
another familiar figure hurrying across the street. It was Ryan and it looked
like he was going in the same direction Zel had gone. She shook her head,
forcibly dispelling stray thoughts. No. She was not—absolutely not—going to
think about Ryan right now.


“What’s wrong?” Gourry reached across the table, pushing a
stray lock of hair out of her face, his eyes full of concern.


“Nothing,” Lina replied too quickly. She could easily see
his disbelief, and she sighed briefly. “Nothing that I want to talk about right
now,” she amended.


Gourry’s eyes held hers a moment longer, and then he seemed
to dismiss the incident, for which Lina was intensely grateful. “Are you done?”
he asked as he stood up.


“Yeah, for now at least.” Lina stood up as well, tossing her
napkin on a stack of dirty dishes.


“Good, then let’s go!” he replied with enthusiasm.


“Go where?” She was a bit taken aback. Usually she led, and
Gourry followed. It was a bit strange to see him taking the lead.


“Shopping, of course. I saw the perfect place when we were
walking over.”


Lina allowed herself to be led to Gourry’s ‘perfect place.’ Although
she had been extremely leery about her commitment to allow him to pick the
outfit if he was going to pay, she also privately confessed to herself that she
was incredibly curious as to what he would choose. His taste in clothing was
fairly decent, if his own outfit was any indication. He tended to choose blues,
which Lina knew would look awful with her coloring, but there was nothing wrong
with the style. It was serviceable, practical, and easily washed, all important
considerations for their peripatetic lifestyle.


The shop turned out to be more like a little boutique, and
what Lina saw in the window failed to inspire her with confidence. There were
swaths of lace, and ribbons, silks and satins, but nothing that actually
advertised what the place sold. “Are you sure about this?” Lina asked when
Gourry opened the door, causing a tiny bell to tinkle pleasantly.


“Yup,” was his only reply as he tugged her into the shop.


“Can I help you?” A matronly woman ducked from behind a
curtain. She blinked a bit when she saw Gourry, and then her gaze settled on
Lina. For some reason, something about her expression made Lina want to blush.


Gourry pushed Lina in front of him. “She needs some proper
underwear and a bra or two. Oh, and a couple of chemises as well,” he said in a
casual tone, as if he were ordering food off a menu.


Lina felt her face go crimson. She turned on Gourry, her
hands clenched in fists at her side. “What do you mean ‘proper underwear’,’’
she hissed. “And how would a jellyfish like you know what proper underwear is,
anyways?” Never mind the fact that they had been intimate. The thought of
Gourry picking out her underclothes just felt … wrong. Obscene, even. And
then there was the fact that she … well … filling a bra … Lina felt
her face heat up a few more degrees.


With a chuckle that was only partially amused, Gourry caught
one of her hands and uncurled the clenched fingers. He leaned forward and
whispered, “Well, I learned about proper underwear from all those times you
dressed me up in drag, of course.” He gave her a gentle nudge in the direction
of the shopkeeper and spoke in a normal tone of voice. “I’ll just be waiting
outside. Take your time, Lina.”


There was definitely a spring in his step as he exited the
shop. Lina muttered a few choice oaths under her breath and considered
following him. After all, she had reserved veto rights. But. As embarrassing as
it was to have Gourry lead her into a place that sold lingerie, a small voice
at the back of her mind suggested that maybe she wanted to try on frilly lacy
underthings. And, as small as the voice was, Lina knew that it was right. She
had been a bit on the envious side when she had seen Amelia’s underclothes—in
fact it had been Amelia who had insisted on the bra and panties that time they
had dressed Gourry up to evade the bounty hunters around Sandoria—although she
rationalized that they were too expensive to justify. Nobles and princesses
could afford fancy underthings. Merchants and the lower classes did without. But,
if Gourry were paying, then there was no need to feel like she was spending
extravagantly for no purpose. Lina deliberately squelched the thought that
Gourry was not really paying since the money came out of their common
fund.


With a smile she hoped would cover her trepidation, Lina
turned to face the matronly shopkeeper.


“This way, dear.” The woman ushered Lina into the back room.
“Your young man wants you dressed—or undressed,” she corrected herself with a
chuckle, “in sexy attire.”


Lina started choking a bit on that, and tried to stammer out
a reply.


“No, no need to worry, dear.” She paused and held Lina at
arm’s length, sizing her up. Lina felt herself blushing again, and the older
woman’s eyes twinkled. “My name is Merla.” She paused, a tacit request for Lina’s
name.


“I’m Lina Inverse,” Lina responded. Merla’s eyebrows rose
slightly, but she gave no other indication that she recognized the name.


“Well, Lina, let’s take your measurements,” Merla said
briskly, pulling out a long knotted cord. “Then I can show you some samples for
you to choose from.”


Merla proceeded to measure Lina every which way. Some were
familiar and expected—around the hips, waist and bust for example. Others made
absolutely no sense to Lina. She measured the length of her arms and legs, her
wrists and ankles, her neck, and from shoulder to shoulder—both straight across
her back and going down her torso, through her crotch and back up the other
side. Lina blushed at that one, but it turned out to be the worst of them. Merla
murmured numbers to herself as she measured, but they made no sense to Lina. At
last, the woman seemed satisfied, and she wound her cord up, tucking it away.


“Now,” Merla announced, rubbing her hands together. “Silk or
satin?”


Everything became a blur at that point, with endless options
presented to Lina. There was lace or bows, no lace, no bows, all lace—that
particular example really had Lina blushing. Lina opted for something simple in
the silk, and then she had to choose from an assortment of colors: pink, beige,
white, black, ivory, pale blue, lilac … she had never known that underwear
came in so many colors. The biggest surprise was the bra. Not only did it fit
Lina perfectly, but as she looked at herself in the mirror, she was amazed to
see that she looked more like a woman—not as well endowed as most of the women
she knew, but definitely not a flat-chested kid. Finally, Lina had made all her
choices. Merla wrapped the chemises in a square of plain rough linen, promising
to have the rest ready by the next afternoon, and Lina called Gourry in to pay
for her purchases.


Next, Gourry ushered her into a tailor’s shop, where he
picked out two shirts—one sleeveless turtleneck in a forest green color, the
other a creamy peach colored scoop-neck. He also selected two sets of
leggings—one rust-colored and the other a dark brown. The tailor also took Lina’s
measurements, although he was not quite as thorough as Merla had been, and
promised that the alterations would be finished by the following evening.


When Lina and Gourry finally finished with their shopping,
the sun had set, and the city lights had been lit. They walked back to Siebert’s
in a companionable silence. Lina privately conceded that Gourry had good taste.
At least he had the sense not to suggest she wear blue. Although the clothes
had been a bit on the baggy side when she tried them on, they had flattered her
figure far more than anything else she had ever worn.


“What do you say we stop for dinner before going back to
Siebert’s?” Lina suggested.


“Sounds good,” Gourry agreed.


“I’ve got a better idea,” a vaguely familiar voice from the
shadows suggested. “Why don’t you come with me, instead?” Deremar’s greasy
steward, Elfred stepped into the flickering light of a streetlamp, flanked by Garik.
“My master is most … eager to meet with you.”


Out of the corner of her eye, Lina saw Gourry’s hand go
automatically to his sword hilt as he bared his teeth in a feral grin.


“Looks like you were right, Gourry.” Lina spoke calmly, as
if she had no cares in the world. She directed her next words at Elfred. “If
your master wants an audience with the Beautiful Sorcery Genius, Lina Inverse,”
Lina paused theatrically, and felt Gourry tense in preparation for the moment
when all chaos would break forth, “then he’ll have to meet my price!”


The stupefied expressions of shock on Elfred and Garik’s
faces were comically obvious, even in the poor lighting.


“Seriously,” Lina’s tone oozed derision, “you expect that a
stock dialogue line like that is going to have us cowering in fear?” She
grinned sardonically. “Besides, he,” Lina thrust her chin out at Garik, “has
already been humiliated by Gourry today.”


Elfred’s glance flicked quickly between Gourry and Garik and
he snarled, although it was unclear if he was displeased with Garik, with
Gourry, or with the situation in general. Probably the latter, Lina thought. Things
did not seem to be going according to his predetermined script. Elfred composed
his face into a neutral expression. “So, if I offer you money, you’ll come
along quietly?”


Lina laughed. “That depends entirely on how much you’re
offering!” Of course, she had no intention of meekly following along behind
Elfred, although she was burning with curiosity. What could Deremar possibly
want from them? Why would he frame them for the murder of his niece, sic a mob
of peasants on them, and then invite them to his castle? None of it made sense.
The whole thing was just so amateurish, even down to hiring a swordsman who had
no hope of threatening someone of Gourry’s skill.


At her side, she heard Gourry’s barely suppressed a sigh. She
flicked a glance in his direction, and she could tell that he knew what she was
about to do. Well, odds were that Deremar’s greasy steward could scarce
afford—let alone be willing to pay—her price, but his reaction would be
priceless nonetheless. After all, Lina had a reputation to maintain.


“Pretty cocky for a little girl who was on the verge of
death just from a simple cut,” Elfred sneered.


“‘Was’ being the operative term.” Lina smiled but her tone
had turned deadly serious. So he thought he could threaten her, did he? “Care
to try me?”


Garik unsheathed his sword, and struck a pose. Lina supposed
he thought he was threatening, but he just looked ludicrous to her. Apparently,
Gourry was taking no chances, for she heard his sword rasp against its sheath
as he drew it. Well, it looked like she missed her chance to charge them after
all. She quickly selected a spell that would make her point with the least
amount of damage. There were parts of her reputation she would be just as happy
to ditch, and destroying part of a town would be of no help in that particular
effort.


“Lina,” Gourry growled his warning a moment before she sensed
the blood-lust that presaged an attack. She threw up a wind barrier just in
time to block a couple dozen tiny crossbow bolts.


Suddenly, things seemed a whole lot more serious. “How many?”
she asked Gourry, thankful that her wind barrier gave them some measure of
privacy.


“Somewhere between twenty and thirty,” Gourry replied. “Some
of them seem better at masking their presence, and they keep blurring together.”


Lina swore under her breath. Mercenaries who could mask
their presence were a cut above standard bandit fare. At least somebody with
brains seemed to be taking a hand in the situation. She critically examined the
next volley of crossbow bolts as they deflected off her wind barrier. “They
look poisoned,” she warned.


Gourry grunted in response.


Without any overt signal, she dropped her wind barrier, and
they both plunged into the mêlée, giving each other space to work.


Clearing out a den of bandits and fighting mercenaries
required totally different tactics. Bandits tended to be cowards at heart,
which meant they would typically break after being scratched up a bit. Mercenaries,
on the other hand, lived by a simple formula best summed up as, ‘is the pay
worth the pain?’ Of course, defeated mercenaries could generally be counted on
to stay defeated, whereas as bandits had a nasty habit of taking things
personally and sneaking around for revenge. Then again, that was part of what
made dealing with bandits so much fun. Mercenaries were predictable, more work,
and never offered enough spoil to make the effort worthwhile.


The mercenaries gathered by Garik and Elfred seemed to be a
blend of the two categories. Some of the men scattered quickly. Others fought
with a respectable level of skill. The thing that was really odd, however, was
the fact while most of them seemed to be attempting to subdue her and Gourry,
there were a few who were very clearly trying to kill her.


Like the one she currently faced.


He was good. Good enough to close the distance between them
and keep her moving so that she did not have time to fire off a spell potent
enough to deal with him. Good enough to recognize that she was favoring her
left side. She had just healed up that slice this morning—Siebert was so going
to kill her—and the muscles and flesh were still stiff and hampering her
movement.


The sound of a voice from her past calling her name—Ryan’s—distracted
her enough to provide her opponent with the perfect opening. Just barely in
time, she parried a stroke that would have disemboweled her—as it was, she felt
the burning sting of a slice across her midriff. Her opponent quickly followed
up with a move that tripped her up, and she fell hard on her back.


As the mercenary straddled her to administer the coup de
grace, time seemed to slow. There was nothing personal in his eyes—just cool
professionalism: he was a soldier doing the job he had been paid for. She heard
shouting but could not make out what was being said.


A whistle followed by a wet thunk. Suddenly a dagger hilt
protruded from the side of her attacker’s neck. Lina rolled to her side,
hissing against protesting muscles, to avoid the sword that fell from his
hands. She tried to spring to her feet, but she felt a booted foot plant itself
firmly in the small of her back and the kiss of cold steel at the nape of her
neck.


And then, Gourry was there. She cast a spell that made her
cape billow up, fouling her assailant’s view and pushing his sword arm away
from her, just as Gourry’s sword cleaved through flesh and bone. Lina scrambled
to her feet as her assailant’s weapon clattered uselessly to the ground, the
severed hand still gripping the hilt.


Garik fell to his knees in shock, his left hand gripping
tightly at his stump. The four remaining mercenaries formed a loose ring around
her, Gourry and Garik. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Elfred slink off.


“Back off,” Gourry growled, holding his sword at Garik’s
throat. “Or else—”


“Go ahead and kill him,” one of the mercenaries interrupted
harshly. “He killed Relk, we don’t owe him anything.”


Their attack came with little warning. Three of them bore
down on Gourry, while the fourth tried to close with her. ‘Tried,’ being the
operative word. Lina had just enough breathing space to prepare her spell, and
an Elmekia Lance cut him down the moment he started moving. She turned to help
Gourry, but the moron was actually grinning as he held off three attackers. Even
as she watched for an opening, Gourry broke through one of the mercenary’s
guard, leaving a long slash on his forearm before disarming him. When he
whipped out a dagger and tried to hurl it at Lina, Gourry smoothly ran him
through and had his sword free again before the other two mercenaries could
react.


They lowered their swords at that point and backed
cautiously away.


Suddenly, a figure streaked from the mouth of an alley
toward her. Lina jerked to her left, but it was quickly clear that she was not
the intended target.


Garik was.


Lina watched as the figure pulled a short blade from a
corpse and plunged it repeatedly into Garik’s chest, his face contorted with
hate.


“Ryan?” Lina barely whispered. Her eyes were wide with
shock, and she trembled ever so slightly as she tried to comprehend how
Ryan—her gentle Ryan—could be so violent. She could hear Gourry saying
something to the mercenaries; she could hear them reply, but it was so much
meaningless sound: a backdrop for a tableau seemingly from an alternate
reality.


“You!” Ryan cried out as he plunged the dagger into Garik
yet again, seemingly oblivious to the fact that he was already dead. “Murderer!”


“Ryan, stop!” Lina finally cried out, no longer able to bear
seeing him like this. She moved to pull him off of Garik.


Ryan bucked his shoulders violently against Lina, shoving
her away. “You bastard!” he yelled, his voice rough with tears. He brought his
face within inches of Garik’s unseeing eyes. “You were his friend! How could
you? How could you!” Ryan punctuated each statement by shaking Garik’s broken
body.


“Ryan! Enough!” she yelled, her voice thick with tears she
was unaware of shedding. Lina wrapped her arms around Ryan, pulling him back firmly
from Garik’s corpse. “He’s dead. Enough.”


Ryan stiffened, and for an instant, Lina thought he might
buck her off again. Instead, he fell to his knees, kind of half-crawled to the
side, and retched. Without thinking, Lina knelt beside him, rubbing his back
and murmuring that it would be alright—soothing words that meant nothing.


Finally, Ryan got his stomach under control, and after
weakly wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he buried his face in her shoulder.
His body shook with the force of his sobs, and Lina continued to hold him and
soothe him. She was not sure how much time had passed, but once Ryan calmed,
Gourry walked over and placed his hand gently on her shoulder. Lina flashed him
a look of gratitude.


As if sensing the tableau between Lina and Gourry, Ryan
pushed himself gently away from Lina. He took a wavering deep breath and slowly
let it out. “Finally,” he said softly. “It’s finally over.”


Lina looked at him quizzically. “What’s over? What did he
do?”


Ryan stared at her incredulously. “I thought you were there,”
he said slowly, his voice still a bit shaky. “Didn’t you know? He’s the one who
killed my brother.” His voice cracked.


The words echoed through Lina’s head. “Your brother?” she
repeated hesitantly. “Erik?” She felt her flesh prickle, and she tried in vain
to suppress a shiver. She had never liked Erik—he had a rather wide cruel
streak, the kind that made him think that tossing a sack of kittens into the
river was funny, or that tripping little girls by grabbing their hair as they
ran by was a hilarious joke—but Ryan had thought the world of his older
brother.


“Lina?” Ryan asked in concern as he took a step toward her. “They
told me you were there for his funeral …”


Lina shook her head, feeling a tight fist clench around her
heart as the world tilted askew. She unconsciously stepped away from Ryan,
holding out her hands as if to create a ward. Erik was dead? She should know
that, right?


“You don’t remember, Lina?” Ryan stretched his hand out to
her as if coaxing a small child.


Remember—Of course she could remember, if she wanted to… Did he think she had bait for brains like Gourry? It was—


Red. All around her. In her head. Screaming to get out. No. NO!
CONTROL IT MAKE IT STOP—


Suddenly, Gourry was standing between her and Ryan, his
entire body tense, as he brandished a dagger under Ryan’s nose. “Where,”
he asked in a deadly quiet tone, “did you get this?”


**********************


The dagger.


It had caught his attention when he saw Ryan plunge it
repeatedly into Garik, but the lighting was so poor in the shadowed alley that
he had not realized why. Most of his attention was focused on the two
mercenaries who faced him. He knew they were trying to kill Lina, even before
the one he disarmed had tried to hurl a dagger at her, but it had been so long
since he had tested his skill against trained swordsmen. They had all stepped
so easily into the patterns, even as they all sought to disrupt those very
patterns to seize the advantage. For a moment, they had all been immersed in
the dance. And it had not taken them long to yield to his skill.


While he was dealing with the mercenaries, Lina dealt with
Ryan. It had been a shock to see her holding him—even more of a shock to
realize how comfortable she was with him, how their bodies molded together so naturally.
He felt like a voyeur intruding on a private intimate moment, and that pleased
him not one bit. Ryan had said they were childhood friends. It was a prior—and
potent—claim. And it bothered him that despite how trusting Lina seemed to be,
Gourry could not shake the feeling that Ryan was somehow a threat. He liked
that even less than seeing the woman he loved more than anything holding
another man in her arms.


So he had seized on the recollection of the dagger as a
welcome distraction. The instant he had gotten a good look at it, and his blood
had run cold. The hilt was quite distinctive and very familiar: from the dull
gray wire-wrap down to the three prongs at the base of the hilt. He had pulled
it from Garik’s body and wiped it off to see exactly what he had expected: a
perfect replica of the Sword of Light, the main-gauche mate to the sword that
was Gourry’s birthright. He had last seen it sheathed at his father’s side. That
had also been the last time he had seen his father—or any of his kith and
kin—alive.


Now he held it under Ryan’s nose, seeking answers to
questions he had given up asking years before.


Ryan involuntarily stepped back. “I—I … don’t know,” he
stammered.


“How can you not know?” Gourry demanded with
uncharacteristic impatience. “This is the blade you used on Garik!”


“I … I just grabbed it … I wanted a weapon …
anything …” Ryan swallowed convulsively. He looked into Gourry’s face and
blanched. “I swear, it was the first one—the closest …” He shuddered, and
it looked like he was fighting to keep his stomach in place. Gourry had seen
enough post-battle stress to recognize it, so he backed off, giving the other
man space.


Lina was watching him with a look that somehow managed to be
both speculative and concerned at the same time. As he turned, her eyes drifted
to the dagger he held. With a gasp, she cast a light spell with just enough
brightness to provide steady illumination, bringing it close to examine the
blade. “Gourry,” she said sounding confused, “it looks like …” She trailed
off, but he could see the question in her eyes.


Ryan drifted close and peered closely at the blade. He
seemed a bit more stable, now that Gourry wasn’t shoving the dagger in his
face. “Isn’t that … it looks like the Sword of Light!” he breathed
reverently.


Lina looked sharply at Ryan. “How did you know that,” she
asked, sounding really annoyed.


In spite of everything that was pricking at his temper,
Gourry felt a slight hint of amusement. Lina seemed to hate it when people knew
more than she thought they should. Especially if they knew more than she
did. Not even Lina had recognized the look of the Sword of Light so quickly. In
fact, she had been clueless until after he had used the blade to slay a
monster.


Ryan spread the fingers of his hands wide and shrugged. “My
brother,” he said simply. “He had a passion for all the old lost magical
blades. He used to dream about finding them …” He trailed off for a moment,
then he looked again at the dagger. “It’s not really the Sword of Light is it?”


Gourry shook his head.


Ryan held out his hand for the blade. “Can I see it?”


Gourry felt an uncharacteristic surge of possessiveness, and
his hand clenched tightly around the blade, which sliced into his hand, drawing
blood. He embraced the pain, even as he found himself embracing a birthright he
had no longer sought to claim. The main-gauche was his now, just as the Sword
of Light had been his. “This blade belonged to my father,” he said tightly. “It
belongs in the hands of a Gabriev.”


“Meaning you,” Ryan said flatly, his eyes momentarily
tightening, but holding Gourry’s.


Gourry returned Ryan’s gaze impassively, once again feeling
like the other man was issuing a challenge.


“Don’t worry,” Ryan said, breaking eye contact after a brief
tableau. “I wouldn’t dream of claiming anything of yours.” His expression was
genuinely sincere, but there was an underlying trace of bitterness in his tone.
Then something shifted in his posture. “But are you so sure it’s yours?” he
asked softly. This time there was no question about the challenge.


“Yes,” Gourry replied shortly, tucking the main-gauche into
his belt. There was absolutely no doubt in Gourry’s mind that the blade
belonged to his father—to him, now. It would be a simple matter to prove it to
Ryan, to expose the secrets hidden by the blade. If only he were prepared to
face what those secrets meant.


“Listen,” Lina started to say, her voice sounding
unnaturally brittle. “Don’t you think—” She broke off and began swearing softly
at the faint sound of whistles and pounding feet that were steadily growing
louder. “Get him out of here,” she directed Gourry. “I’ll take care of the
mess.” Her voice still sounded strained.


Gourry nodded curtly and grabbed Ryan by the elbow, firmly
guiding him down one of the alleys.


Ryan spluttered and tried to break away. “What are you
doing,” he demanded. “What about Lina—”


“Shut up,” Gourry ordered, his voice very soft, as he turned
down another alley that led away from the battle site and from the sounds of
the local constabulary. “Lina will find us as soon as she’s done cleaning up.”


“Clean up … ?” Ryan asked, clearly confused. Then
understanding seemed to dawn, followed by righteous indignation. “Shouldn’t we
help her, instead of leaving her with all that—”


“Shut up!” Gourry interrupted, a bit more forcefully but
with no more volume. “We’d just be in her way, and I can’t hear what’s going on
if you keep talking,” he said brusquely.


Ryan’s lips flattened into a hard, thin line, but at least
he stopped struggling or asking questions.


Gourry focused on listening, mainly for any sign that Lina
needed help. The brittleness of her voice had him worried, but he had learned
the hard way that it was usually quicker and easier to do things her way
instead of arguing.


It was only a few minutes later that Lina found them. Ryan
gaped at her as she slowly descended from rooftop level, seemingly standing on
air.


“Any problems,” Gourry asked. He noticed that she was
pressing her upper arm firmly against her side.


Lina shook her head. “Not exactly,” she replied. “I didn’t
have time to get rid of all the bodies. The cops are talking about setting up a
perimeter. I don’t know how serious they’ll be about it, but …” she paused
and looked them over critically in the dim light. “I don’t think anyone will
believe we work in an abattoir,” she said with a sigh, “so I guess I’d better
clean us up, too. Then, we’d better get out of here, just in case the cops are
serious about conducting a search.”


It did not take her long to cast the spells that removed the
worst of the blood and gore. Nothing could really replace a good soak for
feeling clean, but Lina’s spells were the next best thing when laundry and
bathing facilities were lacking.


She had just finished when a pair of constables rounded the
corner.


“You three!” one of them barked. “What are you doing here?” Gourry
could hear the nervousness underneath the gruff tone as the cop sized him up,
noting Gourry’s sword and armor.


Gourry put on the easy-going smile he typically wore in
towns. The other cop smiled tentatively in return.


Ryan was the one who stepped up to answer the constable’s
question. “We’re out celebrating, officer,” he said, sounding just slightly
tipsy. “We’re on our way to the Oberon.”


“The Oberon?” the cop echoed suspiciously. “That’s on the
other side of town—”


“Oh, we just finished up at Blue Moon,” Ryan interrupted
smoothly. “We’re making the circuit, you see,” he continued garrulously, “we
started at the Pacifica Claro, then headed over to the Strongbow … or was
it the other way around?” he asked no one in particular.


“We started at the Strongbow,” Lina put in.


“That’s right!” Ryan exclaimed. “‘Cause you wanted to start
with cider.”


“Have you been to the Two Hearted yet?” the younger cop
asked enthusiastically.


“No, not yet,” Ryan said with an eager-looking grin. “We’re
saving it for last, since it’s close to where we’re staying.”


“The Two Hearted has the best …” the younger cop trailed
off when the older one gave him a castigating look.


“Have you seen anyone suspicious recently?” the older one
asked.


“There was that guy with the eye-patch,” Lina said
hesitantly. “He kept looking over his shoulder, like he was nervous about
something.”


“Which way did he go?”


Lina pointed vaguely off in the direction of the battle they
had just fought. “Over that way, I think?” she offered.


The two constables exchanged a look, and then the older one
shrugged. “You three will want to be careful,” he finally said. “There’s some
dangerous types wandering about.”


“You mean those thieves who hole up in the old town?” Ryan
asked.


“Them,” the older one said with a snort. “Seems like they
bit off more than they could chew. Someone went through their hideout and
gutted it. The survivors actually came to us for protection!” He let out a
short bark of laughter. “Can you imagine that?”


“You’re kidding, right?” Ryan asked in disbelief.


“Nope,” the younger one put in. “They kept going on about
how the Bandit Killer was targeting them. As if the Bandit Killer would bother
with two-bit thieves in a town this size!”


Gourry noticed that Lina was doing her best not to squirm.


“Besides,” the older one continued, “I heard that the Bandit
Killer never leaves anything standing when she goes through. They say she
leveled a part of the White City a few years back, you know.”


Lina made a strangled sound.


“You okay, miss?” the younger cop asked politely.


Lina waved her hand dismissively.


“Well,” the older one said, “we’ve held you up long enough.”
He eyed Gourry speculatively. “Why don’t we escort you over to the Oberon?” he
offered.


“That would be great!” Ryan replied enthusiastically. “You
could join in our celebration!”


“That’s very kind,” the older one said without missing a
beat, “but we’re still on duty.”


“Ah well, maybe next time!” Ryan replied as they set out.


During the walk, Gourry watched the two constables as they
tried to watch him without looking like they were watching him. The older one
in particular seemed both wary and respectful. Gourry walked along casually,
keeping his hands away from his weapons without making it obvious. It was clear
to him that they did not trust Ryan’s story completely—not because Ryan’s story
was unbelievable, but because of Gourry. They had dismissed both Ryan and Lina
as innocuous, but they were still sizing him up.


Not only did the two cops escort them all the way to the
pub, they watched the three find a table and place their orders before they
headed on their way.


Ryan raised his glass. Both Lina and Gourry followed suit. “To
my brother,” Ryan said simply, before draining the contents. As Gourry raised
his glass to his lips, he watched Lina’s glass topple from suddenly nerveless
fingers and spill over the table. Lina’s eyes darted around frantically,
looking everywhere except at Ryan. She seemed oblivious to the fact that the
beer was spilling over the side of the table and into her lap.


Dimly, Gourry was aware as Ryan signaled to a serving man,
asking for a rag and another beer. Most of his attention was focused on Lina. He
had never seen her look this skittish before, and he wondered what was
bothering her. Ryan’s request seemed simple enough …


With a visible effort, Lina looked across the table at Ryan.
“I won’t drink to Erik,” she said tightly, holding herself very still. Her hand
gripped the edge of the table, her knuckles white with strain.


Ryan reached across the table, brushed his hand over hers. “Please?”
he asked simply. “For me?”


Anger flared in her eyes. “Don’t you dare,” she said
bitterly. “Don’t …” The anger faded and she stood up abruptly, knocking her
chair over. “Don’t …” she repeated, sounding panicked. With a low moan, she
started running toward the door.


Ryan caught her arm as she rushed past him. “Lina, wait!”


The moment she had leapt to her feet, Gourry had also stood
up, unnoticed by either Ryan or Lina. Now, as he moved to block Lina, he saw
her reach for the dagger concealed in her boot. There was no recognition in her
eyes. Not for her surroundings, not for Ryan. Not for him.


“Let her go,” Gourry warned. He gripped Ryan’s forearm,
applying pressure at the point that would make the other main release his grip.
Ryan let go, and just avoided being sliced as Lina swept her dagger up across
the place where he had been gripping her arm. Realizing she was no longer
restrained, Lina ran out of the pub. “Let her go,” Gourry repeated when Ryan
tried to stand up and run after her.


“Why, so you can go after her?” Ryan asked. Once again,
there was the challenge overlaying bitterness.


“No,” Gourry said slowly as he sat back down and picked up
his glass. He had only the barest glimmer of what was bothering her, but he knew
that Lina was on the verge of shattering. Ryan chasing after her would push her
over the edge. And as much as he wanted to run after her himself, to hold her
and comfort her, he knew that even his presence would make it impossible for her
to reconstruct the control she needed to face the world. Above all else, he was
her protector, and right now, she needed space.


Understanding this did not make him feel any better.


“I’ve known Lina for a long time, now,” Gourry said slowly, “and
I’ve never seen her turn tail and run like that.” Even when she should run,
even in the face of certain death, she always stood her ground. And that was
why she needed him to protect her, because she never would give up and admit
she was beat. Okay, she did run from bandits, irate villagers, and justice
freaks, but … Lina never ran from a challenge. Not like this.


“You’re kidding, right?” Ryan asked incredulously. “Lina?” He
stared into his empty glass a moment before picking up the replacement he’d
ordered for Lina and draining it in one draught. “That doesn’t sound like the
girl I once knew,” he said, slurring his words ever so slightly. He looked up
at Gourry. “Lina was always running off, leaving me to take the heat for all
her crazy schemes …” Ryan trailed off, his eyes clouded with memory.


“You were more than just childhood friends.” It was obvious
from the way Ryan looked at her, and the way she looked at him.


“Our parents were really close,” Ryan replied slowly. “I’m
not sure exactly when they decided, but I can’t remember a time when I didn’t
know about the handfast,” he admitted. “We grew up friends, but we knew that we’d
be married one day …” He looked up at Gourry, not even trying to conceal
the pain that darkened his eyes. “We were just kids, you know? But kids can
fall in love too …”


“What happened?” Gourry was not really surprised. That would
explain most of how they were acting, and the strong connection between
them.


“She broke it off,” Ryan said simply, his voice thick. “Went
off for training at the Sorcerer’s Guild. I hadn’t seen her since … until
you walked up to me, carrying her …” He signaled for another beer, then
looked up at Gourry. “Is she really as good as they say?”


“Probably even better,” Gourry replied. The sudden image of
Lina glowing gold in a sea of blackest pitch came to mind. He took a swallow of
beer and tried to dispel the fragment of memory that was like something out of
a nightmare, and yet was simultaneously comforting.


The server brought another round to the table. Ryan picked
up a fresh glass and raised it. “To Lina,” he said softly.


“I don’t think even Lina would have a hard time drinking to
that,” he replied, hoping that she was okay.


**********************


Heat. All around her. Inside of her. Burning—


No! She was not going to think about it. That was why she
was running, right? So she could outrun the memories that were gnawing at the
barriers she had constructed. She did not want to remember. She refused to let
herself remember.


Lina ran through dark alleys, twisting and turning, not
caring where she ended up. She ran until her breath came quickly and she felt a
burning stitch of pain running just under her ribs. She focused on the pain,
welcoming it as a much needed distraction. She ran until her legs felt leaden
and her mind was empty, and only then did she stop running.


She stood, breathing deeply, leaning over slightly with her
hands resting on her knees, and as soon as she caught her breath, she laughed
with delight. It had felt good to push her body like that. She felt
strangely cleansed, even though she was drenched in sweat and doubtless needed
yet another bath.


The only real problem was that after running blindly for so
long, Lina had no clue where she was, and even less of an idea how to get back
to where she had been. Not that she had much of an inclination to get back to
where she had been … but she did wish a bit wistfully that Gourry had
followed her.


Given the lateness of the hour, there were very few people
about. Lina wandered about aimlessly, hoping to encounter some guards doing the
rounds so she could ask for directions—where were the cops when you needed
them? Failing that, maybe she could find an inn where she could get a room.


Unfortunately, if the buildings were any indication, she
would be lucky to find an inn. She seemed to be in a residential section of the
town, and a rather high-class section at that, if the large houses surrounded
by lush well-manicured lawns and wrought iron fences were any indication. She
doubted she would run into any guards, either. They tended to frequent the
rowdier sections of town, closer to the taverns where brawls were wont to break
out. They left the defense of the richer sections of town to the wealthy who
could afford to pay for private guards. Not that she could complain, since she
and Gourry often found easy work because of such arrangements. Still, it was
downright annoying in her current predicament.


All thoughts of being lost fled her mind when she turned
onto a wider avenue at the end of the residential street. The most …
impressive building she had ever seen dominated the courtyard in front of her. It
was not the largest—the royal palaces of Seyruun were easily bigger. It was not
even the decorations—given the fact that it was the middle of the night, the
decorations were rather indistinct. What made it impressive were the tall
spires that seemed to reach up to the very stars. Even in the dark, the
building had a delicate feel to it, almost as if it was on the verge of
floating away from the ground to join the stars above. The entire effect was
literally uplifting, and quite breathtaking. Lina found herself wondering if it
would be just as impressive during the day.


The front doors were open, and the hint of flickering
candlelight silently invited her to enter. Not that Lina needed much
encouragement. Her nap had not prepared her for the encounter with Garik and
his mercenaries, or for her running tour of the city of Levahn. Even though the
stitch in her side had faded, recently healed flesh was protesting rough
treatment. Sitting quietly for a while had a great deal of appeal at the
moment.


As Lina approached, she could make out more of the details. Everything
about the building suggested a sense of weightlessness. The doors were shaped
like pointed arches, which made them seem small from a distance, but standing
right next to them, Lina realized that they were so large that a full-grown
dragon could have walked through them without even ducking his head. There were
huge candles everywhere, the expensive ones made out of beeswax that gave a
bright smoke-free light, marking side alcoves that ran the length of the
building. It was pretty clear that she was in some sort of temple, which would
explain why the doors were open, even though it well beyond sundown.


In marked contrast to the brightly burning candles, the
alcoves were shrouded in shadow. The first one Lina passed had an indistinct
statue tucked into a niche, but what really caught her attention were the small
padded benches that lined the walls. As she sank down gratefully, she wondered
which god the building was supposed to honor. One thing was certain: she was in
a sacred space. She knew she lacked any particular sense of reverence, but even
she could feel the calming sense of peace that surrounded her, making her feel
like a child safe in her mother’s arms. Lina closed her eyes. In a strange way,
this was better than sitting in the bath.


The serenity of the temple caressed her, and gave her a
strong enough feeling of security to allow her thoughts to drift. She felt like
a child in more ways than one. Running away … that had been her typical
response to trouble as a young girl. Her lips twitched in a slight smile at the
memory. More often than not, Ryan had ended up taking the brunt of their
parents’ displeasure for her little schemes. Her smile turned quickly into a
grimace. Just this morning, she had told Ryan she was no longer the little girl
he had known. And here she was, giving the lie to her claim.


Her hand reached into a pocket inside her cloak and drew out
a small wooden falcon. Her fingers caressed wood here pitted and scarred, there
worn smooth to the touch, remembering the day Ryan had given it to her. They
had been old enough to understand what their handfast meant, but not quite old
enough to marry and take up adult responsibilities—children on the brink of
maturity. Ryan had carved the falcon himself and presented it to her as a token
of their eventual union. She closed her eyes, clearly remembering the dappled
light of the sun shining through the trees, the warm smell of freshly cut hay
wafting on the breeze, overlaying the familiar damp and musty smell of the
forest. Her fingers clenched around the small figure. How many nights had she
cried herself to sleep clutching this tiny wooden bird? Probably as many times
as she had thrown it away or hacked at it in anger. Although it represented a
part of her past that was forever sealed to her—her parents had made that
brutally clear—she could not bear to part with it. Even now.


Lina tucked the figure back into her cloak with a sigh. She
stood up and headed back towards the entrance to the temple, pausing for a
moment in the transept. Even inside, the building seemed to be designed to
encourage people to look up. From the magnificent vaulted arches to the narrow
windows that were everywhere, everything tugged the eye up. As Lina traced the
lines of the temple to the point where they receded into the darkness, she
suddenly realized how foolish she was being. There was no real reason for her
to wander the streets aimlessly, like a lost little girl. All she needed to do
was levitate, and even if she was unfamiliar with the town, it would be simple
enough to get her bearings. She mentally kicked herself for being so stupid,
even as she ran out of the temple and rose effortlessly into the night sky.


From her lofty vantage she easily determined where she
needed to go, recognizing the open market square she had seen so often from her
room at Siebert’s. It was only a few streets over—in the opposite direction
than she had been headed. It figured. Just par for the course, considering the
way her luck had been going lately. Of all the places in the world, of all the
times in her life, it had to be now that she ran into Ryan, right on the heels
of finally acknowledging the feelings she had for Gourry. Old love, meet the
new love. Lina grimaced.


She had grown up knowing she would marry Ryan. It had been
an integral part of her identity as a child. When that had been ripped away
from her, she discovered that it was best to rely on herself. She snorted. With
all the weirdoes she kept running into, it was for the best really. She
certainly could not rely on people like Naga! And then Gourry came along. Even
if he did think she was a little girl at first, even if he had been Weirdo
Number One, he was reliable. He never left her—okay, he had left her once or
twice, but it really was not his fault, and he had always shown up again when
it was clutch time … She could no longer imagine a future without Gourry. But
seeing Ryan made the child she had been mourn the loss of what she could not
have.


Well, that childish part of her needed to just suck it up
and get over it. The past was done and gone. If she spent too much time
obsessing over it, she could turn into someone like Rezo, or his copy,
regretting what could not be, rather than creating the future she wanted. Lina
squared her shoulders. Would she rather look at the ruined flower of her past,
or to the flower of the future, the one whose name she had yet to learn? Let
the unfinished business of the past remain there.


Lina landed smoothly on the cobbled pavement next to the
building containing Siebert’s apartment. Unfortunately, the unfinished business
of the past seemed to have other ideas. She suppressed a groan as she caught
sight of an obviously drunk Ryan staggering towards Siebert’s, assisted by
not-obviously (but probably just as) drunk Gourry.


It was so much easier to insist that the past was dead and
gone when it did not keep intruding itself on the present.


**********************


For the second time in two days, Gourry woke up with one
pisser of a headache. A quick sensory inventory confirmed that at least this
time he was not confined in some dark cell. He seemed to be comfortable, and if
the bright red color he was seeing behind his eyelids was any indication, he
was in a well-lit room. With a groan, he covered his eyes with his forearm.


A vicious chuckle intruded on his agony, making his head
throb even more. “Serves you right, you know,” Lina said—rather loudly
too—right by his ear.


“Ow! Lina, do you have to talk so loud?” he demanded
plaintively.


“I’m not loud!” Lina exclaimed, if anything even louder, “I’m
talking in a perfectly normal voice!”


“Okay, okay,” he mumbled, pulling a pillow over his head. “Can
you at least turn off the lights?”


There was the clatter of wooden rings against a rod as Lina
pulled the drapes shut, and the brightness of the room decreased marginally. “That’s
about the best I can do.” He felt her sit down on the cot next to him, and then
the throbbing in his head started to recede.


“Thanks,” he murmured with a heart-felt sigh when she
finished with her spell. He had a vague recollection of Ryan downing drinks in
quick succession with an unspoken challenge. This one had been easy to
recognize, and easier to answer—or so he seemed to recall thinking. Things got
a bit fuzzy after that. He seemed to remember Ryan talking quite a bit, about
his brother and about Lina, but that was about it.


He heard her chuckle again. “So, what possessed you and Ryan
to get trashed-off-your-asses drunk?”


He swept the pillow away and sat up to look at Lina. “What
was I supposed to do after you ran off?” He had not meant for it to sound like
an accusation, but it did nonetheless. “By the time I convinced Ryan not to
chase after you, you were long gone. I didn’t have a hope in hell of finding
you at that point.” That letting her run off on her own had clearly been the
right choice still rankled.


Lina blanched and recoiled slightly, but she recovered
quickly. “I bet you’re hungry,” she said in a normal tone as she stood up and
started walking towards the door. “I’ll see if Siebert’s got something left for
you to eat.”


“Lina.” Gourry called softly just as she turned the
doorknob.


“Yeah?”


“Please don’t run away from me again.” Before yesterday, he
would have never believed it possible. He still could not quite fathom what could
have made her do that. She was fearless. Death, pain—he had seen how much it
cost her to cast some of her spells—nothing slowed her down. Sometimes it took
so much out of her that she was weak and coughing up blood afterwards. Somehow,
drinking to Ryan’s brother scared her more than pain and death. Gourry shook
his head again. One thing was certain. Seeing Lina go white and stammer in
terror—well, he never wanted to see that again. He was her protector, and he
would keep her safe from anything—anything that threatened her.


Lina froze. Then she sighed. “Jellyfish,” she said
affectionately, “I’m just getting you some breakfast.” She started to pull the
door open, and then reconsidered, leaning her forehead against the whitewashed
wood. “I’m sorry about yesterday,” she said softly, her voice muffled, “but I
really don’t want to talk about it right now, okay?” She quickly left the room,
without waiting for him to answer.


He wondered again what it was about Ryan’s older brother
that bothered her so much. Ryan had been just as clueless as him. All he knew
was that Lina had habitually avoided Erik when they were children, although as
they got older it had been less of an issue, especially after Erik left home to
join a mercenary band.


The whole situation left him completely baffled. Not that she
talked much about her past—neither of them did … there had never really
seemed to be any reason to. At least she was specifically placing the topic off
limits instead of trying to distract him—or was it herself she had been trying
to distract? He still was not sure. And yet the way she closed the subject
lacked conviction. Oh, he had no doubt that she was telling him the truth. It
was more that she sounded like she was trying to convince herself as well as
him, like she was deliberately trying to forget about whatever it was, and that
also confused him. After all, she was always chewing him out for having a brain
like a sifter … He shook his head. Although he was sure he could live
without knowing what was bothering her, he had the distinct feeling that Lina
would not be able to keep this buried forever. She needed to get it out of her
system, and how else was she going to do that if she tried to keep it bottled
up?


He wondered if there was a way for him to force her to talk.
Threats? No, she would never take them seriously. Bribes? That might work, but
what would tempt her? If only he had something particularly shiny, or even
magical … Food? No, she would just steal his behind his back. Too bad he
had given up the Sword of Light …


Thinking about the Sword of Light reminded him of his father’s
dagger. Gourry swung his legs over the edge of the bed, scanning the room. His
things were neatly folded on a chair, the smaller version of the Sword of Light
leaning against the wall right next to his sword. The dagger had nowhere near
the power of the Sword of Light, but it did hide a secret of its own—


Before he could get up to pick up the dagger, Lina bustled
into the room, carrying a large tray burgeoning with food. The tantalizing odor
of sausages, eggs, pancakes, and, yes, fresh-squeezed orange juice, banished
all thoughts of Lina’s odd behavior and family secrets.


**********************


Lina watched as Gourry enthusiastically tore into his
breakfast. After a moment, he looked up. “Aren’t you going to have any?” he
asked around a mouthful of pancakes.


“Nah, I already ate,” Lina answered as she snitched a
sausage from his plate and stuffed it into her mouth.


“Suit yourself.”


As Gourry devoured the food in front of him with
single-minded determination, Lina considered the best way to approach the
situation.


In mid-bite, he looked up at her, his eyes narrowing
slightly. “What?” he asked after swallowing.


“Oh, nothing,” she responded airily with a small wave of her
hand.


Gourry’s eyes narrowed even further. “You’re looking at me
funny,” he said slowly, “and ‘nothing’ never is. C’mon, give.”


Well, if he was going to insist … Lina smiled coyly,
twining a strand of hair around her finger. She considered half a dozen
openings, rejected each in turn, and finally settled on the one she thought was
best. “Siebert really chewed me out last night.” Actually, that was quite the
understatement.


She watched Gourry struggle with that one for a bit, as he
shoveled the rest of his breakfast down. “I don’t get it,” he admitted.


Lina continued, ignoring Gourry’s comment for the moment. He
would get it soon enough, she thought. “Honestly, I think that man has been
alone too long. He seems to think he can order me around just like Shella.” She
grimaced slightly. “You’d think I’d committed a crime or something the way he
carried on. Apparently I was just supposed to go to the baths and then come
back.” She snorted, although she did feel a little chagrined. Siebert had been
truly worried about them. Gourry had disappeared the night before—she was still
furious that they had tried to hide that piece of information from her
yesterday morning—and then they both had gone missing. Still, she did not
appreciate the lecture—okay, she had been on the verge of yelling right back at
him. But right before she did, Siebert had given her the final piece to a
puzzle she had been putting together in her mind. “Once he’d finished berating
me, he started in on you and Ryan.” She stared pointedly at Gourry. “I guess he
didn’t like Shella seeing Ryan trashed like that.” Again, that was putting it
mildly. He had been furious. It was easy to see that Shella was sweet on Ryan. “And
he was pretty disappointed in you, too. He said something about you being bred
better than that.”


Lina was watching Gourry quite closely at that point, and
although it was barely perceptible, he flinched. Lina pounced. “What did
Siebert mean, Gourry?” She already knew what Siebert meant, but she wanted to
see his reaction.


Gourry stared at her. His kept taking a breath as if about
to say something, but then he would stop himself. After a few attempts, Lina
took pity on him, and she started ticking items off on her fingers. “Let’s see
… you’re apparently well-bred, you got a commission at a young age, your
mother had enough time on her hands to weave a tapestry, and you have a family
device. And, the leading magistrate of Sairaag was incredibly
deferential to you.” She shook her head in disgust. That had been a major clue,
and she had just missed it. Well, not exactly, but she had let it slide, and it
amounted to the same thing. “You’re of the nobility, aren’t you, Gourry?” she
accused. “Or should I say Lord Gabriev?”


“Well …” Gourry hesitated. Not exactly a ringing
endorsement, but it was not a denial, either.


“Why didn’t you ever tell me?” Lina had stars in her eyes. “I’ve
always wanted a castle of my own,” she said with a grin. “I’m sure yours would
do nicely, if it looks anything like the one in the tapestry … you are
going to give it to me, right?” Lina pictured herself wearing one of those
fancy dresses like Amelia wore when she was doing princess-type things. “It
would make up for you not giving me the Sword of Light, after all,” she pointed
out as she did a pirouette in her imaginary dress. “I’ll even share it with
you!” Oh, Lina, you’re so generous!


Lina was so intent on furnishing her new castle that she was
oblivious to the fact that Gourry had not actually said anything in quite some
time. Her visions were shattered by the sound of crockery crashing to the
ground. The remains of Gourry’s breakfast were scattered everywhere, and Gourry
was crouched over in a corner, his shoulders heaving. Strange sounds were
coming from him, and Lina was not sure if he was retching or sobbing.


“Gourry?” she asked tentatively. Truth be told, she was more
than a little scared. She had never seen him sick—not even rotted old orc meat
slowed him down. But the thought that solid easy-going Gourry might be crying
was even more terrifying.


As Lina moved closer, she quickly discovered that the reason
she could not tell if he was retching or sobbing was because he was doing both.
“Gourry?” she repeated his name as she gathered his hair back and pulled it out
of his face. “Are you okay? Should I get Siebert?” She swallowed hard and tried
not to panic. She looked around for a rag or something to wipe his face, but
nothing was close at hand.


Gourry weakly shook his head, but she had no idea which of
her questions he was trying to answer. Even after emptying out his stomach, and
Lina was certain that he should be done, he continued to heave, although
nothing came up. Between the strong acidic smell and the sounds he was making,
Lina swallowed hard to prevent her own gorge from rising. She continued to pull
back stray strands of hair with one hand, while she rubbed his back with her
other. He had to stop at some point, right? But, after a few moments, when the
spasms that wracked him continued without even slowing, Lina decided that this
was beyond her. “Siebert!” she bellowed at the top of her lungs, “Siebert!” She
heard the heavy thud of footsteps approaching at a run, and she heaved a silent
sigh of relief. “It’s okay, Gourry,” she said, thanking all the gods that they
were so close to a healer. “It’s gonna be okay.”


The door banged open, and Siebert burst through. “What’s
wrong?” he demanded breathlessly.


“I don’t know,” Lina replied tensely. “He just started
suddenly, and I don’t think he can stop.”


Siebert moved quickly to Gourry’s other side. He placed a
hand on Gourry’s forehead, and sniffed at his vomit. He opened his mouth to say
something, but before he got a chance, a strange bubbling sound came out of
Gourry, in horrific counterpoint to the dry heaves that continued to wrack him.
“Can you put him to sleep?” Siebert barked out, looking tense.


“I … I …” Lina gave up trying to make her voice work
and settled for a quick nod.


“Do it!” Siebert’s voice cracked like a whip.


A half a dozen emotions flooded through Lina in an instant
at the sound of his voice. Panic was at the forefront—he was obviously very
concerned about Gourry. Resentment—no one ordered her around like that. And a
little bit of awe as well. Lina pushed all thoughts away. Right now, she needed
the magic. It was a simple spell, really. One they refused to teach at the
Sorcerer’s Guild—you had to come up with your own variant or not at all—but
most aspiring sorcerers considered it a point of pride to learn the spell, and
Lina had been no exception. Within moments, the dry heaves stopped and Gourry’s
weight started to collapse on her. Lina frantically tried to move out of his
way without dumping him on the ground, noting with horror that he was still
making that strange bubbling sound.


Fortunately, Siebert was there, and he quickly rolled Gourry
off of her and onto his stomach. Lina watched him press on Gourry’s back in a
sort of rolling motion, starting from his waist and moving up along his spine,
then repeating the motion, until Gourry’s body jerked, and a thin line of
frothy green slime drooled from his mouth. He started to cough weakly. Siebert
stopped pressing and laid his ear against Gourry’s back, listening intently.


After a very long moment, he stood up and looked at Lina,
his face relaxed. “Cast Recovery on him, now, please,” he ordered as he bustled
over to the wooden cabinets and started putting herbs in a small mortar.


Although she was bursting with questions, she knelt down
beside Gourry. He had curled up into a fetal position, but at least that wet
bubbling sound had stopped. For the second time that day, Lina cast the healing
magic on him, and then she turned her attention to Siebert.


“Here,” he said, thrusting a small bucket of water and a rag
into her hands. “Help me clean up.” He knelt beside Gourry, wiping around his
mouth with a damp cloth.


“Do you know what’s wrong with him?” Lina asked as she
dunked the rag in the bucket and wrung it out, willing herself not to smell the
vomit she was supposed to mop up.


“My best guess,” Siebert said slowly, “would be a hangover.”


“A hangover,” Lina repeated dubiously. It sort of made
sense. He had been drunk last night, after all. But … “He didn’t seem that
bad, just a bit headachy is all.”


“There’s no sign of infection or poison, though,” Siebert
pointed out. “It would be the logical conclusion …” he hesitated. “…
except that he doesn’t seem to be very dehydrated …” Siebert trailed off as
he considered the problem.


“No poison?” Lina echoed Siebert again. “But what about that
green stuff …” She trailed off as her stomach turned over in protest at the
memory. Cleaning up this stuff was bad enough as it was without her adding her
own half-digested breakfast to the mess. As it was, she thought it would be a
long time before she would be able to eat sausage again. There were so many
half-chewed bits, and they were just as likely to crumble when she tried to mop
them up.


“That?” Siebert dismissed it with a wave of his hand. “That
wasn’t poison. Somehow, Gourry started choking on his vomit—it was mostly just
bile at that point—that’s what came out of his mouth … Hopefully he didn’t
damage his lungs, although your spell should have taken care of that.” He
rinsed off his cloth in a small basin of water and looked over at Lina. “Are
you almost done?”


“Oh, sure, leave me with the disgusting chore,” Lina
muttered under her breath, as she watched Siebert go back to fiddle with his
herbs. He could have offered to help her, after all. But, the truth was, she
was nearly done anyway. She gave the floor a final swipe, and then she dumped
the bucket out the window. She turned around to find Siebert handing her yet
another bucket and rag.


“Here, just wipe over the area with this, and then you can
wash up in that basin, there.”


Lina grumbled to herself, but she did as she was told. Whatever
was in the water had a fresh scent, and it helped to counteract the acid and
bile stench that was so strong in the corner. She found herself breathing
deeply, trying to rid herself of the memory of those smells. While she cleaned
herself off, Siebert slowly dribbled liquid into Gourry’s mouth.


“What’re you giving him?” Lina asked as she vigorously
scrubbed her hands up to the elbows.


“Just something to help restore his strength, combined with
a mild sedative,” Siebert replied.


“Why?” It hardly seemed necessary, if he just had a
hangover. Although she still had a hard time accepting that explanation. Aside
from the vomiting, she was pretty sure that Gourry had been sobbing as well. She
felt a cold hand clamp around her heart.


“Because I don’t want him flailing about until I’m sure that
his lungs are fine,” Siebert replied, distracting her from her thoughts. “Just
a precaution is all.”


Lina stared at him. “You sure don’t take any chances, do
you?” Although, considering how long he had made her stay in bed, all the
medicine he had made her swallow, and how he had reamed her for ‘overdoing it’
yesterday, Lina thought she was putting it mildly.


Siebert gravely returned her look. “I’m a healer. Taking
chances can put my patient at risk.”


“Gourry and I almost never get this kind of care, you know,”
Lina pointed out. “I can’t remember the last time I spent days convalescing.”


“Well, can you remember the last time you got sliced open
with a poisoned and diseased blade?”


Lina shook her head. At the moment, she had no real desire
to pursue this particular conversation. There was something far more important
she needed to know from Siebert. “You knew Gourry, before.” It was not a
question. “Didn’t you.”


**********************


A cool slim hand tenderly smoothed hair away from his brow. It
felt vaguely familiar, but his head felt thick and muzzy, and trying to figure
out how or why such a touch would be familiar seemed to require too much
effort. So he just sighed a bit and leaned into the touch.


“Gourry?” A soft voice by his ear.


“Mmm …” Talking also seemed to require more effort than
he could be bothered to spare.


“How do you feel?”


How did he feel? He felt … strange … sleepy, but not
tired … or was it the other way around? And there was something …
something that he was supposed to be doing? No, that was not quite right. Something
…


“Gourry?” The voice sounded a bit sharper than before—it was
Lina, he realized suddenly, and she sounded unhappy. Why did his head feel so
thick? He knew he was no genius or anything, but trying to think did not
usually feel like he was pushing through bales of wool. One thought came
through, though, with almost painful clarity. Lina was upset. And he had to
protect her.


He forced heavy eyes open. “Lina? What’s wrong?”


A single tear snaked its way across her cheek, and she shook
her head. “You jellyfish,” she accused. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”


Her words echoed through his mind, breaking through the
woolen layers and loosing those memories that had been lurking at the edge of
awareness for days now—since finding the tapestry. A terrified servant—he was
just a cook’s assistant—on the edge of death; half of his face was badly burnt,
but he had escaped to bring two things. A message: his home destroyed; his
family slaughtered. And a sword: his family’s pride—a blade he would gladly
exchange to have them back again.


Disbelief and shock. He had to see for himself. There had to
be some kind of mistake. Who would attack his family? How could this happen? And
where were their allies, their vassals, those sworn to protect? He had vague
impressions of obtaining his release from the mercenary band, and setting off
on his own—the lone escapee had died, his message and precious package
delivered. The trip home was a nightmare. He would run until he could run no
further, collapse into an exhausted sleep, only to be awakened by nightmares of
the unknown that awaited him, and he would run and run and run …


He was vaguely aware that he was crying. That Lina was
holding him and stroking his hair, murmuring to him. But he was caught in the
grips of the memory of that morning. Before he topped the rise, he had known that
at least part of what the servant had told him was true. For days he had seen
the smoke, too thick to be from a simple fire, too sparse and constant to be a
burning forest. He told himself over and over that the servant could have
exaggerated. But what he saw convinced him that the servant had not even come
close to giving him the full of it.


Gabriev Keep was no more. The wooden palisade that
surrounded the keep was mostly gone; what remained was charred and smoldering. It
would scarce have kept a herd of sheep contained, let alone prevent an attack. The
once-white tower was also stained with smoke—what was left of it, that was. One
side had been completely smashed into rubble.


Perhaps the worst thing that he saw—the thing that chilled
him to the bone—was the lack of activity. How many days had it been? He had
lost count, but surely, it had been long enough for them to clean up, for the
dead to be buried and the fires put out, for the rebuilding to start. The only
movement came from huge black clouds of raucously cawing ravens feasting and
fighting each other for choice morsels. His empty stomach heaved once again
from the memory. Family, friends, all were now fodder for the scavengers.


Somehow, he had made it to the keep, where he was greeted
with the sight of his father and brother’s severed heads and hands staked up on
pikes in front of the shattered bridge that led from bailey to motte. At least,
he was pretty sure they were his father and brother. The eyes had been pecked
out, and what flesh remained on them was in tatters, victim of the ravens’
feeding. The only identifier was the long blond hair, some still clinging to
scraps of flesh on the skull, most of it scattered in patches on the ground
below the grisly trophies.


Gourry quietly wept, burying his face in Lina’s hair. If
only that were the worst of it. In the ruins of the kitchen, he had found what
remained of his father and brother’s corpses … his stomach lurched again,
and he tried to shut out the memory.


“Sshh,” Lina soothed him, her hands surprisingly tender as
they smoothed his hair. He could hear the tears in her voice. “It’s over now,
it’s long past.”


“Someone ate them!” The words burst forth, accompanied by
the overpowering image of the two naked bodies, headless and handless, their
skin browned and crackling. They were laid out on huge platters in the center
of the table. A sharp knife embedded in the table had carved meat off the bone
of arms and legs in neat slices—some pieces were still sitting on the pewter
plates set around the edge of the table. “Someone cooked my father and brother
and carved them like they were cattle!”


He heard Lina’s hissed intake of breath.


There was no one alive in the entire tower. The villagers
who had lived on the bailey were gone. Dead or fled, probably some of both. He
would never know. There were so many bodies. Some partially burned. Some hacked
and mutilated. Men. Women. Children. Old and young. Left to rot in the sun like
so much garbage while flies crawled around in their innards, spawned in the
dark shadows of empty eye-sockets.


Time ceased to have any meaning. He worked, digging graves
in the tamped earth of the bailey. He slept. He woke and dug more graves. He
was the only one left. He was the Lord’s son. It was his final duty, his final
obligation. And when it was finished, he left. No more a lord’s son. He would
get rid of the Sword of Light—it was all that was left. The keep had been
gutted; everything had been taken, except for the dead. There was just him, and
the Sword, and once he threw it into the sea, there would just be him. Just
Gourry.


“Just me,” he whispered. “Everyone else dead or gone. Everything
taken or destroyed. Just me left.”


“Oh, Gourry,” Lina whispered back. “I’m so sorry.”


“You know what’s worst, though?” he asked, his voice still
no louder than a whisper. “The worst is that I wasn’t there. They all died, and
I wasn’t there.”


Lina said nothing at first. The hand that had stroked his
hair slowed and then stilled. “If you had been there …” She paused and took
a deep breath. “Gourry, if you had been there … you might have … you
might have died, too.” Her arms tightened around him.


She was right. He knew that she was. It did nothing to ease
the pain or the guilt. He should have been there to help, to protect the weak,
to his death, if need be.


“Why didn’t you ever tell me?” she whispered.


“What was I supposed to say?” he demanded harshly. “‘Hey,
Lina, by the way, my whole family was killed. Can you pass the potatoes?’”


She flinched back away from him, and instantly, he regretted
speaking to her like that. “I’m … I’m sorry,” he said, dropping his head. “The
truth is … I didn’t want to think about it. So I didn’t.” After his
abortive attempt to get rid of the Sword of Light, he had wandered a bit,
looking for a purpose. Eventually he had found Lina. By that time, he had
stopped seeing the Sword of Light as a painful reminder, and saw it as his
family’s legacy. It was as if somehow, by defeating great evil with it, he was
also avenging them. It helped ease the ache.


“No, I’m the one who’s sorry,” Lina said quietly. “All the
hints were there in front of me. I should have realized there was a reason why
you, and Sylphiel,” she added as an afterthought, “didn’t want to talk about
it. Even Siebert was pretty evasive.”


“Siebert told you?” That surprised Gourry.


“No,” Lina said quickly. “Not really. Just today. You were
so upset. I didn’t know what to do. I knew Siebert knew you from before, so I
asked him if something had happened. All he’d say was that if I didn’t know, he
wasn’t going to be the one to tell me. He was kinda upset, though, so I knew it
couldn’t be good.”


So Siebert had left the telling to Gourry. For some reason,
that made him feel better. It was his story, after all. How could a stranger
truly understand the horrors of his past? And for all that Siebert had been at
Gabriev Keep briefly, and had known Gourry as a boy, he was still mostly a
stranger, as nice as he was.


Gourry took a shaky breath and pushed himself up from the
cot. He had put this off long enough. Now was as good a time as any.


“What are you doing?” Lina asked. Her voice was still
subdued.


“This.” Gourry picked up the dagger he had claimed from Ryan
the night before.


“Your father’s dagger?”


“Yeah.” Holding the blade at an angle over the cot, he pressed
on a hidden stud, and the blade came free, thunking into the blanket.


Lina gasped. “Is it … is it like the Sword of Light,
then? I thought there were only five—”


“Not exactly,” Gourry cut her off. “It was made to look like
the Sword of Light, to be half of a matched set.”


His father should have carried both this weapon and the
Sword of Light in the final battle that claimed his life. Gourry had never been
able to figure out how the servant who had found him had managed to get the
blade to him. He held his breath as he gently shook the empty hilt over the
cot. Two objects fell out. One was his father’s signet ring, stained with
blood. The other was an intricately braided coil of hair, bound on each end
with a blue silk thread.


Gourry snatched up the braid with a shocked intake of
breath. “That’s … that’s impossible!” he exclaimed.


“What?” Lina asked. “What’s wrong?”


The braid was made up of four distinct strands of hair. Two
of them, both corn-silk blond, were dry and brittle, and had frayed when he
picked up the coil. The other two, one a mate to the first two in color, and
one a pale strawberry blonde, were supple and shiny. He shook his head in
disbelief, but his eyes gave him the same image.


“What is it?” Lina repeated, a bit more insistently.


He barely even heard Lina as he stared at the braid in his
hand. There was no way … he had searched the entire keep. After pulling all
the bodies from the wreckage of the keep—many of them burned and badly
damaged—there was no doubt … His mother could not be alive … could she?
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Lina ground her teeth in frustration. They were on their way
back to Deremar’s keep, for lack of a better plan, although it was the last
thing Gourry wanted to do. He was hell-bent on tracking down his mother—even
though the only clue they had was a strand of her hair. Lina had easily
detected the magical aura. It was a simple enough spell: life-energy focused on
the hair gave an automatic ‘life’ detector. The exact reason for doing such a
thing was beyond her, though. So what if you had something to tell you if
someone was alive or dead? If you were there, you would know, and if not, well,
you were kind of helpless to do anything, either way. Lina thought it would
make a lot more sense to have a warning device that would tell you if your
loved ones were in danger. At least that way you could maybe do something about
the situation. But when she asked Gourry about the purpose of putting magicked
hair in the pommel of a dagger, he just gave her a clueless look—the one that
always made her teeth itch.


At any rate, right after he realized that his mother was
alive, Gourry’s first reaction was to drop everything and run off to find her. Lina
grit her teeth yet again. She only had the vaguest idea of what had happened to
Gourry’s family. She knew that his father and brother were dead—her stomach
clenched at the thought of somebody eating them—but that was about it. Even
under the influence of Siebert’s sedative, Gourry had been pretty upset, and
Lina was almost positive that plaguing him with questions was the worst thing
she could do. In spite of that, she really wished she had more details. Actually,
that was putting it rather mildly. She was going slowly insane. She knew she
was missing all the pieces to the problem, but she kept thinking that if she
could put them all together in just the right way, everything would make sense.
So far, the solution eluded her, and the fact that it dangled right beyond her
reach added insult to aggravation.


On top of everything else, her new clothes were rough, and
they chafed something awful. Every time she shrugged or twisted to relieve the
pinching in one spot, something would dig in somewhere else. She knew it was
just a matter of breaking them in, and all they needed was a couple of thorough
washings, but that did little to improve her current mood. She glared at Gourry’s
back, knowing it was foolish, but he had picked out the clothes, after all.


“Don’t do that, Lina.” Gourry said quietly. It was the first
he had spoken since setting out for Deremar’s several hours earlier.


“What?”


“Glare at me like that.”


“What makes you think I was glaring at you?”


“You suddenly started stomping,” Gourry replied with a shrug
as he turned around to look at her. “And, I got this prickly feeling between my
shoulders, too.”


Lina felt prickly on her back, too, but not because someone
was glaring at her. It was the stupid bra straps. Why had she ever envied
Amelia for her ‘proper’ underwear? Her old yellow bandeau had been so much more
comfortable! She glanced up at the cloud-covered sky, wondering how much longer
she could take this before the urge to blow something up became overpowering. Where
were the bandit gangs when you needed them?


“Well?”


“Well, what?” Lina snapped back in annoyance, absentmindedly
scratching at her throat. Even her cloak seemed to be chafing uncomfortably.


Gourry looked at her, his eyes tracing the path of her
fingers, making her feel self-conscious, so she dropped her hand to her side. She
opened her mouth to tell him to stop looking at her like that, but before she
got the words out, she heard the distant peal of thunder.


“Looks like there’s a storm coming,” Gourry pointed out the
obvious, glancing over her shoulder.


Lina grunted noncommittally as she turned to take a look. Although
it was just overcast in front of them, dark clouds roiled behind them, and she
felt the breeze pick up. Great. Just lovely. On top of everything else, it
looked like she could add slogging through the rain to today’s list of
aggravations. She turned back to Gourry, but he had already started walking
again. After staring at his back for a few seconds, Lina shrugged and
half-jogged to catch up to him.


They walked along in a strained silence. Half a dozen times,
Lina considered apologizing, but she talked herself out of it each time. She
had no idea exactly why she should apologize. If anyone was owed an apology
around here, it was probably her. Here she was, stumbling around half-blind—in
more ways than one, she thought in annoyance, as she pushed her hair out of her
face for the umpteenth time. She had no clear target, no clear objective. In
fact, that was the problem—how was she supposed to deal with everything that
had come up? Left to her own devices, she would head straight for the Elmekian
Empire and find out who had destroyed Gourry’s home and family. Then she would
hunt them down and make them pay. Whoever they were, they would rue the day
they crossed Lina Inverse! Unfortunately, there were two problems with that
plan. First, Gourry was oddly reluctant to head towards Elmekia, even though it
seemed the most logical place to start, as far as she was concerned. And
second, she needed more information, and for the life of her, she had no idea
how to get it without hurting Gourry.


The truth was, Lina felt guilty for bringing the whole thing
up about his lineage in the first place. Not that it was her fault, at least
not exactly … okay, maybe it was her fault … at least a bit. Gourry
could have told her, but he had chosen not to. And then she had pushed him, so
full of her own little fantasies she was oblivious to his reactions … That
was the part that kept nagging at her. She had no way of knowing that talking
about his title would upset him—she knew that—but she should have noticed. There
was simply no excuse. Now, she had no idea what to say. And, apparently,
neither did Gourry … not that that was unusual … They had said little
to each other over the past day or so, just argued about where to head next. She
hated feeling this way: awkward, like she was walking on eggshells and had to
choose her words carefully. Since she had no idea how to fix it, she held her
silence. It did little to improve her mood, though.


Neither did the big fat raindrops that were starting to
fall. Within moments, the rain moved from sporadic to downpour, turning the
dirt path they were following into a slushy quagmire. Lina stopped thinking
about feeling awkward and guilty at that point and focused on watching her
footing. She had absolutely no control over how drenched she was getting, but
she could do her best to avoid taking a tumble in the mud.


By evening, the rain showed no signs of letting up, and she
and Gourry were soaked from head to toe. If she thought her clothes had chafed
before, it was nothing to the way they were binding and sticking now. She felt
like she was carrying Amelia piggy-back, and her boots squelched with each step
she took. This was not what she had in mind, when she had thought of giving her
new clothes a thorough washing. As she concentrated on placing one foot in
front of the other, her only coherent thought was a vague memory of once upon a
time, when she had been dry.


**********************


Gourry glanced across the fire as Lina stripped out of her
wet clothes. By some stroke of luck, they had stumbled across a small
woodcutter’s shack. It was little more than a hovel, but it was snug and dry,
and under the circumstances, far better than sleeping out in the rain. Her back
was turned toward him, and she was in the process of peeling off her leggings. They
clung to her like a second skin, and she was grunting in frustration. He turned
his attention back to his armor. The last thing he needed was for the leather
straps to dry the wrong way. At best, they would chafe until they stretched
back into the right shape. At worst, he would need to get them replaced, and
neither prospect appealed to him.


Although he had trouble putting his finger on the reason, he
felt angry. Not with Lina, but angry nonetheless. Frustrated to realize his
mother was still alive, after all this time. For years, he had believed her
dead, along with his father and brother, and everyone else. What was her life
like, now? He knew what men did with captured women. Rank was no protection
from … He shook his head violently, refusing to consider the possibility. He
wanted to keep his memories of his mother pure, not sullied by sordid and
brutal images. Where was she now? Was she a common slave? Someone’s trophy? Something
worse? Had she been waiting for him to find her? All he knew for certain was
that he had failed. And that failure was tantamount to betrayal of his blood.


Betrayal. It was an ugly word. An even uglier feeling. Who
was the woman he had buried next to his father and brother? A maid? A cook? One
of his mother’s ladies? Not that it really mattered. None of it changed the
fact that he had somehow mistaken another woman for his mother, abandoning her
to some unknown fate. Unknown … no, he knew. His imagination was only too
eager to whisper suggestions to his mind. He shook his head violently, yet
again, trying to purge the images. Betrayal. He had failed his family, failed
his blood. Now, he was flailing about blindly, and it was too little, too late.
What could they hope to find at Deremar’s? The only thing that was there was
the tapestry and a town out for their blood …


He finished working oil into the last of the leather straps
on his armor, and started arranging it near the fire when Lina started to
mutter furiously under her breath. Although her words were indistinct, it was
clear she was anything but happy, and he glanced up to see her struggling with
the clasp on her new bra. He felt another surge of anger, and this time the
feeling was directed at Lina. They were alone—really alone—for the first time
in who knows how long, and here they were, on either side of the fire, barely
speaking to each other, and Lina had her back turned to him. Why was it that
right after he finally got her to open up to him, to acknowledge the feelings
they had for each other, they suddenly run into her former lover?


Ryan obviously still had strong feelings for Lina, in spite
of being dumped by her. And Lina, just as obviously was carrying around a lot
of baggage related to Ryan, but he could not for the life of him figure out what
it was. Something about the entire situation was just off. There was a certain
wistfulness about her whenever she was around Ryan, a certain sense of …
regret? Yes, that was it. It was so unlike her. She never looked back. That was
a source of her strength. But now … all he knew was that she refused to
talk to him—about anything. He was so used to hearing her chatter on about
whatever, even if his thoughts tended to wander whenever she talked. This
brooding silence, on top of everything else, was setting him on edge.


With a vicious oath, Lina gave up on the clasp, and started
rooting through her clothes, looking for something. In one smooth motion,
Gourry stood up, closed the small gap between them and unhooked her bra,
slipping the straps off her shoulders. He could see red welts from where they
had dug into her flesh. Lina snatched up her discarded chemise and covered her
front, which only served to heighten his annoyance. Gourry knew he should back
away from her before he did something stupid, but instead, he ran a finger down
her back, tracing the length of her spine. Lina shivered, and he saw the
gooseflesh rise on her arms, but she gave no other outward reaction.


For the life of him, he could not figure her out. The moment
stretched. Lina stopped breathing and he was hunkering down behind her, close
enough to touch her, but not touching her. What did she want? Did she just wish
he would go away? Maybe she did. Her shoulders were slightly hunched and drawn
together. But it was so unlike Lina to just let things happen to her. If she
wanted him to go away, all she had to do was say so. He hated seeing her sit
there doing nothing. He wanted her to do something, say something, anything
would be better than seeing her like this.


Gourry slammed his fist into the floor, and Lina flinched,
and then curled herself into a ball, wrapping her arms around her knees and
hiding her face. Her damp hair shimmered in the firelight, forming a curtain
around her body.


How could he get her to talk?


“Tell me about that guy.” The words popped out before Gourry
even had a chance to realize what he was saying.


“What?” Lina stared at him incredulously over her shoulder.


“You know, that guy who cut the other guy into pieces? Shaba
… something-or-other, right?” Gourry prompted, feeling mildly encouraged. Somehow,
he had managed to surprise her, and she was at least reacting more like normal
self.


Her brow furrowed for an instant. “Shabranigdu,” she
responded almost automatically. “His name is Shabranigdu, and he wasn’t just ‘some
guy.’” She paused, and then turned her head back to face the wall, which also
meant that she was looking away from him. She pulled her chemise on and then
turned to face him, her eyes hard. “You don’t want to know about Shabranigdu,”
she said flatly.


Gourry felt a cold hand clamp around his heart. He had never
seen Lina turn that particular look on him, as if she was ready to do battle. Well,
it was an improvement over the flinching and hiding, but not by much. “No,” he
said after a moment, struggling to keep his tone even. “I could care less.”


Lina flushed with anger. “Why don’t you just say what you
really mean, then?” She asked harshly. “Ask me the question you really want the
answer to.” She looked so tight and brittle, kneeling opposite him, as if she
might shatter into a thousand pieces if something brushed past her.


She had given him the opening he had been seeking for days. But
now, as she glared balefully at him, the words refused to come.


While holding her gaze, Gourry reached under his tunic and
pulled out his father’s signet ring. He had been wearing it on a leather thong
tied around his neck—it just felt wrong to wear it on his hand, as if he was
claiming something that was not his right. The ring was large and ostentatious
anyways: appropriate for the lord of the keep, far less so for a wandering
swordsman. It was heavy gold worked with niello, and set with a large deep blue
sapphire. Without looking at the ring, he untied the thong that held it around
his neck and placed it on the floor between them.


Lina stared at him. The fire cracked and popped in
counter-point to the rain drumming steadily upon the roof, as the anger drained
out of her and a kaleidoscope of emotions flicked across her face: pain,
sorrow, curiosity, hope … and then, nothing. She stretched out her hand,
but just before she touched the ring, she froze in the act of reaching out,
then her hand curled into a soft fist, and she pulled it back half way. Gourry
felt the cold hand clamped around his heart turn to ice, and the moment
stretched out. Finally, her face softened ever so slightly. “Do you know what
you’re asking?” she whispered.


Gourry felt his heart start to beat faster against the ice
that gripped it. He had managed to surprise her, that much was certain. Whatever
she thought he was going to ask, clearly this was not it. But her question also
took him by surprise. Did he know what he was asking? Oh, he knew, and he
nodded once in response. He wanted her: to be with him, to stay with him, and
for her to know. The ring was a symbol, really, for the words he left unsaid. The
silence stretched out between them, and he could see the wheels turning in her
head, see her considering.


Finally, she broke the silence. “It was your father’s ring,
right?” she asked simply. “His signet, right?”


Gourry nodded again.


“If I take this ring, your father’s ring,” she said slowly, “I’ll
be taking a lot more than a trinket.” She swallowed, and then licked her lips,
her eyes boring into his.


He wondered if she truly understood what he was trying to
do. Actually, he wondered if he himself truly understood what he was trying to
do. He just wanted everything out in the open. His secrets, her secrets. Yes,
that was a part of it, but only a small part. He wanted them to be comfortable
again. They had no chance of doing anything about his mother or Deremar if they
kept dancing around each other.


Lina swallowed again, but she maintained eye contact. “But,
I’ve already got the protection of the Gabrievs,” she pointed out, “because you’ve
already sworn to be my protector.” Her eyes softened a bit more, and he felt
the ice clamped around his heart melt in response. “It’s the one thing you’ve
never forgotten in all the time we’ve been together.” She hesitated briefly. “So,
there must be more to it than that.”


Was there more? He shook his head ever so slightly, as
half-remembered stories of knights pledging their troth to sighing ladies with
a ring insinuated themselves into his thoughts. He had always wondered what a
troth was. Did Lina want his troth? He felt the slightest hint of panic,
because if that was the case, he was in trouble. He sincerely doubted that Lina
would be happy if he asked her flat out.


“Say something.” There was just the faintest hint of
frustration in her voice. “I want you to tell me exactly what you think
you’re asking me to do.”


“First, will you answer a question for me?” Gourry stalled,
trying to gather his wits. What had he gotten himself into? First, they were
not talking, then they were fighting, then Lina was acting normal, and now she
was mad again.


“That depends on the question,” she replied evenly, but the
hard edge was back again.


He opened his mouth to ask her what a troth was, but changed
his mind at the last second. “What’s the deal between you and Ryan?” he blurted
out, regretting the question almost immediately as Lina blanched. Maybe he
should have stuck with the troth, after all.


**********************


Lina recoiled visibly from Gourry’s question. It was the one
she had steeled herself for initially, before he had placed his father’s ring
on the dirt floor between them. That had certainly taken her by surprise, and
she felt a welter of conflicting emotions. There it was again, the specter of
marriage. Was it a good thing or a bad thing? Both. Neither. The only problem
was that she had no idea if Gourry knew what offering the ring meant. Stupid
jellyfish. When the guy offered the ring to the girl, it usually meant a
marriage proposal. Everyone knew that. But Gourry was notorious for not knowing
what everyone knew. She wanted to hear him say it. She wanted to be sure,
not just about the symbolic nature of the exchange, but also that he understood
what he was asking of her. No more misunderstandings about boiled eggs and
whatnot. She wanted it all spelled out, for both of them. But first … would
she answer the question he had asked? The one she had been dreading?


She had absolutely no desire to talk about it. She had told
him that. She did not want to think about it. She hated the hot burning
feeling—panic—that danced at the edge of her thoughts whenever she nudged too
close to the memories of that time, when Ryan had broken their engagement. She
felt a flare of anger, and she seized the emotion. Gourry may think he wanted
to know the story about her and Ryan, but she seriously doubted he was ready
for the truth. Oh, but this time, she was going to answer, and Gourry could
just deal with the consequences.


“Ryan was my fiancé.” Four simple words, but saying them
made her feel like someone had shoved a hooked knife through her navel and was
slowly pulling her guts out.


Gourry’s reaction surprised her yet again. He nodded
slightly in a vaguely distracted way, and then he shook his head. “I know that
already,” he said slowly.


“You … you knew?” Lina asked in shock. “Then why’d you
bother asking?” She felt her blood begin to boil. He knew? But he was still
going to make her talk about it? Why? And underneath that, she felt …
humiliated. Ryan had told him, obviously. Who else? Just how had he described
his rejection of the annoying flat-chested under-developed runt of the village?


“Lina.” He took a deep breath and stretched his hand out
towards her, but she just batted it away. His eyes hardened. “Just what is
going on?” he demanded. “Look at you. You’re a total mess.”


“Nothing’s going on.” Lina said flatly, glaring at Gourry. Just
what was he suggesting?


Gourry glared right back. “Don’t give me that. You haven’t
been acting yourself ever since we ran into him.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Never mind the fact that she
had come to that conclusion herself a couple of days ago. Hearing it coming
from Gourry, like an accusation, was totally different.


“It means that you haven’t been acting like yourself,”
Gourry repeated, with a slight edge to his voice.


“What would you know about it?” Lina demanded vehemently as
she clenched her hands into fists and resisted the sudden urge to slap him. She
took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down. And failed miserably. She
vaulted to her feet and started pacing back and forth in the tiny little hut,
feeling for all the world like a caged animal.


“I don’t know!” Gourry grabbed her arm and forced her to
look at him. “You tell me.”


Lina tried to wrench her arm away, but even though Gourry’s
grip was rather loose, she had no success. “Let. Go.” Lina spit out through
clenched teeth.


“No,” Gourry said flatly, as his fingers clenched
spasmodically into her arm. “Why won’t you talk to me,” he asked, almost
desperately, but Lina was too furious to really notice.


“Maybe because you’re being a bastard,” Lina shot back.


“You watch the woman you love work herself into a frenzy
over the former lover she dumped, while he sniffs after her like she’s a bitch
in heat and see how you act,” Gourry bit out.


Lina felt the blood drain out of her face, and she heard a
roaring sound in her ears. “What did you just call me?” She asked in a deadly
quiet voice. Outside, thunder rumbled ominously in the distance, and the steady
beat of rain on the roof intensified. “Let me go this second or you won’t
live to regret it.”


“I’m not letting go,” Gourry answered stubbornly, although
his grip on her arm did ease up a bit.


Lina stared at Gourry incredulously, and she suddenly felt
unsure, even a little afraid. Not so much of Gourry, but very much about where
they were heading. Had he ever stood up to her like this? Not that she
remembered, but then again, she had no clear recollection of ever threatening
him, either. And it had been a threat. Why was she threatening Gourry? Because
he called her a bitch?


A wave of ice crashed over her as she realized what Gourry
had actually said: that she had dumped Ryan. She shook her head in
confusion. No, must have heard wrong. Or Gourry had his facts muddled. That was
the most likely explanation. Stupid Jellyfish was never paying attention.


“Lina?” Gourry’s voice was very gentle, in marked contrast
to his tone just a moment ago. She looked up at him. He was still angry: she
could see it in his eyes. But underneath the anger was sadness … and fear. Fear
of her? No, she realized almost immediately. It was fear for her. She closed
her own eyes, wondering what he saw in hers.


“Talk to me.” He took a deep breath, held it for a moment,
and then let it out slowly. “Please.”


“Can’t you just let it go?” Lina whispered. “It’s done. Gone.
Over.”


“It’s not that … I don’t know.” Gourry shook his head. “I
just don’t get it. Look at you!” He gestured with his free hand. “You’re as
white as a sheet, squirming this way and that. Why?” He spoke softly, but
intently. “What’s gotten into you? I’ve never seen you act this way before. I’ve
never seen you hesitate like this! I just want … I just want you to talk to
me!”


“I don’t want to talk about it!” Lina felt the flames
licking at the edge of her mind, and she clamped both hands to her head, desperately
trying to force them back. “No,” she moaned, begging. “No, please. Don’t …”


“Lina?” Gourry pulled at her hands, with a note of panic in
his voice, but Lina could hear nothing over the roar behind her ears.


“It burns!” She screamed out, as the flames engulfed her. A
kaleidoscope of disconnected images raced before her eyes, all overlaid with a
bright orange-red. She could feel the heat around her, inside, outside. Ryan
smiling at her over his shoulder. A feeling of guilt, of unworthiness. A barn
turning into an inferno. Shhh. Sis putting a dagger into her hand and lecturing
her about control. Purification in a tub of freezing water. Pain. Intense
pressure squeezed from all sides. It wanted out. Now!


A crash. An explosion. Yes, YES!


A harsh voice cried out, a sharp crack, and pain blossomed
in her cheeks.


“Lina! Stop!” Lina became dimly aware that Gourry was
calling her. He was slapping her.


She shook her head, and awareness came flooding back. The
small shack they were in was engulfed in flames. She could smell the sickening
aroma of singed hair, and she realized that she was on fire. Gourry was
on fire. With a gasp, she reached for the magic, “Mosu Varimu!”


Almost instantly, the flames disappeared, leaving the two of
them in complete darkness. The rain continued to beat on the roof, and the
smell of smoke was over powering. Lina collapsed to the floor, where the air
was marginally clearer. She gasped for breath, feeling as though she had just
run for miles, and tried to figure out what had just happened.


**********************


All anger was forgotten. Gourry was terrified. He listened
to Lina gasping for breath, smelled the acrid smoke, felt the slight pain of
burned flesh. And thanked the gods that they were still alive. One minute, Lina
had been pleading with him, the next moment, she screamed and burst into
flames. He wished he could forget the way she had looked. First, she clenched
her head between her hands, whimpering uncontrollably. Then her eyes had rolled
back in her head, so all he could see were the whites, gleaming in the
firelight as she screamed something about being burned. An instant later,
flames started rolling off her body, jetting out in all directions and turning
the woodcutter’s shack into an inferno. Her initial shrieks had modulated into
low groans, and she sounded like a woman in the throes of childbirth. And then,
as the flames bathed her body, she started moaning in a sultry way. Had they
been making love, it would have been incredibly gratifying. The fact that it
was the fire caressing her made it obscene.


He had slapped her then. Mostly to make her aware of what
she was doing, but also because he could not bear to hear her moans. Her eyes
had flown open, and the flames caressing her body died down immediately, but
she had already set the wooden walls of the shack on fire, and it was burning
uncontrollably. As soon as her awareness returned, though, she put out the fire
almost as a reflex, and then collapsed to the floor in a boneless heap.


“What happened,” she asked dully, after she got her breath
back.


“I’m not sure,” he hedged, kneeling down next to her. He
could make out the shadow of her outline now that his eyes had adjusted to the
dark.


She sighed a bit and leaned unerringly into him. He
swallowed hard against the sudden lump in his throat and gently enfolded her in
his arms, stroking her hair.


“I’m sorry,” she whispered into his chest.


“No, I’m the one who’s sorry,” he replied softly.


“Mmm. That feels nice.” She sighed again, and her breathing
eased into a steady pattern. He was almost convinced that she was asleep, and
then she spoke again. “There’s really nothing between me and Ryan,” she said
softly as she twined her fingers in his shirt. “He broke it off so long ago…” She trailed off, and when her breathing slowed, he was certain she was
asleep.


As for himself, he was afraid to go to sleep. The image of
Lina bursting into flames replayed itself over and over again in his mind. With
a small sigh, he arranged Lina and covered her with a blanket. She had put out
the fire before it could do too much damage. Some of their gear was singed, but
most of it had been too wet to burn badly. He considered starting another fire,
but decided against it. All things considered, the idea of a fire just did not
seem too terribly comforting at the moment. Instead, he lay down on a blanket
near to Lina. She murmured something unintelligible and snuggled up to him.


Gourry pillowed his head with a crooked arm and stared
unseeing at the ceiling above. The rain had tapered off, and it was no louder
than a gentle soothing patter, but it did little to calm the chaos of his
thoughts.


First and foremost, it was clear that something had happened
to Lina. Something that she was terrified to remember. Something associated
with Ryan or his brother, or maybe both. What had she said right before falling
asleep? That Ryan had broken off their engagement? He must have heard
her wrong. Not that it would be the first time … he thought he had heard
her right, but …


Before a few days ago—had it only been a few days?—if
someone had told him that Lina was capable of panic, he would have thought they
had a screw loose. Had he ever even seen her upset? Angry, certainly. Indignant,
furious, and prone to violence. But crying? No, not that he could remember. Now,
she had panicked … what was it? Twice? In as many days? Something like
that. Why now? He closed his eyes, and tried to shake the image of flames
rolling over Lina’s body, caressing her and burning him.


Why had he asked Lina about Ryan, in the first place? It was
stupid. Or maybe he was stupid. He was sure Lina would think so. They had been
together all this time, and it had never been an issue. Honestly, Gourry could
care less that Lina had been Ryan’s fiancée. Like she said, that was in the
past. She was still with him, even after running into Ryan. It was really weird
seeing her act so awkward and wistful whenever she was around Ryan. But it was
kind of neat, too. It was a different side of Lina—strange, but still her. And
whatever was between her and Ryan, she never gave any indication that she
regretted the way things had turned out. She had left Ryan behind easily
enough, without even saying goodbye, in fact. When he suggested that she let
Ryan know they were leaving, she had given him the most peculiar look, like she
was genuinely surprised.


And yet, despite all that, it did matter. Not Ryan so much,
or even whatever it was that she was so afraid of. It was the results. Over the
past few days, he had found it harder and harder to read Lina. She had
withdrawn away from him, and to be perfectly honest, he had withdrawn a bit as
well. He should have recognized that she was on the verge of some breaking
point. He had seen it easily enough a few days ago, when Ryan pushed her about
his brother. But not today. Today, he had been all but oblivious to it. Neither
of them was thinking straight, and that was dangerous. In more ways than one. It
was more than a stupid fight. If he had trouble reading Lina, what would happen
when they faced battle again? They were heading back to Deremar’s, and judging
from the last time they were there, he doubted they would face a warm welcome. Distractions
under those circumstances could have fatal consequences. He shuddered as a
sudden sense of foreboding rushed through him.


“Hmmm?” Lina mumbled, picking up her head. “‘S wrong?”


“Nothing,” he murmured, putting his arm around her and
tugging her back down.


“Mmm.” She pillowed her head on his shoulder and dropped
back into sleep.


Gourry wrinkled his nose a bit at the strong odor of singed
hair. One thing was certain. Singed hair or no, as long as Lina was by his
side, things would work out. Somehow. Eventually. They had to. Right?


**********************


Something smelled awful. Honestly, she had paid good money
for this room. The least they could do is freshen it out. Lina opened her eyes,
squinting a bit against the sun, and she realized two things: she had not, in
fact, paid good money for this room at all, and she was the one who reeked. She
sat up, gently disentangling herself from Gourry. It was rare that she woke up
before he did. She smoothed his hair gently away from his face, and suppressed
a hiss. His face and arms were all a bright red. It looked like a nasty
sunburn. Well, he had been between her and the fire last night. She smiled,
albeit a bit sadly, as she cast a healing spell. After she was done, his brow
smoothed, and his breathing settled into a steadier pattern. He had obviously
been asleep for quite some while.


Lina, on the other hand, was wide-awake. She glanced around
the room, noticing the scorch marks. How their fire had gone out of control was
beyond her … and oddly enough, she was not too terribly interested. At
least Gourry had been paying attention, and there was no permanent harm done. No
sense in worrying about it, really.


What was more important was getting ready for the day. Considering
all the times Gourry had taken care of their breakfast, it only seemed fair
that she pull her weight. At least occasionally. The first order of business
was to find water. And maybe she could take a bath while she was at it, too. She
briefly considered getting dressed, but decided against it. They were pretty
much in the middle of nowhere, and they had yet to see another living soul
since setting out. Lina decided to chance it. Her chemise satisfied the basic
demands of modesty, at least technically, she supposed.


It was a gorgeous morning. The clouds of the previous day
were swept away, and the sky was a perfectly washed clear blue. Water droplets
from the heavy rains clung to everything, from the leaves of the trees above to
the grass below, and the sunlight danced about, here reflecting off a bead of
water to make it sparkle like a diamond, there refracting into a brilliant
rainbow. Lina reveled in the crisp morning air and the feel of damp mud
squelching beneath her bare feet.


Now, if only she could find a small pool, everything would
be perfect. A nice quiet place where she could enjoy a nice hot soak. Maybe
with a waterfall. Lina let her imagination run wild as she meandered along a
small game path. Eventually, it should lead to water. Finding her idyllic
little glen would just be a bonus, unlikely as it was.


She heard them long before she saw them. People were
talking, not terribly far away. Lina stopped, listening intently, but their
words were indistinct, and she only caught random snatches of the conversation.
They seemed to have no worries about anyone overhearing them, that much was
certain. But what were they doing in the middle of nowhere? The logical answer
was that it was the woodcutter, or whoever used the tiny hut she and Gourry had
borrowed the night before. Her natural curiosity took over, and Lina crept up
to see what was going on. She wished that she had taken the time to bother
dressing, but there was little she could do about it at this point.


The path led straight to a small clearing and the water she
sought, in the form of a nice little pond fed by a small spring. What caught
her attention were the two people talking in the clearing. One of them had his
back to her, but judging from the familiar-looking beige cloak and the
up-raised hood, it was Zelgadis. She was a bit surprised to see him, but not by
much, since she had caught a few glimpses of him back in town. But the person
he was talking to … it was impossible … Lina quickly rubbed at her
eyes, but when she looked again, she still saw a familiar willowy blonde. Why
on earth was Zelgadis talking with a dead woman … who was quite obviously
not dead? There she was. The Lady Lucilla. Niece and lover of Deremar, who had
supposedly been killed by her and Gourry. Lina shook her head.


What the hell? Lina’s jaw dropped as she watched Zelgadis embrace
Lucilla and not just that, he kissed her, too. But … Lina shook her
head again. She had to be seeing things … she thought—she could have sworn—Zel
was sweet on Amelia. He denied it, of course, but he had taken Amelia’s
bracelet … how could he even consider kissing another woman? It was no
chaste simple brotherly kiss, either, judging from the way Lucilla was pressing
herself up against him. The slut!


The couple broke their ardent embrace and exchanged a few more
words while Lina argued furiously with herself. What she wanted to do
was march right up to Zelgadis and beat some sense into him. How dare he do
something like this to Amelia? But, she also wanted to know what the deal was
with Lucilla. The girl was supposed to be dead. In the end, she did
neither, for the simple stupid reason that she was not properly dressed. She
knew it was idiotic, but for the life of her, she could not force herself to
confront either of them dressed in a scanty—and practically
see-through—chemise. Instead, she carefully noted the direction they took when
they left. Lucilla headed towards Deremar’s keep—no surprise there—and Zel set
out for the town they had just left. Just what was going on here?


Well, one thing was certain, hunkering down in the bushes
was not going to help her figure it out. Lina eyed the small pond. A simple
fireball would warm it up nicely, although it would probably be a good idea to
wait just a few more minutes. After all, it would be mighty awkward if Zel and
Lucilla rushed in on her in the middle of her bath … Then Lina
reconsidered. Although the idea of confronting them in her chemise was less
than appealing, if they interrupted her bath, she would have no compunctions
about fireballing them into insensibility, and then she could torture … uh
… make that question them to find out what was going on.


Unfortunately, her explosive method of heating her bathwater
failed to bring anyone. Lina sniffed to herself as she wrapped a towel more
tightly around her torso and eased into the nice hot water. Cowards.


Still, she decided to keep her guard up. Who knows, maybe
they were just being slow.


Lina was on the verge of giving up—after all, it was really
hard to enjoy her bath when she was so on edge—when she heard just the
slightest rustling sound at the edge of the clearing. So. Someone was trying to
sneak up on her, huh? Well they were in for a surprise. She hoped it was
Zel. He was going to get an earful from her, that much was certain. After she
finished blowing him up, that is. She turned so that she was facing away from
the clearing. There was a decided advantage to surprise, after all, and if it
looked like she was concentrating on her bath instead of her surroundings, it
might lull her foe into a false sense of security. Maybe not Zel … but it
never hurt to try. Just a few moments more, and Lina would finally get
some answers.


All plans went out the window, though, when she heard a
familiar voice, startlingly close to her, say, “I wouldn’t, if I were you.”


**********************


When Lina got up, Gourry roused himself into a fuzzy state
of awareness. Somehow, instead of getting sleep, he had kept staring at the
ceiling for most of the night. The last thing he remembered before finally
nodding off was the sound of birds chirping in the pre-dawn gloom. Even in his
current muzzy-headed state, his first thought was to see if Lina was okay. She
seemed to be fine—cheerful, even, which struck him as odd. ‘Cheerful,’ ‘Lina,’
and ‘morning’ were usually contradictory terms. He had learned very soon after ‘rescuing’
her that the day went a whole lot smoother if Lina woke on her own schedule. She
puttered around a bit, and he lapsed back into a doze. As much as he wanted to
get an early start, his eyes refused to open fully, and he gave into the
impulse to sleep, just a few moments longer. He was vaguely aware when she
healed his burns, and he did notice her letting herself out of the shack, but
since she went out in her shift, he figured she was just answering a morning
call to nature, and he drifted off, certain that he would hear her when she
came back.


Some time later, Gourry woke with a start. The tread of
heavy footsteps approached the shack—much too heavy, in fact, to belong to
Lina. A quick glance assured him that she still was gone … and he was sure
that more than enough time had passed for her to finish her business and get
back. Which left him with two minor mysteries: where the heck was Lina, and who
was outside?


Old mercenary instincts died hard. Gourry quickly, but
silently made his way to the door, prepared to ambush anyone who decided to
enter. It might just be the woodsman, but when in hostile territory, it was
best to be prepared.


His precautions proved unnecessary, as whomever it was
walked right past the shack without stopping. He opened the door just a crack,
in time to see the flare of a beige cloak disappear into the brush.


Whoever it was, they seemed to be in quite a hurry. Not that
it was any of his business that some unknown stranger was out for a morning
stroll in a largely abandoned section of the forest. Well, now that they were
gone, Gourry had more important things to do. The morning was already
half-gone. The sooner he found Lina, the sooner they could head out. He quickly
gathered up the few things they had scattered about the room. Mostly it was
just clothes left out to dry, but as he rolled up their blankets, he realized
that his father’s ring was still on the ground where he had placed it the night
before. He had forgotten all about it, after Lina had burst into flames. As he
reached out his hand, he found himself strangely reluctant to pick it up. Lina
should be the one to do that. But Lina was gods knew where—certainly not here. And
leaving the ring on the ground was not really an option, either. With a sigh,
Gourry picked up the heavy signet and put it back on a thong he tied around his
neck. Then he buckled on his armor and set out to find Lina.


Once again, he was surprised by her behavior. He snorted as
he tossed her boots over his shoulder. He had never figured her for the
barefoot type. Or for the ‘frolic through nature’ type, either. It was a simple
matter to follow the imprints of her bare feet in the mud as they meandered
from here to there with no obvious pattern. His musings were interrupted by the
sound of an explosion. With his blood racing, Gourry quickened his pace. If
Lina was using her spells, it probably meant trouble. Not that he thought Lina
would have trouble taking care of herself—she had rather painfully disabused
him of that notion—but he was her protector, and if she was in trouble, he
belonged by her side.


It was probably only a few moments later, although it felt a
lot longer, that Lina’s footprints led him to a small clearing. A quick glance
was all he needed to assess the situation. Lina was not, after all, in
trouble—she was taking a bath. So much for getting an early start … although
… there were other things they could do with their time. Her back was to
the clearing, and he was just about to call out to her when he realized by the
set of her shoulders that she was tightly coiled, like a cat just about to
pounce. Although, her body language was subtle, he had the strongest feeling
that she was setting a trap.


Another quick scan of the clearing provided no obvious
answer, and once again, Gourry almost called out to her to let her know that it
was just him. After all, he had no desire to spring Lina’s trap. Just before he
did, however, he caught a glimpse of something from the corner of his eye. There,
in the brush, someone had just moved a sword, or some other shiny object—rather
carelessly, in fact, for it was the sun glinting off the metal that had caught
his attention.


Quickly, but also as quietly as he could, Gourry advanced on
the figure hiding in the brush, cursing silently at the slight rustling sound
his passage caused. Obviously, Lina was expecting a foe, and that was certainly
good enough for him. Within moments, he had snuck up behind the figure, and he
realized with a start that Lina’s stalker was an aristocratic woman—if her
clothes were any indication.


Before he could even wonder what a highborn lady was doing
crouched in the brush wearing such a fancy dress, she inserted a small dart
into a metal tube and raised it to her lips. Gourry lunged to close the
distance between them, sacrificing stealth for speed. Before she had time to do
more than take a breath, his sword was at her throat. “I wouldn’t, if I were
you,” he growled in a threatening undertone.


She jerked, obviously startled, and inadvertently launched
her dart. A flick of his wrist deflected the dart and sliced the blowgun into
two pieces that tumbled uselessly from her fingers. Before she could so much as
turn her head, his sword was back at her throat. He heard the loud splashing of
Lina pulling herself from the pool, but most of his attention was on the girl.


He may have startled her, but he had to admit, she was a
tough one. She looked as though she would be more comfortable in a lord’s great
hall, but she clearly had no qualms about getting dirty. Although she held most
of her body still, her left hand was slowly inching towards her purse, probably
in search of a weapon. Gourry grunted and his blade pressed into her throat,
ever so slightly, causing a thin trickle of blood to well up. “Uh-uh,” he said
firmly. “I wouldn’t do that, either.”


Her mouth hardened into a thin line, and she slowly turned
her head towards him. She looked vaguely familiar, sort of like someone’s
sister or maybe a cousin. Although he had to admit, it could just be the
slightly petulant look she wore: a spoiled pout that so many rich people
affected when they condescended to speak to mercenaries like him and Lina. Before
he could place her, though, a clear flash of recognition spread across her
face.


“You!” she gasped.


“Me.” Gourry agreed, wondering who she was and why she
thought she knew him.


Her eyes widened. “It is you, isn’t it?” she breathed. Gourry
watched two different emotions war on her face: awe and indignation. “You are
Gourry, aren’t you? Gourry ap Magsen Gabriev, right?”


Gourry firmly quashed the urge to flinch back from her. “How
…”


Before he could finish the sentence, or even form a coherent
thought, he heard Lina push her way eagerly through the brush. “Good going,
Gourry!” she crowed gleefully. “You got Lucilla!”


**********************


Finally, she was going to get some answers. Lina took a long
look at the girl they had supposedly killed. She seemed awfully healthy for a
dead girl, that was certain. Although given the way she was struggling against
Gourry, she might not stay healthy for long. She seemed oblivious to the fact
that he held his sword at her throat. Her expression murderous, Lucilla flicked
her hand to her belt. Gourry started moving to disarm her before she could get
her hand on a weapon, but Lina was faster. “Shadow Snap,” she called out,
hurling her dagger at the ground.


Instantly, Lucilla froze in a rather awkward half-leaning,
half-twisting position.


“What did you do to me?!” Lucilla demanded imperiously.


Lina ignored her, directing her next comment at Gourry as
she studied Lucilla. “You can let her go, now. She won’t be moving for a while
…” Lina flashed a predatory grin at her, feeling very much like the smug
cat who had finally cornered the canary … although this canary was anything
but helpless. “… at least, not until I get some answers.” Although, Lina
conceded to herself, answers might be harder to get than she had thought. There
was iron in this girl. And she was not just indiscriminately attacking random
passersby in the forest either. Lina was definitely her target. Although the
girl was clearly less than thrilled at being captured by Gourry, it was the
sight of Lina that had made her throw all caution to the wind.


Gourry released his hold on Lucilla, and then relieved her
of her obvious weapons—a dagger at her belt and a purse with a handful of
darts—before searching for less obvious weapons. Lucilla protested vehemently,
but he followed Lina’s lead and ignored her.


Lina clicked her tongue when he found two more daggers. She
only took a brief glance at them before Gourry slipped them into his belt, but
they looked to be more ceremonial than functional. “She sure is well-armed for
a dead girl, isn’t she? Awfully healthy, too,” she remarked casually as she
reached out to pinch Lucilla’s cheek, the way an overly affectionate aunt might
greet a young child. “But not too terribly smart, I’m afraid, to think she
could sneak up on me!”


Lucilla bared her teeth at Lina.


“Are you sure she’s Lucilla?” Gourry asked, studying her
face. “She doesn’t look too much like that girl we saw that day.”


“I’m pretty sure,” Lina responded as she squinted up at the
sun and then glanced down, trying to gauge how much time she had before Lucilla’s
shadow shifted beyond the reach of the dagger. Her towel chose that moment to
start slipping, but she absently grabbed two corners, bunching them into a
fist. She had more important things to deal with than a stupid towel. Right
now, she had to figure out the best way to deal with this girl. “We were kinda
distracted that day, you know.”


“Would the two of you stop talking as if I weren’t here?” Lucilla
demanded acidly. “I insist that you release me this instant!” She struggled
futilely against the force that held her immobile.


Lina just gave her that same saccharine smile and patted her
cheek. In response, Lucilla spat in Lina’s face. With deliberate calmness, Lina
wiped away the thick ropy string of spit dripping down her cheek and sharply
backhanded Lucilla, marking her with an angry red welt—and the girl’s own
saliva. “Care to try that again?” Lina asked, maintaining a sickly sweet tone.


Tears had sprung up in Lucilla’s eyes, but she looked more
furious than hurt and she tried to spit at Lina again. This time Lina was ready
for her, and she smoothly shifted to the side, backhanding Lucilla’s other
cheek, hitting her with a mono volt at the same time. As Lucilla shrieked in
agony, Lina realized that she was using the exact same combination of spells
that Zel had once used on her. She inwardly groaned. Given the girl’s
reactions, she was willing to bet they would be just as effective with Lucilla
as they had been with her. If only it had been Zel! Even that time he had
worked for Martina and her father, going so far as to kidnap Amelia, Zelgadis
had been brutally honest about his intentions. She knew she could get answers
out of him. Lucilla, on the other hand …


“My, my,” Lina commented mildly as she released Lucilla. She
had toned down the intensity of the spell quite a bit, but it was better to be
safe than have the girl pass out. “Not very well bred, are you.” She sighed in
mock solicitude as Lucilla gasped for breath. “Not that I’d expect better
manners from a girl who whores with her uncle.”


“What would you know about it, you … you …
flat-chested … hag!”


Lina’s response was immediate and automatic. “Flare bit!” As
she watched the small spheres burn holes in Lucilla’s dress, she struggled to
pull herself back together. It had been hard enough to react calmly with the
disgusting feel of spit dripping down her cheek, but that was nothing compared
to the self-control she needed right now. The blood roared in her head and all
she wanted was to flash-fry Lucilla with a fireball. No one ever got away with
insulting Lina’s breast-size without suffering the consequences. But in this
situation, she had to retain the upper hand, and if Lucilla knew how close she
was to losing control, she would never be able to recover. “Oh, but I want to
know all about it.” She forced herself to maintain an even tone. “There’s so
much I want you to explain to me. You can start by explaining why you keep
targeting me.”


Lucilla clamped her mouth shut into a thin line.


“No?” Lina asked. “Suit yourself. It really makes no
difference to me. See that?” Lina pointed down at Lucilla’s shadow. “As long as
that dagger is within your shadow, you won’t be able to move. I figure you’ve
got, oh …” Lina rather exaggeratedly squinted up at the sun again. “…
maybe three hours? Four? Until your shadow shifts enough to free you. I’m not
really in a rush here, but I imagine you’ll get pretty uncomfortable standing
like that before too long … not to mention hungry and thirsty, too.”


Even three hours was stretching the truth. She figured that
at most, Lucilla would be stuck for about an hour, maybe half again as long as
that. What really counted, though, was what Lucilla believed, and judging from
the way she blanched, Lina had her convinced. That position was probably
already causing the girl some discomfort.


The silence stretched out. Lina stood casually, one hand
leaning on a cocked hip, the other clutching the ends of the towel, while
Lucilla glared at her and struggled to make her body move. Lina had the clear
advantage now, and Lucilla knew it, but instead of breaking the girl, it seemed
to make her even angrier.


Finally, Lina broke the silence. “Talk or don’t, it’s up to
you. I’ve got better things to do than stand around and wait for you to decide,
though.” With a shrug, she turned and headed back towards the clearing. She
paused just beyond Lucilla’s line of sight, gave Gourry a very pointed look,
and as a final taunt she called out, “Just shout if you change your mind!” Hopefully,
Gourry would catch her meaning. She might not be able to get anything out of
Lucilla, but given her mixed reactions to Gourry, maybe he could. In the mean
time, she might as well make herself comfortable. With a sigh of pleasure, Lina
lowered herself—rather noisily, as she wanted to be sure Lucilla thought she
was out of the picture—into the spring. The water was still nice and warm. She
leaned back, tried to relax, and listened.


**********************


“I hate that bitch!” Lucilla spat at the ground, her
tone venomous.


Gourry had been leaning against a tree, wondering what the
heck Lina was doing. It was certainly different from her standard practice of
throwing fireballs first, and then rapidly firing questions at her targets
while shaking them silly. Maybe that was just the way she dealt with bandits,
though. Had they ever tried to get answers out of a noble before? Usually Lina
took care of asking all the questions. Honestly, he had no idea what she was
trying to accomplish by leaving him alone with Lucilla.


The pure unadulterated hatred in the girl’s tone quickly
pulled him out of the indolent half-aware pose he had adopted. He could
practically feel the waves of malevolence rolling off of her, all directed at
Lina. Gourry studied her, his expression stony. One thing was clear: her hatred
was for Lina, but not for him.


Lucilla’s eyes narrowed as she considered Gourry. “So.” Her
tone was crisp. “You too, huh?” Her expression hardened.


Him too? What was she talking about? And why did Lina think
he could handle this on his own? He had no idea what to say, so he held his
silence, folding his arms over his chest and leaning against the tree once
again.


“What is it about her?” Lucilla demanded in disgust. “She’s
as flat as a washboard, she acts like some wild boy …” She trailed off, and
then fixed Gourry with a piercing gaze. “And you’d die for her, wouldn’t you,”
she said bitterly.


“Why are you trying to kill Lina?” That much Gourry
understood, with perfect clarity.


“Why?” Lucilla demanded incredulously. “Do you need a reason
to kill the Dra-Mata? She’s the enemy of all who live! She’s the girl who
leaves destruction in her wake. Not even the White City of Seyruun survived her
wrath! I figure I’m doing the world a favor! How many more innocent
people have to suffer her so-called ‘help’?!”


Well, he had to admit that Lina’s methods did tend to be
rather destructive … Still, had anyone ever gone out of their way trying to
kill her? Well … there was that one time … He peered closely at
Lucilla. She looked human enough, but those advisors of Phil’s had, too. “Aren’t
you a little late?” he asked. “That Gaav-guy has been gone for a long time, you
know.”


“What?” Lucilla looked at him in confusion.


“The king-dragon-demon guy.” Gourry said shortly. “Hellmaster
took him out, so you don’t need to target Lina anymore.”


“I have no idea what you are talking about.” Lucilla looked
more confused than he usually felt when he tried to follow one of Lina’s magic
lessons. It was possible that she was shamming, but he had no desire to find
out. His memories of Hellmaster were uncomfortably vivid.


“Then what’s the real reason? You sure don’t look like the…” What did Amelia call it? She had made him repeat it over and over … “Like
the ‘Hammer of Justice’ type.”


Lucilla shook her head. “You’re nothing like I thought,
Gourry ap Magsen Gabriev. Oh, you look the part, sure enough.” She adopted a
sultry tone as her eyes raked over him in a suggestive manner, leaving him
feeling dirty. “But who would’ve thought we’d meet like this?” The wicked glint
in her eyes made Gourry want to shudder.


“Who’d have thought we’d meet at all,” Gourry growled. Something
was wrong. The half-remembered snatch of conversation overheard in the bath
niggled at the back of his mind, adding to his sense of unease.


“Oh, I always knew we’d meet someday.” Lucilla flicked her
tongue across her lips. “After all, we are supposed to—”


“That’s enough of that!” Lina announced sharply. She was
dripping a trail of water behind her as she marched up sharply to Lucilla,
pushing Gourry out of her way. “You’ve just about outlived your usefulness, you
realize,” Lina said coldly, and then she touched Lucilla on the forehead.


Immediately, the girl slumped over. With a sigh, Lina bent
over and pulled the dagger out of her shadow, and Lucilla toppled to the ground
in an indecorous heap.


“What’d you do to her?” Gourry demanded. He felt vaguely
cheated, but also greatly relieved at the same time. “You didn’t kill her, did
you?”


Lina shot him a withering glance and nudged Lucilla with her
muddy foot, flipping her onto her back. Lucilla was fast asleep, and snoring
quite lustily.


“Oh,” Gourry said, feeling a bit sheepish.


“Oh.” Lina repeated emphatically. She turned to look at him,
peering intently at his eyes. “You okay?”


“Yeah,” Gourry answered, a bit confused as to why she would
ask, but also concerned about the puzzled expression she wore. “Sorry I couldn’t
get much out of her.” It was stupid, but he felt like he had failed Lina somehow.


“What?” She looked startled, and then she smiled. “You did
great, Gourry. You sure got more out of her than I could.” She closed the gap
between them and reached up to caress his cheek. Then she stretched. “Now. I
can finally relax and finish my bath in peace!” she exclaimed as she headed
back to the clearing.


“Don’t you think we should tie her up or something?” Gourry
called out, as he glanced at Lucilla with distaste.


“Nah,” Lina called out as she slid into the pool with a
sigh. “She’ll be out of it for quite a while.”


“You sure?” Gourry nudged Lucilla with his foot, and got no
reaction, not even a break in her snoring.


“Gourry, trust me.” Lina said in a slightly disgusted tone. “She
wouldn’t wake up if a herd of elephants stampeded through.”


He did trust Lina, but still, he just could not force
himself to turn his back on an obvious foe, at least not without taking some
precautions. He ripped a few strips of cloth from her overskirt and bound her
hands and feet, before slinging her over his shoulder and carrying her into the
clearing.


Lina was vigorously scrubbing her hair. She glanced over at
him and scowled slightly at his burden. Gourry unceremoniously dumped Lucilla
on the ground and shrugged apologetically at Lina. Every instinct screamed at
him: you just do not leave a potential foe lying around. He knew Lina’s magic
had immobilized her, but he felt a whole lot better seeing the strong knots
around Lucilla’s wrists. Lina sniffed, indicating that she was only marginally
mollified, and turned her attention back to her hair, dismissing the subject.


The non-verbal exchange was so natural that Gourry barely
realized it had occurred. He idly watched as Lina scrubbed vigorously at her
hair, and then he shrugged and took out his razor and a bar of soap. He had
shaved about half of his face when she finally seemed to be satisfied with her
efforts, and dove under the surface. When she emerged, she shook her head,
flinging water everywhere.


“Hey!” Gourry exclaimed, brushing water out of his eyes and
shaking soap off his razor with a practiced flick of his wrist.


Lina grinned mischievously, and then eyed him thoughtfully
as she leaned back against the opposite edge of the pool. Gourry shrugged
again, and ran one hand lightly over his face and neck, following with sure
strokes of the razor. From the corner of his eye, he could see Lina watching
him, almost as if she were mesmerized. He was nearly finished when she finally
broke the silence.


“Doesn’t it make you nervous, having a sharp blade near your
throat like that?” Her question sounded rather off-hand.


Gourry looked at her quizzically as he wiped the razor
against his trousers and then folded it. He leaned over the edge of the pool
and splashed water on his face, rinsing away the last of the suds. “I’d never really
thought about it,” he confessed. “You either shave or grow a beard, and the
only thing that cuts the hair off your face well is a nice sharp razor.” He
wiped his face on a towel and turned to look at her.


Her face was relaxed, but he could see the wheels spinning
behind her eyes. And then he saw something else that took him by surprise. He
crooked his finger and motioned her closer.


“What?”


“C’m’ere.” Gourry laid the towel he had just used to dry his
face on the bank, smoothing it flat.


“Why?” Lina asked curiously.


“Because I’m gonna wash your back. And it’s kinda hard to do
that if you’re neck deep on the other side of the pool.”


A slight blush blossomed across her cheeks. “Took you long
enough,” she announced casually, but her smile belied her tone.


**********************


Lina sighed in pleasure as Gourry’s strong hands ran over
her back. It was much less like having her back washed and more like a massage,
as his fingers worked corded muscles, forcing them to release their tension. Her
entire awareness focused on him. In addition to the pleasant sensation of his
hands on her back, she could also feel the warmth of his body behind her. She
could hear his breathing, the slow and steady exhalations. And she could feel
herself responding. When was the last time they had been close like this? Physically
close? It had been the last time they were alone. The same day they had fled
from a blood-thirsty mob in Deremar’s village. All because someone had accused
them of the murder of the girl who was inelegantly snoring just a few feet
away. Lina shot a glare in the general direction of Lucilla’s unconscious form.


“What’s wrong?” Gourry asked as he moved his hands to the
base of her neck, tracing the cords that ran up behind her ears. Lina shivered
in reflex.


“I was just thinking.” Although it had shocked her at first
to find out that Lucilla was specifically targeting her—not that it made any
difference, but Lina wondered who the ‘suffering innocent’ was that Lucilla
wanted to avenge—at least now they knew who was after them. Strangely enough,
it was rather comforting to know that all she had to worry about was a rather
inept—if determined—spoiled brat of a noble. Lina furrowed her brow in
distaste. It figured that a girl who was cozying up to Zel and spent rather un-innocent
nights in her uncle’s bed would try the seduction route. Not that it would get
her far. The idea of Gourry succumbing to Lucilla’s ploy was so outrageous, it
was almost laughable. On the other hand, when Lucilla had dropped into that
husky tone, Lina had felt the sudden overpowering urge to go and rip Lucilla’s
eyes out. The girl would have a hard time playing the vamp with two gaping
holes in her face.


The ferocity of her thoughts had taken Lina by surprise, and
she had only just barely realized that Lucilla had gained the upper hand. Something
about Gourry’s tone had been dreadfully wrong, and she had suddenly
known—although she had no idea how—that she had to shut the girl up, or things
were going to get very ugly, very quickly. Or maybe it was just jealousy. She
really doubted that was it, but then again, she had never sat by and listened
to another woman try to seduce her love. Regardless of the reasons, she had
been furious. Of that, there could be no mistake.


“‘Bout what?” Gourry slowly worked his hands down her spine,
pressing in small circles with his thumbs.


Lina glanced over at Lucilla again, wishing that the girl
had not decided to investigate. She really had been hoping for Zel … but if
she had known that Gourry would show up, well … she probably would have
waited quite a bit longer before heating her bath water.


“‘Bout what?” Gourry repeated, as he gently took hold of her
chin and turned her head to look at him.


A half-dozen thoughts flitted through her mind as his eyes
searched her face. She briefly wondered what he was looking for, what he hoped
to see. Mostly, she sought her own answers in his face. His eyes were tired,
and she could see the singed portions of his hair frizzed about his face. She
twisted so that she was facing him and tried unsuccessfully to smooth his hair
down. Gourry caught her hand and brought her fingers to his lips, gently
kissing them. Lina felt her heart thump loudly in her chest and tears started
to well up in her eyes.


“Lina?” He spoke huskily against her fingers as she gently
ran them over his lips.


She was just about to answer when Lucilla let out a
particularly lusty snore. Lina sighed bitterly. “We just can’t seem to catch a
break, can we?”


A smile tugged at the corners of Gourry’s lips. “You did say
that she’d sleep through a herd of elephants …”


It was true, too. Nothing would wake Lucilla for the next
several hours. Still … was Gourry really suggesting what she thought? She
found herself glaring at the sleeping girl, once again.


“Don’t worry,” Gourry said, sounding rather amused. “Here.” He
handed her the sack with her clothes.


As Lina rooted through the sack, trying to figure out what
to wear, she could feel Gourry watching her. Irrationally, it made her
self-conscious, and she quickly pulled on a clean shift. “Why don’t you go find
some firewood, or something?” Lina asked over her shoulder.


“Why?” Gourry raised an eyebrow.


Why indeed? It felt stupid to tell him that she felt
uncomfortable with him watching her like that. It felt stupid that she even
felt self-conscious. Never mind the fact that she had been prancing around in
little more than a towel for most of the morning. Never mind the fact that she
had felt perfectly fine being intimate with him. She felt her face flush at the
memory, and she swallowed hard. Gourry just looked at her, waiting patiently
for an answer. Lina took a deep breath. “I know it’s stupid,” she confessed, “but
it makes me feel weird when you watch me get dressed.”


“Weird?”


“Yeah. Weird.” Lina laughed ruefully. “I don’t know … it’s
like I’m on display or something … it’s stupid, isn’t it?”


Gourry hunkered down in front of her, piercing her with his
gaze. “Do I make you feel uncomfortable?”


“It’s not that,” Lina responded quickly. “I just don’t like
it when you watch me get dressed. I guess I feel … exposed.” Vulnerable. Maybe
that was it. But why she felt that way only when she was dressing, well it was
beyond her.


“Okay.” Gourry smiled and cupped her cheek in the palm of
his hand. Lina closed her eyes and leaned into the caress. “I’ll go get some
wood.”


“Gourry?” she called softly as he stood up to go.


“Yeah?”


“Thanks.”


He hunkered down in front of her again and he tilted her
chin up. Once again, Lina felt her heart thump in her chest, and she held her breath.
Very slowly and deliberately, Gourry leaned in, and Lina felt her eyes drift
shut. The kiss started very gently, but it steadily increased in intensity,
making Lina feel warm and tense low in her belly. When Gourry finally broke the
kiss, she found herself breathless.


“You know that I love you, right?” Gourry asked as he
stroked her hair.


Lina nodded, still trying to recover her breath and find her
center.


“I’ll protect you from anything, Lina,” he said seriously. “Even
from me.”


Unbidden, a thought floated up to the surface, and Lina
wondered who would protect her from herself. She frowned slightly, wondering
where that idea had come from. Why would she need to be protected from herself?


“Lina?”


She smiled up at him. “It’s nothing. Thanks, Gourry.”


His eyes searched her face once again, but then he smiled
and stood up to look for wood while she dressed. Lina watched him until he
disappeared into the brush.


**********************


Someone needed to hit him upside the head with something
solid. Maybe that would knock some sense into him. As soon as he had some
distance from Lina, he crouched down, hanging his head between his knees, and
took slow easy breaths. All the gods knew that watching her bathe—especially
washing her back—had been exquisite torture. He found himself echoing Lina and
wondering when they would ever catch a break. Unconscious ‘dead’ girl was just
at the edge of suitable distraction: enough to inhibit any serious activity,
but not enough to inhibit the desire. Gourry sighed lustily and concentrated on
his breathing.


It took longer than he liked to regain equilibrium, which
was more than a bit disconcerting. Lina was driving him to distraction, and it
was more than simple lust, although he had to concede that was probably the
biggest part. But what did he expect after watching her bathe … after
kissing her like that?


Gourry suppressed another sigh and started braiding up his
hair. That was the other part of it. Lina seemed mostly normal. She was acting
mostly normal. But every single time she looked at his hair, her eyes got
really wild. The weirdest thing about it, though, was that it was only her
eyes. The rest of her body language gave no indication that she was bothered by
anything.


If he had to guess, it was the obviously singed nature of
his hair that was causing her strange reaction, since that was the only thing
about him that was different. He had considered asking her to even it out for
him, but given how wild her eyes looked whenever they focused on his hair, now
was probably not the best time. Hopefully, braiding it up would take care of
the problem, at least for the short term. He hated having his hair tied up,
mostly because it always seemed to give him such a wicked headache. Gourry
shrugged. It was certainly worth a try, but if Lina still had that weird
reaction, he could always unbraid it and try something different. He snorted to
himself. If he thought it would help, he would even consider shaving it all off
and going bald.


For now, he just concentrated on finding some wood, and
maybe something decent to eat as well, while giving Lina enough time to get
dressed. It was strange that it bothered her … but he was really glad that
she had told him. Lina liked to pretend that nothing ever slowed her down—that
she could take on the world without batting an eye. The fact that she could
admit her discomfort to him … he knew that she trusted him, but this
confirmed it. He wondered why it was that she had so much trouble with
feelings—other than anger and frustration, that is. Everything else, she tended
to keep bottled up inside, as if it were a sign of weakness to admit that she
had feelings like everyone else.


Gourry had no luck foraging anything worth eating, but he
did manage to collect a decent armful of dry wood, which was a difficult task,
given the nature of the deluge that had hit them yesterday. When he pushed his
way back into the clearing, Lina was doing some laundry, throwing all her
energy into the task. She looked up over her shoulder and smiled at him. “My
new clothes are so itchy, they need a couple decent washings,” she said by way
of explanation. Then she glanced sourly at Lucilla, but said nothing.


“What’re we gonna do with her?” Gourry dumped the armful of
wood on the ground, and it clattered and thunked as it fell. A mere few feet
away, Lucilla slept on, blissfully unaware.


“I’m working on it,” Lina said in disgust. “Maybe if we give
her back to Deremar, he’ll take the price off our heads.”


“There’s a price on our heads?” Gourry asked absently as he
rooted through the woodpile, and started to lay out a fire.


“I’m assuming so,” Lina replied with a shrug. “Why else send
your self-proclaimed rival after us? You want me to start it for you?” She
thrust her jaw in the direction of the fire.


“I’ll just lay it out, and you can start it when you’re
ready, ‘kay?”


Lina shrugged again and turned back to her laundry. She
shook out her tunic with a loud snap and then carefully smoothed it flat on the
grass.


Gourry finished setting up the wood and started pulling out
some food for their breakfast. Then he sat back on his heels and watched Lina. From
this angle, he could just make out her profile as she smoothed out a crease in
one of the sleeves. He noticed that she kept glancing over at Lucilla. Lina had
said that he had gotten information out of her, but most of what she had said
had seemed little more than pure nonsense. Which reminded him … “I never
told you, but I heard some really weird rumors that day you fell asleep in the
bath.” He found himself gritting his teeth, remembering how panicked he had
been.


“I said I was sorry,” Lina said sullenly. With practiced
ease, she lit the fire and started washing her leggings.


“Yeah, I know.” Gourry looked up from their provisions, and
moved over to her, kneeling behind her. Placing a hand on her shoulder, he said
gently, “I was really worried, that’s all.” He shuddered involuntarily at the
thought of someone as depraved as that kid Zeil having Lina in his grasp.


Lina smiled and patted his hand, and then she turned her
attention back to her leggings. “You were saying?” she prompted.


“Oh yeah. These two guys were talking about Deremar and the
rumors they’d heard about him. They didn’t seem to think too much of him.”


“What did they say?” She anchored her leggings under a rock
on the bank of the pool and turned to give him her full attention.


“Well,” Gourry closed his eyes, trying to remember the
specifics of the conversation. “One of them said that Lucilla was engaged to
some Elmekian noble.” It had been quite a shock hearing the name of his
homeland in this part of the world.


“Elmekia? Are you sure?” Lina leaned forward slightly, the
barest hint of a frown creasing her brow.


“Yeah,” Gourry said shortly. “I remember thinking it was
weird because I thought she was dead. But then the other guy said he had heard
that Deremar had sacrificed her in some demonic ritual.”


Lina stared at Lucilla’s sleeping form, her face
expressionless, but the tense set of her shoulders indicated she was bothered
by something. “Well, she’s obviously not sacrificed …” she muttered under
her breath.


“What’s wrong?”


Lina looked at him, her eyes full of concern. She opened her
mouth, reconsidered, and closed it again, biting her lip. “Nah, I must be going
delusional,” she said with a false laugh as she started to stand up.


“No, what?” Gourry asked, catching her arm at the elbow. Clearly
there was something. It was small consolation that her eyes were steady,
instead of doing that weird jumpy thing.


“It’s stupid,” she said slowly, “and probably way off base… but …”


“But?”


“Oh, Gourry, what if you’re the Elmekian noble?”


**********************


“What?” he asked incredulously. “That’s the most ridiculous
thing I’ve ever heard.”


“Is it? How do you think she knew your name?” She tried to
gauge his reaction, wondering if she dared to ask the other question. Had
Lucilla really known his full name? “She seemed to recognize you, too.”


“I don’t know,” he said slowly. “I didn’t think I’d ever
hear that name again, you know.”


He seemed calm enough, so she pressed on. “So it is your
name?”


“Yeah,” he admitted, “but I’d rather be just Gourry Gabriev,
you know?” He laughed, a bit self-deprecatingly as he rubbed his hand over his
head. “I’m not really sure who Gourry ap Magsen Gabriev is anymore.”


Lina nodded. “Did you know that some legends say that the
Swordsman of Light who slew the demon beast Zaniphar was called Magsen?” Actually,
that was a bit of an oversimplification. According to her research, he had
originally been called Magnus the Great, but somehow, over time, the name had
shifted to Magsen. Most people just referred to him as the ‘Swordsman of Light’
and there were some who claimed that his personal identity had been completely
subsumed by the heroic deeds he had performed with the Sword of Light. Funny that
she had not heard any rumors of his descendents in Elmekia … but Lina had
to admit to herself that even she could not know everything.


Gourry shrugged. “I never really paid attention.”


“You never pay attention!”


He shrugged again, and Lina sighed. “Anyways, do you think
there’s some connection between that rumor you heard and the fact that she
knows your name?”


“Huh? You mean the demon-worship thing?”


Lina stared at him with a flat expression.


He laughed and reached out to ruffle her hair.


Lina batted his hand away. “Didn’t I tell you that’s the
most annoying thing I’ve ever encountered in my life?” she bit out from between
clenched teeth.


“Maybe,” Gourry shrugged, but his eyes were twinkling with
barely suppressed mirth. “But I wasn’t paying attention.”


That did it! Lina launched herself at him, with the
intention of locking him in a head-hold and pummeling him into submission, but
Gourry caught her just before she slammed into him, picking her up and swinging
her in a circle, laughing merrily the entire time. His laughter was infectious,
and Lina found herself joining in.


When he finally set her down, Lina was breathless and dizzy,
and she collapsed in a heap on the ground. Gourry hunkered down next to her and
brushed a stray strand of hair out of her face. “Feel better?”


Surprisingly, she actually did. “Yeah. How about you?” He
was smiling at her, but his eyes searched her face. She was surprised to see
traces of worry in his, but then he yawned, and she wondered if it was just
that he was tired. All in all, he looked rather beat, which struck her as
rather odd, given the fact that their morning had not really been all that
strenuous. Still, they were hardly in a hurry, and she could afford to be
generous. “Why don’t you get some rest?” she suggested. “Lucilla’s gonna be out
for several hours, more than enough time for you to get a quick nap.”


Gourry yawned hugely. “Not a bad idea,” he conceded.


“Of course not! After all, all my ideas are great ones. Get
some sleep.” She pushed him off and turned back to finish off her laundry. She
really doubted that one washing would be sufficient to wear the clothes in
properly, but at least it was a start. A quick glance over her shoulder
confirmed that Gourry had curled himself up by the fire.


It was quite odd that he was so exhausted. Slogging through
mud and rain certainly was tiring, but not that much. Maybe they had
left for Deremar’s too soon, before he had a chance to fully recover? Siebert
had strenuously objected to them leaving. He had wanted to monitor Gourry’s
condition for a few more days and make sure there was no permanent damage to
his lungs. Strangely enough, he had stopped objecting when Gourry said he was
going to look for his mother, although he had pulled her aside and given her a
whole list of things to watch for. Lina had shrugged him off at the time. Gourry
had certainly seemed healthy enough to her, but the old healer had saved both
of their lives, so he obviously knew his stuff. It certainly would not hurt
anything to listen to Gourry’s breathing for a bit, right? Especially since she
was done with her laundry and there was nothing better to do at the moment.


She knelt down behind Gourry and leaned her ear close. He
murmured something in his sleep, and rolled onto his back, causing her to
scramble out of the way. She glared at him, mostly out of reflex. Then she
sighed and counted his breathing against her heartbeat. It was slow and steady,
and she could detect none of the rattling or gasps Siebert had described in
such distressing detail. She guessed it was just pure exhaustion, after all. It
was unusual, but not really cause for undue concern.


Lina puttered about their impromptu camp a bit, but there
was little to do, beyond boil some water and set up for their lunch—and of
course, eat breakfast. Although she had nothing to keep her active, there was
more than enough to occupy her mind. Lina found a comfortable spot near Gourry,
and pillowed his head on her lap while she kept an eye on Lucilla.


That girl was certainly an enigma. First she was sexually
involved with her uncle, then she was dead. Then she was engaged, at least
according to Gourry, or sacrificed. Today, the girl was cozying up to Zel, and
apparently trying to kill her. Lina had seen the murderous expression blossom
on Lucilla’s face when she had come up behind Gourry. Up until that instant,
she had looked like an infatuated young girl. Lina unconsciously clenched her
fists at the memory. She certainly had guts, that was clear. Either that or a
death-wish. How else could she explain the girl’s obvious scramble for a weapon
when Gourry had a sword at her throat? Lucilla seemed to be at the center of a
whole constellation of strange coincidences that they had been running into
lately. Gourry might dismiss it, but the rumor, combined with the way she had
been looking at Gourry, and the whole seduction routine … what if she
really was engaged to him?


Lina shook her head. Even if they were engaged, what
difference did it make? Engagements could be broken; she knew that from firsthand
experience. It was hardly worth worrying about.


Obviously Lucilla had faked her death. Unless she had a
secret twin or something. And just as clearly, it was an attempt to rile the
population up against Lina. But not against Gourry. Her speech about doing the world
a service by ridding it of the Dra-Mata—how she hated that name!—sounded good,
but Lina thought that her true motivation was revenge. No, that was not
completely accurate. Revenge was a part of it, and the most plausible. It was
unfortunate, but sometimes her methods of dealing with … situations caused
some collateral damage. No one was perfect, right? And if you took the long
view, her methods made a lot of sense. Take that dragon she took out: it had
already eaten several villagers and knocked down a couple of buildings before
the town had hired her services. So her Dragon Slave had burnt half the village
to a crisp. If she had done nothing, the dragon would have kept coming back. Who
knows how many villagers it would have eaten—not to mention the havoc and
destruction. At least her collateral damage was a one-time affair. Lina sniffed
to herself.


At any rate, she still had to figure out what to do with
Lucilla. They could just leave her here … but that just meant she could
sneak up behind them again. The last thing Lina wanted was to take a poison
dart in the back from some spoiled-brat of a girl. That would be worse that
having some brainless swordsman—like that Volun—claiming her kills! No, Lucilla
had to come with them. She could probably keep her asleep for a few more days,
if she had to. Lina grinned wickedly. Somehow, she doubted that Lucilla’s
mother was in on the little ‘fake death’ charade—the woman had seemed genuinely
upset that day—and she would probably be more than ‘overjoyed’ to be reunited
with her errant daughter. Not to mention the townspeople who had been injured
trying to lynch her and Gourry. All things considered, Lina figured that
Lucilla’s homecoming was going to be anything but pleasant. Oh, yes. The idea
had definite possibilities … Lina hummed happily to herself and waited for
Gourry to wake up. They had things to do.


**********************


“Why do I have to carry her?” Gourry groused as he shifted
Lucilla to his other shoulder, trying hard—and rather unsuccessfully—to ignore
the throbbing in his temples. “Can’t you just levitate her or something?” At
least the sun was down, now. Although the bright light made his headache worse,
squinting was almost as bad.


“Give me a break!” Lina shot back. “Levitation takes a lot out
of me.” She turned and gave him an arch look. “I suppose if it’s too much for
you, I could Ray Wing us the rest of the way.”


Gourry refused to rise to her bait. “Why is it that one is
any different than the other?” He mentally kicked himself. Ten-to-one she was
going to try to explain it.


“They’re totally different spells!” Lina exclaimed. “Okay. Both
of them require you to manipulate the wind, but in totally different ways.”


Sometimes, it really sucked to be right.


“With Levitation,” Lina announced as she started her lecture
on the merits and applications of one spell versus the other, “you manipulate
the wind to make it support you. It’s easy to control, but it’s very draining. There’s
no limit to the amount of wind that you have to manipulate, and all that air
gets heavy after a while. Ray Wing, on the other hand, produces a wind barrier
around the caster. You have to concentrate to maintain the wind barrier, but in
order to fly, all you need to do is manipulate the wind barrier, instead of a
limitless amount of air. If you want vertical mobility, but you need to be able
to cast other spells, Levitation is the best choice. Levitation also works well
if you need to stop yourself from falling because it’s so quick to cast. But if
you want speed and distance for the duration, Ray Wing works better.”


He tried, really he did. Not that hard, but he did
try. But as soon as she started talking about air being heavy, she lost him. How
could air possibly be heavy? The whole thing sounded convoluted and completely over
his currently pounding head.


“Gourry!”


“Huh?”


“Are you even listening?”


“Um … yes?” Technically he supposed he was listening. He
knew she was talking, at least. Mostly though, he was wondering how much longer
he was going to have to lug Lucilla around. “We shoulda just left her tied up
in that shack,” he muttered under his breath.


Either Lina’s hearing was better than he thought, or he was
muttering louder than he had intended. “Oh come on!” she burst out, stopping to
glare at him. “Honestly how heavy can she be?”


“Honestly?” Since Lina had stopped anyway, Gourry decided to
take advantage of it. He sat down and dumped Lucilla off his shoulder, letting
her fall inelegantly onto the ground. “Why don’t you carry her for the rest of
the day?” He rotated his shoulder, trying to get the kinks out.


Lina stepped over behind him and started kneading his
shoulders. “You’re totally knotted up!” She steadily increased the pressure,
focusing on the area right around his left shoulder blade. “She doesn’t look
much bigger than me, and you’ve carried me a lot further than we’ve gone with
her.”


“I think it’s the dress …” Gourry fished around for an
excuse. Lina was right. Lucilla was very close to her in size, although the
dress did make a bit of a difference. It was more that his skin cringed away
from her, and he found himself carrying her so gingerly, trying not to think
about the way her body was pressed up against him. Since he had her slung over
his shoulder, her arms hung down his back, and they swayed against him with
every step he took. He found himself contorting his back and shoulder, trying
to avoid the feel of her arms moving against him.


Another part of it was her perfume—a not-so-subtle scent
that made him think of rutting cats for some reason. Why anyone would want to
go around smelling like that was beyond him. Maybe she thought it was sexy or
erotic, but having it so close to his nose for so long was making him sick to
his stomach. Or maybe it was just the headache? Regardless, for once he was
actually grateful that their supplies were running low. Lunch had been
pathetically light, but now there was less sitting on his stomach.


The other part of it was her attitude. Even in her enforced
state of sleep, there was something about her that set his teeth on edge and
made him more than a bit nervous. Maybe it was just that she knew his name. He
had no idea why she thought she knew him, because he was practically certain
that he had never seen her before the day she had been entertaining Deremar and
Lina made him check on them.


“Well, that’s easy enough to fix,” Lina commented mildly. “We
can just cut the skirt off. Then you won’t have to lug all that extra weight.”


No, that was not an option. Just the thought of
having to touch her exposed skin … Gourry shuddered. “Why do we even need
her at all?” he demanded.


“What do you suggest, then?” Lina shot back. “If we left her
tied up in that shack, it’d only be a matter of time before she got free. Zel
might come looking for her, if no one else!”


“Are you sure it was Zel?” he asked yet again. That
was probably the craziest part of the whole day, even stranger than Lina
frolicking through the forest barefoot, wearing nothing more than a shift. He
knew the guy was mercenary, but cozying up to Lucilla? The only way Gourry
could see it was if Zel thought it would somehow lead to his cure.


“How many times do I have to tell you?” she bit out from
between clenched teeth. “I didn’t see a face, but the body-shape and clothing
was Zel all over.” He could practically feel her annoyance, particularly when she
dug her fingers painfully into a particularly tense knot of muscle.


“Ow! Lina!” Reflexively, he reached over his back to bat
away her hands.


“It’s not like I want her with us,” Lina said sullenly, glaring
in the general vicinity of Lucilla. “It’s either bring her, or kill her. I don’t
want her sneaking up on me again.”


Gourry muttered sourly under his breath, but he knew Lina
was right. She was inept, but even a clumsy oaf could get lucky. And killing
her was out of the question. He had no qualms about defending himself or Lina
if the situation required it, but even then, it was rarely necessary to
actually kill anyone. He knew he would never be able to force himself to cut
down an unarmed foe in cold blood.


“Look,” Lina said after taking a deep breath. “It’s only
about an hour more ‘til we get to the village. We can put her in the public
stocks and let the villagers find her.” She started working on the knots in his
shoulders again. “I’m sure they’ll keep her occupied for a while.” She sounded
smug and vindictive at the same time.


The plan was to sneak into the village in the middle of the
night, dump Lucilla in the town square, and search the room where he had found
the tapestry. Lina was positive that Lucilla would sleep until dawn, and by
that time hopefully they would be long gone. Gourry sighed a bit and tried to
relax. Lina’s fingers were strong and sure as she methodically worked her way
across his shoulders and up his neck. If they came up empty after searching the
room in the inn, then they would lay low for the next day and break into
Deremar’s keep the next night.


Lina altered the pressure of her fingers, making her touch a
light caress. Then she echoed his sigh and draped her arms around him. Gourry
closed his eyes and leaned back into her embrace. For just a moment, neither of
them moved. Time slowed—held its breath. He could feel her warmth behind him,
encircling him, giving him strength, telling him not to worry, that everything
would be fine. True, he was her protector, but at that moment, he was fully
aware of how much he depended on her strength as well.


Time caught up with them and the moment was over. With a
slight squeeze and a rap on his chest, Lina released him and wandered over to
the small brook they were following to refill their water skins.


Gourry fished around for a quick snack, taking further
advantage of their impromptu rest-break. Although they had gotten a very late
start, they had made good progress. Lina was probably pretty close in her estimation
of how much further they had to go. There was no point in rushing either, since
they were counting on the cover of darkness. As he gnawed at a scrap of jerked
meat, pretty much the only thing they had left, Gourry pulled out the main-gauche
replica of the Sword of Light. With practiced ease, he removed the blade from
the pommel, catching the braid of hair that came tumbling out. His fingers
carefully traced the pattern of his mother’s hair as it wove around three
separate strands of blond—one vibrant and supple, the other two as fragile and
lifeless as ash. He still had trouble believing that his mother could really be
alive. Oh, he had no doubt that the charm was still active. No, it was more
that he was afraid to believe. He had been so sure that he was the only Gabriev
left. There was no keep, not even a Sword of Light to protect and pass on. When
he had relinquished his claim on the Sword of Light, he had also given up the
last thing tying him to his past. If his mother was alive, things were going to
change. Not that that was a bad thing …


“Gourry?” Lina appeared at his elbow, handing him a
water-skin. She watched him, almost clinically it seemed, as he drank in long
swallows.


“Thanks.” He restoppered the skin and dropped it on the
ground next to him. “D’you suppose she’s thirsty?”


Lina shrugged. “How thirsty do you get while you’re
sleeping?”


“What d’you think the village will do when they find her?”


Lina shrugged again, and abruptly changed the subject. “Can
I see the tapestry again?”


Her question caught him off guard. “Why?”


“I just want to see it again,” she said innocently. Her tone
was bland enough, but her eyes were snapping with excitement.


It took him a while to find the tapestry—he had put it at
the very bottom of his sack, doubting that he would need it any time soon. Lina
hovered at his shoulder, peering over him with obvious impatience. “Why do you
want to see it again?” he asked as he pulled it out.


“Let me see it first, and then I’ll tell you. I’ve got an
idea.”


He no sooner smoothed the tapestry flat than Lina cast a
light spell. He winced and squinted his eyes against the sudden brightness, but
not before Lina noticed. “What’s wrong?” she asked.


He waved his hand dismissively. “It just took me by
surprise.”


Lina looked at him sharply, but then turned her attention
towards the tapestry. Once again, she traced the figure that was meant to
represent him, and then she leaned in closer, so close in fact that her nose
was almost pressed to the fabric. Apparently satisfied, she sat back on her
heels, and then she glanced back and forth between him and the tapestry a
couple of times before doing an obvious double-take.


“I thought you hated having your hair braided up,” she said
accusingly.


“Yeah, well …” Somehow, he doubted it would be a good
idea to explain that he had braided it up to make her eyes stop jumping around.
“So, what’s your idea?”


Lina’s brow furrowed a bit as she stared at his hair, but
she turned her attention back to the tapestry, and Gourry mentally breathed a
sigh of relief. “Well, I was thinking about how Lucilla recognized you.”


“Yeah?”


“You found this in the room in the inn, right?”


“Yeah,” Gourry repeated.


“Well, what if that was Lucilla’s room? I mean, we already
know she’s loose and free with her favors …” Lina paused and a rosy blush
spread across her cheeks. She cleared her throat and continued. “If the room
was hers, she’d be familiar with the tapestry. There is enough of a resemblance
that she might be able to recognize you, just based on it.”


Gourry considered. It made sense, but something about the
idea seemed off. Unfortunately, he had no clue what it might be. “I guess …”
he said slowly, his gaze sliding over Lucilla.


“It would also explain why the room was so tastefully
decorated—not that she has any taste,” Lina said derisively, clicking her
tongue.


She had no taste in perfume, at least. He could attest to
that much. “Why would the lord’s niece play the whore, though?”


“I don’t know,” Lina said exasperatedly. “You got any better
ideas?”


“Well—”


“I didn’t think so!” She cut him off curtly and he caught a
fleeting look of worry in her eyes before she whirled around and started
rolling up the tapestry.


**********************


With a quiet snick, Lina slid the bolt that held the stocks
closed and added her own special touch to keep it locked in place. Then she
stepped back to admire her handiwork. Lucilla was still fast asleep—after all,
it just would not do for her to wake up and alert the whole village—and would
likely remain so long enough for them to sneak into the inn and search.


The stocks were located just at the entrance to the village,
at the end of the short road that connected Deremar’s keep to the village
square. She surveyed the buildings that formed the square: inn, brewery,
general store, and smithy. Beyond, she could make out the shadows of peasant
huts. The entire village seemed to be asleep: not a single light flickering in
any window as far as the eye could see. Lina shook her head again. Why on earth
had Deremar thought that someone was going to attack him when they were
obviously in the middle of nowhere? And if he had been nervous enough to hire
them and pay their considerable price—if you wanted the best of the best, you
had to be ready to pay for it after all—how could he neglect to set guards? Especially
after the abortive attempt to capture them. Lina actually found herself hoping
they found nothing useful in Lucilla’s room. She was itching for an excuse to
pump Deremar for answers.


Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Gourry surreptitiously
rubbing at his temples. How long had he had his hair braided up? It bothered
her a bit that she had just noticed it earlier this evening. She must be more
preoccupied than she had thought. He still had it up now, even though it was
obviously giving him a headache. Oddly enough, it was both annoying and a
relief. She shook her head, dismissing the entire line of thought. There were
other things for them to do besides standing around by the public stocks,
pondering hairstyles.


“C’mon,” she whispered. “Let’s get moving.”


Gourry snatched his hand away from his temple and grunted
softly.


Even if it seemed like everyone was asleep, there was
no point in getting cocky. She and Gourry stuck to the shadows and moved
slowly. Gourry was especially careful to keep his armor from clanking. They had
wrapped him up in a dark blanket to help muffle any inadvertent sounds. Actually,
that had been quite the argument. Gourry hated wearing anything that impeded
his mobility, and even though Lina had pointed out that cloaks and capes hardly
slowed either her or Zel down, he had still grumbled about the situation.


As they hunched in the shadows behind the smithy, Lina
ground her teeth in frustration. They were moving along so slowly, she was
willing to bet it would be morning before they were there. In spite of his
sullen resistance about wearing the blanket, Gourry seemed to have infinite
patience as he guided them towards the inn. She knew that his hearing was much
better than hers, but still, did they absolutely have to freeze in the shadows
every time an owl hooted or a wolf howled?


Finally, they made it to the back door of the inn without
encountering a single soul. Although the door creaked distressingly loud on its
hinges, causing both of them to freeze and melt into the shadows, no one came
to investigate, even after several minutes. Once inside, they made their way
through the kitchen—Lina ripped a generous chunk out of a loaf of bread sitting
next to the stove—and into the common room.


A banked fire glowed in the fireplace, providing a modicum
of light. They both stared at the dim shadows of rushes strewn across the
floor. “What do you think?” Lina whispered as she shoved the last of the bread
into her mouth.


“You didn’t even get any for me?” Gourry asked softly with a
mournful sigh.


“Get your own!” Lina retorted in a low undertone.


Gourry held up his hand, and Lina could hear something
rustling in the common room. She strained her eyes and ears for some other
indication of what was out there, while shrinking back into the shadows.


After a moment, Gourry leaned in close and whispered, “I
think it’s just a rat or something.” Lina felt a shiver run up her spine at the
feel of his warm breath on her ear. “You okay?”


“Yeah,” Lina just mouthed the word as she nodded. “I’d better
levitate us across,” she whispered.


Gourry took another look at rushes on the floor of the
common room and nodded shortly.


It was probably an unnecessary precaution. This was an inn,
after all, and some noise was to be expected as guests moved around. Under
normal circumstances, they probably would have walked right in without all the
skulking about. Of course, these were hardly normal circumstances. Not that
Lina really cared if they got caught—her magic could make short work of anyone
unwise enough to challenge them—it was more a matter of practicality. It would
probably be much easier to search through Lucilla’s room if no one knew they
were there.


Besides, doing it this way gave her the chance to work out
the kinks in her new levitation variation. By the time Lina landed them softly
outside of Lucilla’s room, she thought that with a bit more work, she would
master this variant, and then she could use it and still be able to cast other
spells. Although it took a bit more concentration, in many ways, it was easier
to support Gourry with the magic, rather than with her arms.


Much to her surprise, the door to Lucilla’s room was
unlocked, a fact she remedied as soon as she got the door shut behind them. As
Gourry pulled the heavy drapes over the single window, Lina added a magical
lock to make sure that the door would stay closed and they would have no
interruptions. She finished in time to see Gourry light the lamp sitting on the
mantle.


The room looked much as she remembered it. The huge bed
still dominated the room, and she felt herself flush at the memory of what they
had done on that bed. A warm tense feeling pooled low in her belly. As she
glanced sideways at Gourry, she realized that they were alone—truly alone—for
the first time in a long time. No one knew they were there, thanks to all the
sneaking, and even if someone, by some strange quirk of fate did discover that
Lucilla’s room was currently occupied, there were only two ways in: tear down
the wall, or find a sorcerer more powerful than she was. As much as she had
complained about the excruciatingly slow rate Gourry had set, they still had
plenty of time—several hours at least—before false dawn … She wondered if
it would be difficult to persuade Gourry to make use of the bed once more. Who
knew when they would next have the opportunity—not to mention the assured
privacy—the room afforded?


“Gourry?” she said softly as she touched his arm to get his
attention. “What—” she broke off abruptly when she noticed the new ‘decoration’
gracing the wall above the mantle.


**********************


“Well … that’s certainly … interesting …” Lina
sounded calm enough, if at an uncharacteristic loss for words.


Gourry’s glance whipped between her and the wall. “Interesting?”
he asked in a strangled tone.


“Original?” she offered.


“It’s sick.” Gourry said flatly. “How come you didn’t take ‘em
with us?”


With a grimace and a slight flush, Lina sank into one of the
overstuffed chairs. “They were ruined. No point in packing them. And we were in
a bit of a rush, if you remember.”


The items in question were the remains of Lina’s clothes. The
memory was seared in his brain: the feel of Lina writhing against him, the
sound of the water sloshing in the tub … the snapping of wire tight control
as he gave in to the demands of needs too-long denied … the feel of cloth
rending beneath his determined grasp … the reward of Lina’s bare flesh as
she surrendered to his touch … He flushed guiltily. If only he had
demonstrated just a bit more self-restraint, if only he had packed them instead
of wadding them into a ball and shoving them into a corner of the room …


Both the yellow under-shirt and her leggings had been
carefully mended. In fact, it was hard to tell that they had been ripped in the
first place. They were currently pinned to the wall in a fashion to suggest
that they were being worn, which was strange enough. What made the whole
display grotesque were the daggers that had been impaled through the clothes in
strategic locations: in the ‘heart,’ at the crotch of the leggings, and at the
end of a long gash down the ‘torso’ of the left side. The effect was
highlighted by dribbles of some bright-red substance meant to emulate blood.


Gourry removed the dagger from the ‘torso’ and glanced over
at Lina. “It’s the same place, isn’t it?”


“Yeah, seems like it,” Lina replied shortly with a slight
wince.


He had vivid memories of helping Shella clean out the gash
that stretched from Lina’s ribs down to her hip. It had been on her left side.


In an uncharacteristic burst of anger, Gourry ripped her
clothes off the wall and tossed them, along with the daggers, into the
fireplace on top of the neatly arranged kindling just waiting to be lit. Throwing
caution to the wind, he grabbed tinder and flint to spark the fire, not resting
until he was sure the blaze would hold. He turned around to see Lina staring at
him.


“What if I wanted to wear those again?” she demanded
indignantly.


“You want to wear stuff that’s been ripped up with daggers?”
he returned with heat. “Too bad!” He turned around and poked at the fire, and
then tossed on another log for good measure.


“Too bad?” Lina echoed angrily. “And who gave you permission
to make decisions about my stuff?”


“I’m your protector!” he bit out, taking a step towards her.
His head was throbbing and it hurt to think, but even he could recognize the
danger implicit in someone mutilating Lina’s clothes. He refused to believe
that she could be blind to it.


“What’s that got to do with anything?” Her hands were balled
up into fists, clenched tight at her sides.


“I know you’re not that stupid,” he growled. “Even I can
tell it’s a curse.” He held her eyes, daring her to contradict him.


Abruptly the anger visibly drained out of her, and he felt
himself relax a bit as well. With a sigh, Lina ran her hands through her hair,
pushing it back from her face. “It could be …” she said slowly, “but I
really doubt it—”


He moved to her side and traced the line of her scar along
her side. “It’s the same place.”


“I know,” Lina sighed again. “It could just be coincidence,
you know.”


“How?” he asked flatly.


Lina’s eyes gazed off in the distance. “If this is Lucilla’s
room, we already know she hates me.” She held up her hand to forestall him when
he took a breath to interrupt. “And, we also know that Lucilla and Deremar had
connections with those bandits, right?”


“Yeah,” he said slowly, unconvinced.


“I think it’s more likely that it’s just wishful thinking,”
Lina said thoughtfully as she continued to stare at nothing. “She probably
heard what had happened and added that detail …”


“You don’t know that,” he accused.


“Look,” Lina said, looking him in the eyes, “We know that no
one around here knows magic—clearly Lucilla doesn’t at any rate—and no magic
means no curse. Besides, the gash on the side is the only thing that’s
happened. If it were a real curse, I’d be dead, right?”


It made sense … up to a certain point … although
Gourry had a hazy memory … something connected with an annoying
high-pitched laugh. He tried to coax it out to the front, but his head was
pounding so unrelentingly that it made it even more difficult than normal to
think straight. He felt pulled in multiple directions and it was hard to decide
which way to go. There was Lucilla, who obviously had it out for Lina. Then
there was Lina herself, and the demons she refused to acknowledge. Add his
mother to the mix—and the guilt that he had been unaware that she lived for all
these years. On top of everything—and macabre display of Lina’s clothes
aside—being in this room, and the memories of the last time they were here,
made it distressingly difficult to concentrate on anything. The entire
situation was making him feel decidedly surly.


“C’m’ere,” Lina said softly, gently tugging his hand and
urging him to sit on a low upholstered footstool. “It’s not like you to worry
like this, you know,” she said soothingly as she started unplaiting his hair.


Surly or not, headache or no, there was a reason Gourry was
wearing the braid, and in a moment of panic, he tried to snatch his hair out of
Lina’s grip, but she batted his hands away, tugging painfully on the braid in
the process, and increasing the intensity of his headache at least a dozen
times over. With a sigh of resignation, Gourry capitulated. He may end up bald
sooner than he had thought, but anything had to be better than the pounding.


He shivered at the release of pressure on his scalp. “Headache?”
she asked as she ran her fingers through his hair.


“Mmm,” he mumbled noncommittally. “We really should do what
we came for and get out of here, before someone notices.”


Lina laughed softly. “I locked the door. No one’s coming
in—or going out—until I open it.” She pushed his hair to one side and nuzzled
at his exposed neck. “I really think we should take advantage of it, don’t you?”


When Lina set her mind to it, she could be extremely
persuasive. A half-dozen reasons why this was a bad idea flitted through his
mind too quickly for him to pin them down, and he felt his resistance—not that
there had been much to begin with—crumbling. He tugged her onto his lap. There
was just one thing … he held her at a slight distance as he searched her
eyes for any trace of that wild and panicked look.


“What?” Even though she was backlit by the lantern and the
fire, and her face was cast in shadows, he could see the smoldering look—the
open and eager invitation—in her eyes.


“Nothing,” he said, as he cradled her in his arms and
carried her to the only bed the two of them had ever shared.
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Lina snuggled closer to Gourry, savoring the languorous after-glow
and the silky warmth of his skin against hers. She held onto the lazy feeling,
content to let go and just be. Gourry seemed equally content, and the
arm that held her was heavy and relaxed. They both deserved—no, she amended,
they had needed—this interlude.


“Gourry?” she whispered into his chest.


“Mmm?”


“What do you think it would be like, if we could be like
this forever?”


He pushed himself up onto his arm and looked down at her
with an indulgent—and slightly possessive—smile. “Never work,” he announced. “You’d
get bored too quick.”


“I didn’t mean it like that,” she said with some asperity as
she propped herself on her elbow.


“Oh, what did you mean?” he asked as he pushed a
sweat-soaked lock of hair out of her eyes.


“I don’t know …” Lina struggled to articulate the
half-formed thoughts in her head. “I guess, I just thought it would be nice to
have a place we could call our own. You know, a place we could go to from time
to time. Some place where we wouldn’t have to clear out unless it was on our
own schedule …” she trailed off. As much as she enjoyed the freedom of
their current lifestyle, it would be so nice just to be able to fall asleep
next to Gourry in a comfortable bed.


“Lina Inverse, wanting to settle down?” Gourry asked
incredulously.


“I didn’t mean it like that!” she protested. “More like a
place we could always go if we wanted. I wouldn’t want to stay there all the
time,” she mumbled.


Gourry captured her free hand in his and brought it to his
lips. “I think it would be wonderful,” he said in a thick voice. “Like a slice
of paradise.”


“Mmm …” she murmured, reluctantly pulling her hand away.
“We should probably get up?”


“Yeah,” he agreed regretfully.


As Gourry faced away and sat up on the edge of the bed, Lina
hastily pulled on her tunic and scrambled about the room to find her scattered
clothes. She shot him a glance of gratitude when he resolutely faced the wall
as she dressed.


Once the demands of modesty were addressed, they turned
their attention to searching the room for possible clues as to the whereabouts
of Lady Gabriev. Although it was sumptuously furnished, there were few personal
belongings in evidence, just some clothes. In all honesty, Lina was not exactly
sure what she should be looking for. After watching Gourry wander aimlessly
around the room, she got the feeling that he was just as clueless as she was.


Finally, she took pity on him. “Why don’t you start with the
bed-side table,” she suggested as she turned to look for hidden panels or
compartments.


About half-way around the room, she found a slight gap
between the wall-boards, suggesting that there was a hidden door. “Hey, Gourry,”
she called excitedly as tried to figure out how to trigger it to open. “Come
take a look!”


“Uh huh.” His response sounded almost automatic and
decidedly distracted. Lina turned to see what had captured his attention,
wondering if he had found something significant as well.


It turned out that he was in the middle of reading a small
book bound in black leather, and as she walked over, he turned a page,
swallowing hard as he did so.


“What’re you reading?” Lina asked from his shoulder.


Gourry jumped, as if she had startled him, and quickly
closed the book, stashing it back in the drawer. “Nothing.” He avoided her
gaze, but she could tell that his eyes were just slightly glassy and unfocused.
“Find something?”


“Yeah,” Lina said slowly, as she stared at the ornate pull
on the drawer. She had a pretty good idea of what he had been reading, and it
surprised her that she felt a flash of annoyance. Not that she minded him
reading it, but if anything was going to drive him to distraction, it had damn
well better be her, and not smutty trash stashed in a whore’s bed-side table!


With a kind of morbid curiosity, Lina pulled the drawer
open.


“Uh, Lina?” Gourry asked uncomfortably as she retrieved the
book. “I … uh … I don’t think—”


“What’s wrong?” Lina interrupted innocently as she thumbed
through the book, trying vainly to suppress a blush as a few salacious phrases
caught her eye here and there. “After all, you were reading it, right?” She
struggled to keep her tone light, even as she realized that the book was a
positive treasure trove of information. After reading a particularly vivid
description, she wondered if it was even possible for two people to contort
themselves like that.


Gourry muttered something indistinct under his breath, and
Lina shooed him away. “I found a hidden door or something over there,” she said
with a vague wave, “go check it out.”


She was barely aware of Gourry grumbling as he moved off,
but she did retain enough self-possession to realize that she had other things
to do besides read … even if said reading material was so seductively
enticing. Forcing herself to ignore what the actual words said, she flipped
through the book, looking for clues. It was written in a neat and very readable
hand, although the brown ink was just starting to fade, particularly at the
outer margins, where who knew how many hands had gripped the pages. Based on
the script and the quality of the ink, she estimated that the book was probably
written about half a century ago, maybe as much as a century. The occasional
marginalia appeared in several hands, some neat and tidy, some in barely
legible scrawl. From what she could tell in her quick perusal, the notes
amounted to little more than brief comments about how well various techniques
had worked—or not worked, in some cases.


The last page of the book proved to be the most interesting.
Scrawled on the flyleaf in a long slanted hand was written, ‘For my wife, on
our wedding night.’ Strange enough to think that someone would give their wife
porn on their wedding night, but the unattributed dedication was rather
uninformative. However, Lina noticed that there was a barely discernable bulge
underneath the flyleaf.


As she examined the flyleaf closely, she heard Gourry sigh
softly. “Find anything?” she asked.


“Nah,” Gourry replied in disgust as he sank into one of the
overstuffed chairs. “Just a bunch of pillows and blankets and stuff. What about
you?”


“I think there’s something under here.” The flyleaf was
securely glued on three edges, but she quickly found that the edge closest to
the binding was unattached, forming a sort of pocket. She ran her finger under
the edge and shook the book. A folded sheet of fine parchment reluctantly slid
out. Lina carefully smoothed it open. She absolutely loved finding secrets! Maybe
it would be a treasure map or a lost spell … but even if it turned out to
be a recipe for making soap, someone had hidden it away for a reason, and she
was sure she could profit from it somehow.


At first glance, the parchment was covered with thin lines
that led out from a central hub. For all the world, it looked like someone’s
drawing of a spider’s web. Lina brought the sheet over to the lamp on the
mantle to get more light.


“Well?” Gourry asked from his chair.


Lina shrugged. “I’m not sure yet.” With better light, she
could see that someone had annotated the lines in a very tiny script. She would
practically need a magnifying glass to read the text. “But, I think it’s a map
of some kind.”


“What kind of map?”


“Dunno. It’s too hard to read it in this light.” She folded
it up and put it in one of her pockets. “I’ll take another look at it in full
daylight.”


Gourry’s shoulders slumped. “So. A linen closet, a book, and
a map?”


“Not much to go on, huh?” Lina replied with a sigh. She sank
into the chair closest to the fire. “You know, we’re probably going about this
all wrong.”


“How so?”


She stretched her hands out towards the fire. The heat felt
good. Although the day had been warm and pleasant, the night had a chilly bite
to it. “We’re looking for objects, but objects can’t talk. What we really need
is some straight answers.”


“You mean Deremar?”


“Actually, I was thinking of his greasy steward. If anyone
knows what’s going on around here, it’s gotta be him.” Lina ticked items off on
her fingers, “He was the one who hired us, the one who paid us, and he tried to
rehire us, right?” She paused until Gourry nodded in confirmation, and then
took a deep breath. “He led the villagers against us, and he showed up again
with Garik in tow in Levahn …” She raked her hands through her hair. “We
had the perfect opportunity to question him then and we let it slip right
through our fingers!”


“We were kinda busy at the time,” Gourry pointed out softly.


Even though there was not even a hint of accusation in his
tone, Lina still felt as though she had been kicked in the gut. Thinking about
that battle—about the end of the battle … She tried vainly to squash down
the terror. What was wrong with her? Why now?


“Lina?” He was there, folding her into his arms. Protecting
her.


“Did you know that some of them were trying to kill me?” she
asked, whispering against his chest. “Not all of them, but—”


“Yeah, I saw,” he interrupted, holding her tighter.


“What did you say to those last two mercenaries,” she asked,
mainly to distract both of them. She knew she would rather not think about Ryan’s
sudden appearance, his murder of Garik, or the miniature replica of the Sword
of Light that had belonged to Gourry’s father.


“What?”


“You never told me,” Lina pointed out in what she hoped was
a calm voice. “What did you say, right before they ran off?” While Ryan was
puking up his guts, she thought—but no, that was pushing dangerously close
to those things she did not want to think about.


“Oh, that. Um …” Gourry ran his hand over his head. “I, uh
… well, I gave them some pointers to improve their form.”


“You what?!” she hissed.


“They both had some raw talent,” he replied with a self-deprecating
shrug, running his hands through his hair.


“Yeah, but they were trying to kill us,” Lina pointed out in
what she hoped was a reasonable tone.


“Yeah, but that wasn’t anything personal,” Gourry pointed
out, echoing her tone. “That was just the job they’d hired to do. And they’d
pretty much recognized that they’d have to go through me to get to you, and
that wasn’t happening, so …”


“Mercenaries,” she said in a disgusted tone. As loath as she
was to move, she pulled herself out of Gourry’s arms and put out the lamp
burning on the mantle. “Shall we go?”


They crept down the stairs, which creaked and groaned, but
they were less concerned with alerting anyone on the way out, now that they had
accomplished their initial goal. Even if they had to blast their way out of the
village, and the entire place was on alert the next day, it would hardly
matter. Kidnapping—uh make that inviting guests for pleasant and informative
discourse—required considerably less finesse than searching a room for unusual
items.


Lina had already started planning their infiltration of
Deremar’s keep when Gourry suddenly pulled her up short at the entrance of the
common room. In addition to the dull red glow from the banked fire, there was
now a small guttering candle burning. The meager illumination revealed two
figures seated at a small round table. The first, who wore a familiar cloak and
hood, lifted a tankard to his lips as they entered. With his other hand, he
toyed with a dagger thrust into the wooden tabletop. The other figure, a woman
from the looks of it, was also cloaked and cowled. She sat with her hands
folded daintily on her lap.


“Zel?” Lina whispered in shock, and she was just about to
move forward when Gourry’s hand clenched her shoulder spasmodically.


“Still the same old predictable Lina, aren’t you?” He pushed
back his hood, revealing a face that was horribly scarred on the left side, and
took another long draught from his tankard.


Somewhere in the back of her head, a voice started babbling
incoherently. A thousand panicked images demanded her attention.


He was the one … He was the one … No. No, not now,
please not now. It was done, and she did not want to remember! It was
all his fault! Everything changed, and it was all his fault! “Erik,” she
snarled, trying vainly to ignore the cacophony of memories pounding in her
head.


Erik smiled, then. It was both lazily sensual and full of
malice. She could feel Gourry tense up behind her, but he made no move to draw
his sword. She wanted to collapse into a heap. She wanted to run. To get away,
to let Gourry take care of this. She ruthlessly told herself to shut up and
stand her ground. It was harder than facing down Shabranigdu himself. If Luna
could see her now, she would be so disgusted—even worse, she would be disappointed.
Lina forced herself to stand taller. She would make Luna proud of her, no
matter what it took.


“Hmm,” Erik commented mildly, “maybe not so predictable
after all.”


Even in the dim light, Lina could feel his eyes moving over
her, lingering like an unwanted caress. “You have no idea how long I’ve waited
for this,” he said in a voice tinged with desire.


The memory of the child she used to be whimpered and curled
up into a tiny ball. She was scared out of her mind. She was furious. At him. At
herself. The flames licked at the edge of her consciousness, begging her to
come and dance, promising her power and an end to all pain.


“Lina.” Gourry’s voice behind her steadied her. The
whimpering quieted, and the flames receded ever so slightly.


Erik quickly shifted gears. “Ah, this must be the famous
protector,” he said in an oily voice. “I’ve heard so much about you.” He
smacked his forehead. “But I’ve been remiss in my manners. Allow me to
introduce you to my companion.”


At Erik’s words, the woman who had been sitting passively
throughout the entire exchange, reached up and pushed the cowl off her head,
lifting her face to the light. Lina heard Gourry’s sudden gasp behind her, and
she struggled to suppress her own. Like Erik, the woman was horribly scarred. Deep
grooves ran diagonally from forehead to jaw-line, as if some creature had
clawed her across her face. Her eyelids were puckered and sunken, and it was
clear that someone had plucked out both her eyes.


With a strangled cry, Gourry pushed past Lina and started
towards the woman, only to pull up short when Erik pulled the dagger out of the
table and held it at the woman’s throat. “I see you, at least, recognize your
Lady Mother,” he said with a cruel laugh.


“What do you want?” Gourry growled, his hand instinctively
clutched around the hilt of his sword.


“I think you know,” Erik hissed intently through clenched
teeth. Lina felt her entire world tip crazily at an angle. “I want Lina
Inverse.”


Everything went dark—darker than the blackest pitch. The
only sound was the heavy thump of her heart and the blood roaring past her
ears. Then the steely hiss of Gourry unsheathing his sword.


His blond hair glinted red in the thin light and she could
see him, even if her eyes were unwilling to acknowledge anything else. He stood
slightly in front of her—in front? Not behind?—sword brandished at some unseen
foe, and his left arm flung out before her, protecting her … but from what?
“What do you want with Lina?” he demanded with a growl.


Mocking laughter. Familiar mirthless laughter that filled
her veins with ice and made it difficult to see, to hear, to think …
“We have some … catching up to do, is all. You know, being old friends and
all that.”


“Over my dead body,” Gourry growled.


Why was she just standing there, behind Gourry? She pushed
futilely at the fog that clouded her vision, took great gulps of air to banish
the coldness inside. A small voice beckoned her, pulled her in, promised a safe
place to hide—hide?


The tsking of a man who knew he was in the superior bargaining
position. “I wouldn’t dream of fighting the protector!”


The sound of a wooden chair scrabbling against a hard-packed
dirt floor. A small feminine sigh and Gourry’s half-strangled gasp. She
struggled against the insistent tugging that pulled her away.


“But we might end up with a dead body, regardless.” He was
all business, now, confident. “Drop your sword! Now!”


A whispered thud of a heavy object falling into the rushes.


Gourry needs me! She knew it was true. Something had
upset him. Let me go! LET ME GO!


Lina forced her eyes open, valiantly trying to focus. Gourry
still stood before her, arm outstretched, but without his sword. She noted the
subtle shift in his posture, as he held himself back, hamstrung by the threat
to the woman Erik had named as his mother.


Across the room, Erik stood behind Lady Gabriev. He
ruthlessly pulled her head back by the hair, exposing her throat. Even in the
dim light, Lina could see the thin rivulet of blood that ran down from the tip
of the dagger positioned directly over her jugular, to merge with the growing
crimson stain on the neckline of her dress.


“So typical of you, Erik,” she sneered, taking a step
forward while the voice in the back of her mind yammered in panic. Shut up!
she thought viciously. She had no time for childhood memories right now. “Always
the bully, picking on the ones weaker than you.”


From the corner of her eye, she saw Gourry lower his arm and
relax his stance ever so slightly, but most of her attention was on Erik. She
held his eyes, avoiding the shiny puckered scar tissue on the left side of his
face. She also defiantly ignored the memory of flames shooting out of her
hands, melting flesh and turning the barn into an inferno. Later. Later, there
would be time to put those memories in their proper place.


“Whatever gets the job done, Lina.” Did she see the
suggestion of hesitation in his eyes? In this light, who could tell? It could
just as well be the flickering of the candlelight.


She shrugged, deliberately nonchalant, despite the internal
turmoil she felt. “You let the lady go, and you can have me … as long as
you can keep me, that is.” Her tone oozed with derision. Erik was nothing, nothing
compared to some of the opponents she had faced—if she said it enough, she
might even believe it. She would go with him to save the woman’s life, but he
was going to regret ever crossing her path again. She smiled coldly at him,
silently promising retribution.


“Oh, don’t worry,” Erik replied smugly. “I’ve learned from
our last encounter.” He pulled even harder on Lady Gabriev’s hair, forcing her
head back at a crazy angle. “You, protector-boy,” he sneered, “if you want your
mother to stay alive, you’ll do exactly what I say.”


Gourry swallowed hard, and she could see that he was shaking
ever so slightly. She stepped up to him and laid a hand on his arm. He turned
to look at her, and it was her turn to swallow hard. His eyes were burning with
fury. She had never seen him so enraged in all the time they had been together.
Given half a chance, she was sure that he would happily rip Erik apart with his
bare hands. “Hey,” she said softly, licking her lips with a tongue gone
suddenly dry. “It’s okay. I’ll be fine, really.”


“Lina,” he grabbed her arms, clenching so tightly that she
grimaced in pain. “You think I’m just going to hand you over to him? He’s—”


“He’s got your mother,” she hissed. “We don’t have a
lot of options!”


“I know that!” His features contorted as the rage
burning in his eyes spilled over. “Don’t you think—”


A soft gasp interrupted them, and they turned to see the tip
of Erik’s dagger dig deeper into Lady Gabriev’s throat.


“Stop!” Lina shrieked. She could not allow Gourry’s mother
to come to harm. No matter what happened to her. “Leave them alone! I’m the one
you want.”


“I’m done playing games,” Erik spit out in a cold voice. “You,
protector-boy. You’re going to come over here—slowly, if you value your Lady
Mother’s life—and collect the special chains I’ve had prepared.”


Gourry hesitated and glanced over at her. “Do it!” she
insisted, waving him on. All she wanted was to get this over with. Once she
knew his mother was safe, then she could cut loose. If Erik thought he could
hold her without a hostage, he was sorely mistaken. She was going to hit him so
hard—


Her thoughts came to a screeching halt when she saw Gourry
pick up the “chains.” They looked more like dull iron beads closely strung on
wire, and they, along with the heavy iron circlet, were distressingly familiar.


She blanched slightly and revised the intensity of the
spells she was planning to hit him with decidedly downward. Well, like Sis had
always said, ‘no pain, no gain.’


“I see you recognize the design, hmm, Lina?” His gaze
smoldered as he raked his eyes over her. “Make sure you wrap her good and
tight.”


As he wound the beads around her, Gourry’s jaw was clenched
so hard, she thought his teeth might shatter into a thousand pieces any moment.
Finally, he finished with the beads and placed the circlet on her head. Lina
felt the cold weight of the iron come to rest against her brow. At first it was
just heavy, but after a moment, it started to sting, like she had just been
slapped, or maybe bitten by a thousand mosquitoes. She could also feel it
tightening, adjusting to the curve of her head, and she bit back an involuntary
cry when she felt it inside. A hand leafed through her mind, scooping up
this and that, pushing things around. She had the oddest sensation of being put
through a strainer: she was being forced through the holes, but her magic
stayed behind. It was being gathered in one place, taken away from her! No! She
struggled against the force in her head, struggled to keep herself whole.


A sharp pinch at the base of her neck shattered her
concentration. Someone cried out in pain, and then everything went black.


**********************


Very slowly, a feather light touch moved over his bare
chest, causing him to shiver involuntarily and forget the fact that every
muscle in his body ached. He heard a familiar low throaty chuckle, and the
small hand began to move with purpose. The susurration of skin on skin followed
by moist lips that kissed along the trail blazed by fingers that were so eager
to find new ways to pleasure him. Fingers that inched lower …


“Lina,” Gourry groaned, reaching down to drag her head up
for possessive kiss.


There was no one there.


His eyes flew open and scanned his surroundings. He felt a
moment of disorientation accompanied by a sudden surge of nausea as the emerald
green canopy over his head twisted and whirled.


Green canopy? He was in a very comfortable bed, surrounded
by thick velvet curtains. The room in the inn, then? Had it all been a dream?


He remembered the choice before him: Lina or his mother. He
could let Lina surrender herself to someone who looked at her … Gourry
clenched his hands into fists at the memory. It had been a smoldering lust and
covetousness. Even in the dim light, he could see it. But the man who wanted
Lina had also held his mother and was slowly plunging a dagger into her throat.
It was like a scene from a nightmare. A very vivid nightmare. Too vivid.


But before the nightmare, the two of them had lay together
in this very bed. He struggled against the disorientation. In spite of what his
senses had told him, he was alone in the bed—that much was clear. But, he did
hear the soft tread of feet against plush carpeting just beyond the curtains. Had
Lina started searching without him?


“Lina?” he called out.


The curtains were abruptly pushed back, and he blinked at
the sudden flood of bright light. The mid-afternoon sun was streaming through
the window.


Sun? But … what happened to the night?


All thoughts of night, day, and anything else fled his mind
when his eyes finally adjusted and he saw who had pulled back the curtains.


“M-mother?” he asked hesitantly, pushing through the fog in
his mind. In the light of day, he could see that the dim light had been
inordinately kind. The deep grooves that ran across her face had not healed
well at all. In fact, it looked as though they had been forced to heal
improperly. But if he dreamed true of his mother, did that mean that it had all
been real? “Where are we? What happened? Where’s Lina?” he asked as he
struggled into a sitting position, trying vainly to ignore the sickening lurch
of his stomach and the screaming protest of abused muscles.


“Gourry,” she said in that familiar rich voice that had so
often sang him to sleep as a child. “Just relax. Everything is going to be fine
now.”


He reacted automatically, easing back so that he was leaning
on the headboard. Against all odds, and after so long, he had finally found his
mother. She was safe and … well, mostly whole … but definitely alive. Somehow,
it eased the horrifying memory of the day he had come back to the shattered and
gutted keep.


And yet, he also realized that she had not actually answered
any of his questions.


She sat down on the edge of the bed, reaching out a hand
that he guided to his cheek. Her fingers traced the plains of his face, pushing
the errant locks that always hung over his eyes out of her way. “You kept your
hair long?”


“Yeah,” Gourry replied shortly. He had a gnawing sense of
unease deep in his gut, a feeling that had little to do with either hunger or
nausea. Something was wrong. “Is Lina okay?” he asked.


The fact that his mother turned her head away from him did
little to banish the growing panic, and he felt a cold hand clench tight around
his heart, making it difficult to breathe. “She’s fine,” his mother said in a
neutral voice after an agonizing moment of strained silence. “How do you
feel?”


Gourry found himself assessing his mother’s stance the way
he might examine an opponent. Her shoulders had tensed up ever so slightly as
she spoke. Clearly, she was hiding something from him. On the other hand, he
had never known her to lie. His mother had always been brutally honest. If Lina
were in danger, his mother would tell him, he was sure. Despite her odd
demeanor, he felt the ice gripped tightly around his heart ease ever so
slightly. “Where are we?” he asked again, a bit more calmly.


“We’re safe here,” she answered as she stood and moved
unerringly across the room. “I know you must have many questions, but first,
you should eat something.”


At the thought of food, Gourry’s stomach roiled, and the
queasy feeling intensified. “I’m not really hungry,” he said slowly, struggling
to keep his lunch … or dinner … or whatever meal it was that he had
eaten last from coming back up.


“Eat,” she said firmly as she set a tray on the bedside. “You’ll
feel better. I know it’s nothing glamorous,” she said by way of apology, gesturing
to the steaming cup of tea and plain peasant bread. “We thought it best to
start you on something simple.”


“We?” he asked around a mouthful of bread.


She sighed. “You’ve spent far too much time away from home,”
she said with a gentle shake of her head. “You’ve forgotten all your manners.” Then
she laughed ruefully. “Not that you ever learned them properly in the first
place.”


Gourry’s mouth suddenly went dry, and he tried, rather
unsuccessfully, to swallow the bread that felt more like sawdust than anything
else. After coming close to choking, he took a long swallow of the tea. “Have
you seen our home?” he demanded in a half-strangled voice. “We don’t have
a home anymore!”


His mother turned her face towards him, confronting him once
again with her ruined features and the sunken hollows that used to hold
ice-blue eyes. Her expression tacitly rebuked him, reminding him forcefully
that she could not see anything. “I’m sorry,” he murmured, taking her hand and
squeezing it gently.


“Eat,” she repeated in a voice that brooked no argument. “We
can talk more when you finish.”


Although he had little appetite for the bread, he forced it
down, hoping it would settle his stomach. Rye bread was one of his least
favorites, especially when they added all those little caraway seeds, with
their sharp and bitter flavor. As he ate, he watched his mother cross the room
to the mantle, where she uncorked the decanter and poured herself a liberal
shot of amber liquor. She twirled the liquid in the glass, warming it between
her hands, seemingly staring into their depths, before taking a small sip.


“Finish your tea, Gourry,” she commanded without looking up
from her glass. “It should help with the nausea.”


“Yes’m,” he said automatically, draining his cup in two long
swallows. He grimaced at the strong licorice flavor. For some reason, his
mother favored her teas liberally laced with anise.


As awful as it tasted, the tea actually did help settle his
stomach, although it did little for the general aches in his muscles. Why was
he so sore? There was something familiar about the way he felt, as awful as
that seemed. He started to swing his legs out over the side of the bed,
intending to get moving and stretch the kinks out, but as soon as he stuck his
foot out, he realized that the only thing keeping him modest was the covers on
the bed.


“Your clothes are being washed,” his mother announced, much
to his chagrin.


“How—”


“I could hear you starting to get up,” she said with a smile
as she placed her now empty glass on the mantle. “Don’t worry. I didn’t see a
thing!”


“Oh,” he replied lamely. Part of him wondered how he would
feel if he could never see anything ever again, but mostly, he was scanning the
room, and struggling against the overpowering sense of wrongness that was
returning with a vengeance. His clothes, his sword, his armor … none of
them were anywhere to be seen.


“Sight is over-rated,” his mother said as she waved a hand
dismissively.


Gourry stared at her, wondering stupidly if she meant that
he was supposed to listen for his armor, or smell his sword.


She ran a finger over the back of an overstuffed upholstered
chair, unerringly tracing the pattern formed by gold threads. “I’ve found
living in darkness to be quite liberating, actually. Now I ‘see’ with my hands,
my ears, and my nose. We depend too much on our eyes, I think. They deceive us
more often than not, I’m afraid.”


What was she trying to say? He had vague memories of her
always trying to teach, and less vague memories of her being upset that he had
not been paying attention. She was a lot like Lina in that respect. On the
other hand, he clearly remembered the non-verbal lessons she had given him
about using the sword, how to subdue an enemy …


Abruptly he stood up, realizing why he felt so achy. In an
instant, he replayed the events of the previous night. He saw Lina, wrapped
from hips to shoulders—by his own hand!—in dull iron beads, mouth twisted into
a rictus of agony and her breath coming in short mewling gasps. He heard Erik’s
triumphant laugh, as he shoved Lady Gabriev violently into Gourry—she
practically flew through the air, woozy from blood-loss, no doubt. Gourry had
instinctively reached out to catch her … her hand had gone around his neck
… And the next thing he knew, he was flat on his back in this room.


He suddenly realized the other thing that had been bothering
him: his mother’s throat was unmarked. He had seen Erik pressing the dagger
into the area around her jugular, had seen the blood staining her dress. Now,
there was nothing there to indicate she had ever been threatened.


“Where,” he asked in a tightly controlled voice, “is Lina?”


His mother sighed, more in frustration it seemed than with
regret. “Sit down, Gourry.”


“Where is she?” he demanded a bit louder. “Why did you
attack me?” Her hand had gone around the nape of his neck. All she had
to do was exert just a bit of pressure with her fingers, and it would be enough
to put him out. He still remembered the first time she had demonstrated that
move on him, and the way his muscles had ached the next day—the exact same way
they felt right now!


“I said, sit down, Gourry!” His mother’s voice rang with the
authority of a woman used to giving orders and having them immediately obeyed. Gourry
sat.


“I had hoped this could wait until her hold on you had weakened.”
His mother paced back and forth, obviously distraught for the first time that
he could ever recall.


“Her ‘hold’? What are you talking about?” He stared at her,
a sense of horror overtaking his anger that his mother—his mother of all
people—had incapacitated him at a crucial moment.


With visible effort, she stopped pacing and wrapped herself
with the aura of the Lady of the Keep. “Just listen, for once, Gourry. Lord
Deremar has detained Lina Inverse under my recommendation. He is holding her
until it is safe to execute her.”


“Execute?” Gourry echoed, hoping this was all a sick joke,
but knowing in his gut that his mother was not one for foolish humor. “If this
is about Lucilla, we didn’t—”


“Lucilla?” Lady Gabriev asked in surprise, shaking her head.
“Look, I have no idea what that … woman,” her tone turned the
ordinary word into a deadly insult, “has told you, but Lina Inverse was the one
who destroyed Gabriev Keep. And for that … she will die.”


**********************


When consciousness returned, the memory of having something
leeching through her mind was so vivid that the first thing she did—even before
opening her eyes or assessing her situation—was to cast a Flare Arrow. At
least, she tried. The magic was sluggish and weak, more like a trickle than the
powerful flaming gush she was used to. Even worse, as she demanded more power,
she felt a dull ache that rapidly and dramatically increased in intensity. Before
she had even gathered enough energy to cast a simple light spell, excruciating
pain cascaded through her body and she screamed in agony. She released the
magic and the immediate surcease from torment bordered on the sublime. As she
recovered, she took mental inventory. The last thing she remembered was
something trying to pull the magic out of her. No, actually, that was not
completely accurate. It had been more like a strange kind of seal. Something
had been trying to bring all the magic into one tiny location to be locked away
from her reach. Apparently, she had been able to prevent it, although with only
limited success.


Once she completed her mental inventory, she gingerly moved
on to the physical. In general, her entire body ached, and an itchy stinging
sensation circled her head. Not exactly a headache, but it was nearly as bad in
its own way. It made it incredibly difficult to concentrate … or maybe that
was just the high-pitched whine in her ears. Even worse than the aches, the
stinging, and the whine, however, was the sensation of being pinned up like a
butterfly spread out for display. Slowly, she cracked open her eyes and
realized that her initial assessment was not far from the truth.


The last thing she remembered, she had been wrapped in iron
beads, much like a caterpillar in a chrysalis. Now, most of the beads were
gone, save for the loops that pinned her wrists and ankles. She was
spread-eagled, chained to a wall, and—this part made her grind her teeth in
impotent fury—draped in swaths of diaphanous pink silk.


“Pink,” she groaned in disgust. “Who the hell wrapped me up
in pink!?”


The slight rustle of chains from across the room made her
realize that she was not the only one here, wherever ‘here’ might happen to be.


“Actually,” a familiar voice announced calmly, “you look
good in pink.”


Lina slowly lifted her head and forced eyes to focus,
wondering if she was really going to see the person she expected. Like her, he
was also chained to the wall, but unlike her, he had considerably more slack. At
the moment, he was sitting in a kind of crouch, with his hands wrapped around his
knees. He looked decidedly worse for wear, however. One of his eyes was nearly
swollen shut, and his clothes were in tatters, revealing assorted cuts and
bruises.


“Ryan?” she asked slowly. “What are you doing here?” Out of
all the people in the world he was the last … no. “You told me Erik was
dead,” she accused bitterly.


Ryan struggled to a half-crouch. “I thought he was!” he shot
back, his voice breaking and ending almost in a wail. “I stood over his grave! Burned
incense in honor of his memory!”


“Incense?” Lina asked slowly, trying to make sense of what
Ryan was saying.


Any reply Ryan thought to make was interrupted by the rattle
of the opening door.


Lina closed her eyes, wondering if she was ready for this
and knowing that she was not. Well, ready or not, she had little choice but to
deal with whatever the situation dealt out.


The demon of her past entered the small cell, took a brief
sideways glance at Ryan, and then focused his attention on her. Once again, his
gaze slid slowly over her, lingering on her lips, breasts, belly, hips … He
had done the same thing the night before: even in the dim light, she had felt
his eyes lingering over her.


She hated it. As far back as she could remember—and as much
as she would rather not think about those days long past, as much as she wanted
it to be done and over, she needed the insight those memories could
provide—Erik had looked at her like that. It made her feel soiled. Violated.


Vulnerable.


“What do you want?” she growled. Memories clamored for her
attention, threatened to hamstring her with unreasoning panic rather than
offering any particular insight that might give her an edge. Lina fought for
control. Of herself. Of the situation.


“Lina the Pink,” he replied, sounding almost mesmerized as
he ran a finger along the fine, nearly translucent silk from her shoulder down
to her breast.


Even though she had absolutely no slack, Lina pulled at her
bonds, struggling futilely to free herself and bat his hand away. “Get your
filthy hands off me,” she snarled, “or you are so dead.”


“I’ve been dead, once,” Erik said smoothly in that same
abstracted tone. Then he shook himself and smirked over his shoulder at Ryan. “I
even have a beautiful granite headstone,” he said sardonically. “Isn’t that
true, little brother?”


Ryan stared at Erik in horror.


Erik stepped back, placed his hand over his heart, and
closed his eyes. With sepulchral reverence, he intoned, “‘Here lies Erik
Umkehrt, Beloved Son and Brother. In you our Hopes abide.’” He dropped his hand
and grimaced. “Bah!” he spat out in disgust. “‘Beloved.’ What a load of crap!”


“I thought you were dead!” Ryan burst out, shooting to his
feet. “I thought you were murdered. I even avenged your death! Why are
you doing this?”


Pain and confusion were writ large on Ryan’s face, and Lina
was torn between the urge to say ‘I told you so,’ and sympathy for the brutal
shattering of his boyish beliefs. No matter how much she had feared and avoided
Erik as a child, in Ryan’s eyes, his older brother could do no wrong. Probably
one of the happiest days of her life was when Erik had left home to join a band
of mercenaries. His return visits were blessedly sporadic and short-lived.


“You killed my friend,” Erik hissed, grabbing Ryan by the
front of his shirt. The already tattered fabric ripped further as he lifted
Ryan off his feet. “You were supposed to stick that dagger into Gabriev, not
into Garik,” he snarled, dropping Ryan, whose face had turned ashen. “But no,
you couldn’t even do that right.”


“Y-you’re … you’re insane,” Ryan whispered.


“No,” Erik replied in a low intent tone, “no, not insane. Just
… driven.” He turned his back on Ryan, and once again Lina was
subjected to his intrusive gaze. “You always had it so easy, little brother,”
he said bitterly. “You were the ‘beloved’ one. The only ‘hope’ our parents had
in me was that I would go away, die in some forgotten skirmish. You got
everything. Everything that should have been mine.” He reached up and
lightly stroked Lina’s cheek. “So now, I’m taking it back.”


Lina felt rage commingle with terror as Erik’s face drifted
closer, his eyes holding hers before closing as he claimed her lips with a deep
and possessive kiss. The flames were there, an instant response. This time, she
embraced their implicit promise of power and an end to pain. But as the magic
responded to her call, the flames she sought failed to materialize. Instead, it
was pain and the struggle to maintain the power so greedily sought by a
stinging buzzing inside her head.


Pain. Pain can be controlled. Pain can be denied. It flows
across the nerve endings, tells the brain the body is in danger. But the brain
can ignore it. The brain can cut off the messages, interrupt the signal, and
carry on.


But this pain was worse than the effort of holding the Ragna
Blade, worse than the ‘nasty shock’ of Zangulus and Vrumugun’s beads. It was
raw electricity running up and down her nerve endings, like a Digger Bolt. If
she ignored the pain, it might kill her. ‘Death before dishonor,’ was all well
and good for the stories, but Lina wanted to live.


Over her own screams of agony, she was dimly aware of other
voices yelling. No, just one voice that echoed in her mind. Self-preservation
instincts demanded she stop what she was doing. Reluctantly, she stopped trying
to summon the magic that would roast Erik to a crisp for daring to touch her. This
time the surcease from pain was such a shock that she felt lightheaded. As the
blackness took her, her last coherent thought was that Erik may have her
trussed up like a pink butterfly, but by no stretch of the imagination did that
make her easy prey.


**********************


No.


“We were so naïve to think that our keep could protect us,”
his mother said, her voice shaking with fury. “One fireball was all it took to
incinerate the palisade.”


In his mind’s eye, he saw Lina, half smiling as she hurled a
fireball, and the subsequent explosion of a random bandits’ keep.


No. No way it could be true.


“She demanded the Sword of Light. Held many of the people
who lived on the bailey captive, herded up like cattle. And she butchered them
one by one when we refused.” Tears streamed down her face at the memory.


Gourry could hear his mother’s pain, but also the echo of
Lina’s voice cajoling and wheedling, trying to get him to give her the Sword.


Could it be true?


“Your father and brother challenged her to buy time, to buy
the safety of our people. She cut them down without a backward glance, she laughed
over their bodies! And then she destroyed the keep with a huge ball of fire
bigger than the imagination!” Gourry’s mother clenched her hands into fists,
her face contorted with pain, rage, and hate.


The Dragon Slave. It had to be. It was Lina’s favorite
spell. How many times had he seen her use it? Against the Kingdom of Zoana, in
Seyruun …


“Dra-mata, they call her,” she bit out. “Enemy of all who
live! She deserves to die!”


“NO!” Gourry shouted. “No!” he repeated, a bit softer but
with no less intensity.


“Yes!” she shouted back, gesturing to her face. “I was
there! I saw her, heard her laughing. It was her!”


“No!” Gourry repeated in a wail. “No!” He seemed incapable
of saying anything else. How could this be happening? It had to be a mistake. Some
type of misunderstanding.


“That woman! She maimed and killed all who resisted, and
then looted the keep! She took everything of value,” Gourry’s mother stood up,
smiling triumphantly through her tears, “except the thing she most sought! Oh,
how she raged when she realized the Sword of Light had slipped her grasp!”


He remembered leaning against a wall, a scant few days ago,
watching Lina pick through everything the bandits of Levahn had assembled,
looking for anything valuable that she could carry off.


Everything fit. It was exactly how Lina operated. Except he knew
Lina. She attacked bandit gangs, not castles and keeps. Even in Zoana, it had
been against a golem run amok … in Seyruun to prevent a floating chunk of
earth from destroying the city … She was greedy and she had begged him
mercilessly for the Sword of Light, but she had never forced the issue—had
given it back to him so easily the couple of times he had let her use it. And
she would never take hostages. She would never kill innocent
people in cold blood.


“No,” he said firmly. “You’re wrong. Lina didn’t do it. I
know she didn’t.”


Lady Gabriev’s face went white. “What did she do to you?”
she demanded in a ragged whisper. “What did that woman do?”


“Nothing!” Gourry burst out. “Don’t you see? It’s a mistake!
It’s got to be some kind of mistake!” It had to be. The Lina he had sworn to
protect would never roast people and carve them up to eat!


The shock and rage on his mother’s face slowly gave way to
understanding. “Oh, Gourry,” she said in a gentle voice, “it’s okay. We’ll work
this out, somehow.” She sat next to him and wrapped her arms around him. “Somehow,
we’ll break that woman’s hold on you—”


Gourry had been on the verge of relaxing into the familiar
feel of his mother’s comforting arms around him, but he bolted up straight at
her words. “What—”


“Shh,” she soothed, tightening her hold on him. “I know it’s
not easy right now. Just be patient. Soon, you’ll understand.”


“Understand what?” He shook his head, feeling like he was
missing some crucial part of the conversation. If only Lina were here. She
would understand what was going on!


With a sigh, his mother smoothed his brow and then stood up.
“You should get some rest, Gourry. You’ve been through a lot these past few
days.”


“But I’m not—” Even as he spoke the words, he felt a wave of
lethargy surge through him. Suddenly, his eyelids were so heavy, that it was a
struggle to keep them open. He had just enough time to wonder what was wrong
with him before he slid into unconsciousness once again.


**********************


The last summer Lina spent at home had been the best time of
her life. Her parents had finally started trusting her enough to run the family
business while they were away. And when they were home, she spent her days with
Ryan, exploring the forest around their town, scheming ways to make some extra
money—most of which got them into pretty outrageous trouble—and generally just
enjoying each other’s company.


One of their favorite places to meet was the barn behind
Ryan’s house. Sometimes they jumped from the loft into the hay below. Sometimes
they took the horses out riding. Other times, they just sat and talked. And
once, just once, towards the end of the summer, they had kissed. It was the shy
tentative kiss of two awkward adolescents on the cusp of adulthood. That same
day, as they walked hand-in-hand in a sun-dappled clearing, Ryan had given her
a small wooden falcon that he had secretly carved.


The day after that, Ryan left to spend time with cousins who
lived in the capital city. His parents wanted him to gain new experiences and
make new contacts. Networking for the future, they had called it.


Lina missed him desperately, and she frequently went to the
barn, where she would lay on the hay, remembering the time they had spent
together. For some reason, it made her feel closer to him.


She was there, daydreaming in the barn, the day Erik came
home. When she first heard the single horse outside the barn, she had thought
that maybe it was Ryan, and she had sprung up, ready to greet him. The words
had died on her lips when Erik led his horse in, and although she tried to make
herself small and hide, he had noticed her almost immediately. He had looked
her up and down in that way that she so hated, and then he had smiled at her. Lina
remembered that very clearly. Something about his expression had paralyzed her
with fright.


He had overpowered her easily, ignoring her cries and
protests, ignoring the kicks and scratches and bites she rained on him as she
struggled futilely to free herself. She remembered the splitting pain as he
thrust into her—not just the pain of sundered maidenhead, but of something
breaking open within her. Raw power coursed through her, making her nerve
endings jangle from scalp to toes. There was a sense of pressure, of mounting
heat, begging to be released. Her desperate terror transformed into rage.


Something must have warned him, because Erik suddenly pulled
away from her, with just a hint of uncertainty flitting across his face. But
Lina had already found her target, and the flames burst forth from her hands. Power
ran over her, through her, and out of her. She remembered Erik screaming and
the disgusting smell of burnt hair and flesh. The dry hay burst into flame a
second later, turning the barn into an inferno as the horses whinnied in panic.


A part of her gloried in the power, in the rushing feel of
pure magic, unknowingly pent up and suddenly released in violence. Another part
of her shrunk back in fear and tried to run and hide. She wanted to stop the
flames. She wanted to give herself to the surge.


She vaguely remembered losing touch with everything, save
the coursing of magic through her. Everything she was began and ended with the
flow of power. She was flame! Let her burn! Let all turn to ash!


Luna later told her they had heard her scream from one end
of the town to the other. She had no memory of doing so, although she believed it,
as she had been unable to say anything above a whisper for a week or more, not
that she had much of an urge to say anything. She had slept, only to awake with
an enormous appetite that drove her to eat ravenously, and then she collapsed
into sleep again to repeat the cycle. She had the sense—not so much an actual
memory—that Luna stayed by her side the entire time, holding her against the
terrible nightmares, smoothing her brow as she drifted into the sleep of
exhaustion.


When she had finally recovered, Luna had begun training her,
teaching her both the blade, and more importantly, how to control the magic. She
was a stern taskmistress, demanding a level discipline Lina had never dreamed
possible.


The first few days of training, Lina reveled in the fact that
she was the center of Luna’s attention. She had always admired her big sister,
even if she was a little afraid of her, too. But as the tasks became more
difficult, Lina grew increasingly uncooperative and sullen. It was fun when
everything was easy, but now … now it was starting to hurt. Strained
muscles, nicks and cuts, and the mental focus Luna insisted upon frequently
resulted in splitting headaches.


One day, Lina refused to get out of bed. She had had enough,
and that was it. Luna had first appealed to her pride, and then to her sense of
greed, and finally she had yelled. Lina just pulled the covers over her head. Nothing
was going to make her change her mind. She was through with all this training. And
then she heard something she had never thought she would ever hear. Luna was
crying. Tentatively, she peeked through a crack in the covers, leery of some
kind of trick, but her eyes confirmed what her ears had claimed. Luna was
crying and that scared Lina more than anything had ever scared her before. Even
more than that terrible thing she refused to think about. Lina had started
crying, too, and begged her sister to stop. She would do anything Luna asked. Luna
had held her close, and in an aching voice that broke Lina’s heart, explained
that Lina had to be strong. She had to be able to protect herself, because Luna
would not always be there to save her.


After that day, Lina threw all her energy into Luna’s
lessons. Without consciously realizing it, although it was very clear in
retrospect, she applied her new abilities to help lock the memory of that day
away.


By the time the leaves had all fallen, but before the first
storms of winter hit, her parents gave her two pieces of news. The first had
filled her with a mixture of eager anticipation and nervous trepidation: the
Sorcerer’s Guild had accepted her for formal training, in spite of her youth. She
was the youngest student in living memory. The second had flayed her soul to
the quick: Ryan had broken their engagement.


**********************


“Tell me how you met her.”


Gourry looked up from the window at his mother. “Why?” he
asked, not bothering to hide the surprise and suspicion in his tone.


“Because I want to understand,” she said simply as she
poured a cup of tea and handed it to him.


He took the cup, not bothering to hide his grimace of
distaste. Still, he felt a slight glimmer of hope. Maybe she was starting to
believe what he had been trying to tell her over and over.


So he described his first encounter with Lina Inverse: how
he had seen a group of bandits surround a lone traveler, how he had chased them
all off, only to discover that the lone traveler was a young girl, who had no
business traipsing through bandit-infested forests on her own. He described how
he had overruled her objections and appointed himself her guardian, only to
discover later that day that she was a famous sorceress.


He glossed over the reason why he had stayed with her, even
after he realized that she was perfectly able to take care of herself. There
was no need to give his mother more fodder by describing how Lina had destroyed
a village after being hired to defend said village from a dragon. There was
even less need to describe how fragile his hold on sanity had been at that
time, as he struggled to find a reason to go on living. He had only recently
been convinced to keep the Sword of Light instead of throwing it into the sea
like he had originally planned, but it was not enough to go on as the last
guardian of a family legacy.


The moment he had declared that he would accompany Lina, it
had given him a purpose. It meant that he was no longer alone. And she got into
so much trouble … it made it easy to forget things he would rather not
remember, to focus on the reality of the now.


His mother listened and sipped her tea as he talked about
his adventures with Lina. He was in the middle of describing their flight from
bounty hunters when his mother held up her hand, a silent command for silence.


“What?” he asked.


“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you go on so long about a
single subject,” his mother said slowly.


Gourry ran his hand through his hair and tried to read her
expression. Her brow was slightly furrowed, which had always indicated that she
was deep in thought. He and his brother had both learned the hard way not to
interrupt her when she wore that expression.


“Whatever happened to the Sword of Light?” she asked
suddenly.


“I don’t have it anymore,” Gourry said softly, remembering
how it had been pulled away from him while he chased a Lina who was not Lina
into a place that glowed with golden blackness.


“Did you give it to her,” his mother prompted.


“No,” Gourry said shortly, trying to swallow against the
memory of the panic that had gripped him at that time.


“Are you sure,” she pressed intently.


“Yes,” Gourry replied firmly, just barely resisting the urge
to shout. He jumped to his feet and began pacing.


His mother sighed and put her teacup down. “Have you ever
heard of mind control magic?” she asked, a seemingly abrupt change of subject.


It sounded vaguely familiar. “Isn’t that where sorcerers use
gems to make other people do what they want them to do?” he asked slowly.


“Yes,” his mother said shortly. “That’s one way to do it. It’s
not the only way, though.” She moved to the window, lifting her face to the sun
she could not see. “It’s also possible to achieve without any material
component, though.”


“That’s what you think she did to me, isn’t it,” Gourry
accused. “You think she’s controlling my mind.”


“You never thought it strange that you suddenly felt such a
strong desire to be with her?” his mother countered. “You told me yourself that
you kept looking for her when you were separated, even though you had only been
traveling companions for a few days at that point.”


Gourry ground his teeth in frustration. “I thought she was a
kid when I promised to take her to the city,” he bit out. “You’re telling me I
should’ve been surprised about wanting to keep my word?” he demanded angrily.


“You thought she was a kid,” his mother pointed out, trying
to sound reasonable. “The call her ‘The Enemy of All Who Live,’ and you thought
she was a little girl. Doesn’t that seem a bit odd? Even for you?”


“She looks like a kid!” Gourry shouted. “She’s really
short, and really flat-chested!” He winced a bit as he said that,
half-expecting Lina to come in a wallop him for that crack.


“An answer for everything!” his mother cried out in disgust.
“I tell you she destroyed our family, and all you can do is defend her!” She
took a deep breath and moved toward him to grip his hands in hers. “All I ask,”
she said softly, “is that you consider the possibility.” She lifted her ruined
face to his. “Please,” she said in a voice close to tears.


All he could do was just stand there, torn between loyalty
to family and his love for Lina. Finally, he returned the pressure of her
hands. “As long as you consider the possibility that I’m right.”


**********************


Lina slowly opened her eyes to the small dungeon, where she
was still chained to the wall across from Ryan, who was very obviously not
looking at her. Lina glanced down and realized that at least one thing had
changed: while she was still draped with the pink silk, it no longer afforded
her any degree of modesty.


“What happened?” she asked, her voice sounding unnatural to
her own ears. She forced herself to push unwelcome memories away, to focus on
the now.


Ryan very deliberately looked her in the eye, scrupulously
keeping his gaze above the neck, as it were. While she appreciated the
sentiment, his intentional avoidance only served to underscore the fact that
she was pretty much naked from the neck down. She clamped down on the urge to
struggle against her bonds and cover herself. It would just serve to annoy her
by accentuating her current immobility. Right now, she needed her faculties if
she was going to figure out how to get out of this situation.


“I could ask the same question,” he finally answered,
staring at the top of her head.


“Would you stop doing that, already?” Lina demanded,
struggling to maintain her composure. “It’s just making it worse!”


“I-I … that is …” Ryan stammered, and tried to find
a place to put his eyes. Finally he sighed resolutely, and hid his face in his
knees.


Lina took a few deep breaths in an attempt to calm her
temper. She deliberately cataloged the items in the room, few though they were.
There were several wall sconces, each supporting a burning torch, which meant
the room was very well-lit, considering it looked very much like a dungeon. There
were manacles bolted to the wall, including the ones that held her and Ryan captive.
There was also a rough cot in the middle of the room, beyond the reach of
either of them. She tried to remember if it had been there before, but she
doubted it.


“Did Erik—” She could not make herself finish the question. The
memory was too strong. Too raw.


“No,” Ryan replied, his voice muffled by his knees. “I don’t
know what you did, but your whole body was arcing with white lightning. He
couldn’t touch you, and when you went unconscious, he just left without saying
anything.”


“How—”


“He came back later,” Ryan interrupted her again, his voice
sounding strangled, now. “He … He just … touched … he just moved… the silk …” Ryan drew in a long ragged breath. “What the hell happened
to him? He didn’t used to be like this—”


“You just never saw it,” Lina interrupted softly. Her skin
positively crawled at the thought of Erik touching her while she was hanging
unconscious on a wall, and she fought the urge to vomit. It was small
consolation that in protecting herself, she would leave herself subsequently
vulnerable. “How long?” she asked suddenly.


Ryan shrugged. “I’ve lost track. A couple days? Maybe more,
maybe less. They’ve replaced the torches a couple times. I don’t know, how long
do torches last?”


“A couple … days?” Lina echoed incredulously. Her
stomach rumbled in protest at the thought of going so long without food, but
she barely noticed. Where was Gourry? Out of all the times he had stepped up to
‘protect’ her, whether she needed it or not … No. This time, she had to
rely on herself for a rescue.


Lina grit her teeth and started calling for the magic,
sluggish though it was.


“What’re you—” Ryan started in a panicked voice.


“No pain, no gain,” Lina bit out between gasps. Control the
pain, control the fear, control the magic.


**********************


“You were dreaming about her again,” his mother accused as
she pushed a fresh cup of her anise-laced tea into his hands. “You were calling
her name.”


Gourry said nothing in reply as he drank down the tea
without tasting it. Anise in his tea, and caraway seeds in his bread. He could
no longer bring himself to care. The dreams were becoming more real than
reality itself. In his dreams, Lina was with him, at his side. She touched him,
and he could feel her.


Reality was this crazy world, where his mother insisted that
Lina had destroyed Gabriev Keep. Over and over, like a litany, she described
Lina’s crimes. She described Lina’s spells, her character … it all fit, all
of it, except for the fact that he still believed Lina could never be so cruel.


Reality was where he had trouble concentrating and was
frequently irritable. He was so easily distracted. It could be something as
simple as the light refracting through the window, casting a rainbow pattern on
the floor, and he would stare at it, mesmerized, watching its slow progress
across the floor. Maybe it was all the inactivity from being stuck in this
room, with nothing more than a loose linen shirt to answer the demands of
modesty. Half of the time, he was so disoriented that he had trouble figuring
out where he was and why he was there. They refused to let him out until they
had ‘broken Lina’s hold over him.’ Whoever ‘they’ were. His mother refused to
say.


Reality was where there was only anguish and pain. His poor
blinded mother … Gourry was starting to wonder if she might be insane. Was
it normal to have such unreasoning hate? No matter how many times he tried to
explain it, she refused to listen. She just insisted that he was under some
type of spell, that Lina had ensorcelled him to prevent him from seeing the
truth.


Part of him wished he had never found the magicked hair in
the dagger, if this is who she had become. Then he felt guilty for feeling that
way. It was like she expected him to renounce his feelings for Lina. As much as
he loved his mother, he could no more renounce Lina for her sake than cut off
his sword arm. In fact, it would probably be easier to cut off his sword arm
than give up his feelings for Lina. In all the time they had been traveling
together, this was the longest they had ever been apart. He missed her so
desperately, was it any wonder he sought her in his dreams?


And the pain? When had it started? He had lost all sense of
time. It was a burning sensation in his fingers and toes that came and went. Sometimes
it was worse than others. He was starting to lose some mobility in his left
hand, and a part of him thought this should seriously concern him, but he found
it very difficult to care. All he wanted to do was sleep, so he could dream of
Lina. Dream of a world where they were together and there was no one else.


**********************


Keys rattled on the other side of the door, and Lina heard
the heavy thud of the bolt turning. She braced herself for another session with
Erik.


She braced herself for another session with her own terror.


That first day, he had described himself as driven, and Lina
thought that was a particularly apt description. He wanted her weak and
helpless, crying and begging for mercy; she refused to give him the
satisfaction. But it cost her.


The effort of locking away her terror left her exhausted. The
fact that the frightened child she had been refused to stop cowering in the
back of her mind, refused to go away … She had no energy to waste on
fighting with herself. So instead, she spent it all on trying to maintain the
mask that under any other circumstance would be her normal self.


A mask that was at best an imperfect defense. Her only
defense.


No, that was not completely true. She did have one weapon. It
galled her that it was a weapon that he had given her, and the best it could
produce was stalemate.


If he so much as touched her, she called the raw magic,
forcing him away. And although he had several opportunities to have his way
with her when her attempts to control the magic and the pain proved inadequate
and her mind and body sought the bliss of unconsciousness, Ryan had made it
clear that Erik never did anything more than stare at her from the cot in the
center of the room. He had only touched her that first time. Apparently, he wanted
her surrender, which required her to be awake and aware. But awake, she could
defend herself quite easily, even if that was the limit of her independence at
the moment. Impasse.


Today, he came in carrying a large tray filled with food. Lina
felt her mouth water as the scent of hearty beef stew and freshly baked bread
filled the cell. She had trouble remembering the last time she had eaten. Ryan
had been fed on a regular basis, but as she was still pinned up to the wall,
there was no way she could feed herself. Her stomach chose that moment to
rumble loudly.


Erik gave her an arrogant smile as he placed the tray of
food at her feet before taking a bowl of stew and giving it to Ryan. Ryan gave
her a guilty look even as he eagerly raised the bowl to his lips.


“Hungry, Lina?” Erik asked with a feral smile.


Lina refused to answer, and stared defiantly at a point just
over his shoulder so she would not have to meet those eyes that always seemed able
to penetrate her defenses so easily. The aroma of hot food was so tantalizingly
close … there could be no worse torture.


Except that there could be.


Erik picked up the bread and tore off a large chunk. Lina
could see steam wafting away. “Don’t worry, Lina,” Erik said slowly with that
same feral smile. “I’ll take care of you.” He reached out to brush the bread
against her lips.


Lina fought hard against the sudden urge to vomit.


“Eat, Lina,” Erik crooned. “We don’t want you wasting away,
after all.” He stroked a finger along her ribs to emphasize his words.


Lina hissed as she fought a silent war with herself. The
food was right there. Close enough to taste. And he was touching her.


Food? Or self-defense?


Because it was very clear that she could not have both.


Lina growled as she took a bite of the bread in an attempt
to smother the sob that wanted to leap from her throat.


“There,” Erik said smugly as he offered her another bite. “That
wasn’t so hard, was it?”


“Let me down,” Lina whispered, even as she took the food he
offered. She hated herself for losing control, for allowing herself to utter
words of weakness that made her less. She tried to issue a challenge. “You can’t
keep me pinned up here forever.” Unfortunately, it sounded more like a plea.


“Can’t I?” Erik replied smoothly, pressing more bread to her
lips, even as he traced the line of the scar she had received in Levahn. “Who’s
going to stop me?” he asked, even as she futilely tried to jerk from his touch.
“Ryan? Or your so-called ‘Protector?’” He cupped her breast then, rubbing his
thumb over her nipple. “You see, Lina, there’s no one to come rescue you this
time. Gabriev is in the loving care of his mother, and I doubt Ryan is going
anywhere anytime soon. Isn’t that right, little brother?” Erik laughed softly.


Lina heard nothing he said after touching her breast. The
terror took over, not even kept at bay by the promise of food. She knew nothing
except for the flames that demanded release, but could only take form as
crackling white lightning that was a perversion of everything she was.


**********************


Gourry sat on the windowsill, quietly contemplating the
heavy ornate chair his mother sat in. If he put the chair through the window,
he could be free of this nightmare.


If only he could. In spite of the anise and the caraway
seeds, both of which his mother claimed should settle his stomach, he was
almost constantly nauseous, and he had difficulty keeping down anything beyond
the tea and the toast that he was consistently served. He had frequent tremors
in his hands, in addition to the burning sensation that was nearly constant. It
was the worst in his left hand, and he was torn between relief and horror at
the fact that he had lost all feeling in his pinky, and the tip of the finger
was starting to turn black.


The truth of the matter was that putting a chair through the
window was beyond him at this point. Even if he could force his fingers to grip
the chair, he was so emaciated from the vomiting and diarrhea that he lacked
the strength to even move it. It required all his energy to cross the room, and
even then, he had to stop and rest about half-way across. If only he had
thought about escaping days ago, when he still had the strength! Unfortunately,
he knew that the lucidity came and went. Right now he was clear-headed for the
first time in … he had no idea how long. How long would it last? Another
question to which he had no answer.


“What’s wrong with me?” he whispered under his breath.


“It’s that woman,” Lady Gabriev muttered venomously. He had
forgotten how good her hearing was, now. “Erik was supposed to kill her! If he
had, I know you would feel better! It’s her poison eating into you, destroying
your mind and making you betray your kin!”


“Shut up!” Gourry roared. He saw his mother flinch back, but
he was beyond caring. “How many times do I have to tell you! Lina isn’t like
that!”


“Don’t you dare raise your voice to me, young man,” she
responded in cold fury. “You may be full grown, but you are still my son!”


“No,” Gourry lowered his voice with an effort, but he could
not hide the anger. “I don’t know who you are, but my mother was kind and
loving. She was fair. She taught me to always look for the good in people. You.
You’ve become vindictive and cruel. You’ve judged Lina without even hearing her
side of it.” He stood and loomed over her, forgetting the nausea and weakness
in his fury. “You tricked us, made me think Erik was threatening you… Lina turned herself over to him for your sake AND IT WAS ALL A LIE!”


The strength of his anger burned itself out with his final
shout, and he collapsed onto the floor at his mother’s feet, quietly sobbing in
frustration at his weakness.


“Gourry …” he felt her hand reach out tentatively to
stroke his head. “I’ve done it all for you. To save you,” she said in a voice
choked with tears.


“I know,” he replied in a tone drained of all emotion. “But
you’re wrong.” He lifted his face to hers, to be confronted by her ruined
features. “You’re wrong. And if this is salvation, I’d rather be in Hell.”


**********************


There was no sound. No guttering of torches. No quiet
susurration of Ryan’s breathing, no muffled clink of chains as he moved against
the slack.


Lina’s eyes flew open. She was completely alone. Still a
trussed up pink butterfly—that at least had not changed. The torches had burned
out, and the only light came from the grate in the door to the cell. Ryan had
been moved somewhere, judging by the empty shackles that marked the place he
usually sat.


With no one to see her, she allowed herself the luxury of
relaxing, letting go of the mask she forced herself to wear. All that existed
was this moment. That was more than enough for her to deal with.


Footsteps approached, but not Erik’s. He had a much heavier
tread, one that she had grown to dread because just the sound was enough to
start the battle with the memories. These were much lighter. Whoever it was
seemed to be making some effort to move silently. There was the muffled clink
of a key being inserted into the lock, the sound of the bolt slowly moving, and
then of the door gradually opening just wide enough for a person to slip into
the room.


It was a young girl who looked vaguely familiar. Just as
painstakingly, she closed the door and moved closer to Lina, stopping outside
of arms’ reach.


“Being strong doesn’t stop you from getting hurt,” the young
girl announced angrily but softly.


“No, it doesn’t,” Lina agreed, recognizing the girl as the
one she had saved from Garik. She swallowed hard, struggling once again to keep
memories at bay. “But it does mean that you aren’t helpless,” she added.


“No?” the girl scoffed. “Because you seem pretty helpless to
me, right now,” she accused.


“Why do you think I’m still up here,” Lina asked.


“Because Lord Umkerht wants you up there,” she answered
quickly, her tone oozing derision.


“Lord Umk—” Lina choked on the title, swallowing her anger
that anyone would gift Erik with so much respect. “No,” she said instead, struggling
to maintain a civil tone. “Erik doesn’t want me up here. He wants my surrender.
That’s all it would take to get down.” Such a seemingly simple thing.


“Why not just lie to him, then?” the girl challenged. “Just
pretend to surrender.”


“No,” Lina replied harshly. “Not an option.” Not because she
was above using subterfuge. She had faked her own death, after all, just to
gain advantage in battle.


“Why not?” the girl asked again. She sounded a little less
angry and slightly curious.


“Because I will not give him the satisfaction,” Lina bit out
from between clenched teeth. “Even if it’s just pretend, I won’t do it on his
terms.” To do so would make her less. She refused to do anything that would
increase his power, even to improve her own situation.


The girl appraised her, and Lina could see a tentative and
grudging respect in her eyes. Then a troubled expression flitted across her
face as she looked away. “Why did you want to become strong?” she asked
quietly.


The question startled Lina. If someone had asked her that
before … she was not sure how she would have answered, but it probably
would have been something flippant, and she would have believed that whatever
superficial answer she offered was the truth. The reality was something
different. “My sister told me to,” she answered honestly, “so that I wouldn’t
hurt people.”


“Wouldn’t hurt—” the girl echoed in surprise. “You didn’t
want to be strong so that you could hurt people?” she pressed.


Lina blinked, even more unnerved by the girl’s reaction than
by her previous question. This had to be one of the strangest conversations she
had ever had. At least it provided a bit of distraction from her current
situation. And yet, she felt she owed the girl honest answers after lecturing her
about being weak and helpless. “Look, I’m not going to say that I’ve never hurt
anyone,” she said with a sigh. “I’m not even going to say that all of them
deserved it, like Garik did.”


The girl blanched a bit, her hands clenching into fists.


“Besides,” Lina continued, “I told you: being strong is more
about attitude than anything else. And attitude can piss people off or hurt
their feelings, but that’s not the same as physically hurting them.” There was
something there … some wisp of an idea that she needed …


“Then you didn’t destroy the White City?”


The question was so unexpected that the wisp of idea
vanished. “That was completely not my fault,” Lina protested. “I certainly didn’t
put that floating island up there, and there’s no telling how much of the city
would have been crushed if I hadn’t tried to blow it up. I was kinda out of
options! Besides, the crown prince of Seyruun was—” Lina broke off when she
realized the other girl was smiling now. “What?” she asked suspiciously.


“I don’t care what they say,” the other girl answered
defiantly, but still smiling. “I like you.”


Uncharacteristically, Lina felt at a loss for words.


“They say really mean things about you,” the other girl
continued. “But you didn’t have to help me that day. And you could’ve blown the
village to smithereens when we tried to lynch you, but you didn’t. Hardly
anyone even got hurt,” she said, a slight blush dusting her cheeks. Then she
looked Lina in the eyes. “They don’t know what to say when I tell them that.”


Lina fleetingly wondered who ‘they’ were. Then she shook her
head, and focused on the other girl, assessing her. “You decided to be strong,”
she stated, certain of her appraisal.


The other girl nodded. “Yes,” she agreed. “And I found out
it’s just like you said. You don’t have to be strong to be strong.” She smiled
a bit at the apparent contradiction in her phrasing.


Lina returned the smile, nodding. She knew what the girl
meant.


“Especially since I have this,” the girl continued, holding
up a slender metal rod that she had been concealing in her hand. It was no
longer than the width of her palm and narrowed down to a pointed tip, looking
slightly like a pen. Lina could immediately see several possible uses of the
implement.


“I’d imagine even a weak blow in the right spot with
something like that would really hurt,” Lina commented. “Where’d you get it?”


“One of the mercenaries,” the other girl replied with a
faint blush. “He showed me some very effective ways to use it …” she
trailed off, her eyes softening. “I never did get a chance to try it on Garik,
though,” she said regretfully. Then she shrugged. “I want to give one to you,”
she said as she fished in a pocket hidden in her skirts. She pulled out another
slender rod, but this one was a dull bronze color and was attached to what
looked like a bracelet of dull grey beads.


Lina stared at the rod, considering the possibilities.


“I know it’s not much,” the other girl said deprecatingly,
“given your current situation. I don’t even know if it will really help—”


“A weapon is a weapon,” Lina interrupted with a shake of her
head. Even one with limited possibilities. Even if that bracelet of beads was
the same as the beads that currently hamstrung her. “And only a fool rejects a
weapon freely given.”


**********************


It was the same dream again. He could feel Lina’s hands
stroking over him, feel her warm mouth kissing a trail across his chest. He so
wanted the wrap his arms around her, but every time he gave into the
temptation, he ended up clutching air. As long as he could restrain himself,
she would stay.


He heard her low throaty chuckle as a light feather stroke
provoked a shiver that raised gooseflesh along his sides. Oh, how he loved
these dreams, loved feeling Lina so close to him. And how he hated the bitter
disappointment when he gave into the impulse to touch her body the way she
touched his, only to find that he was really alone.


All his senses were attuned to her, save sight, as he kept
his eyes tightly closed so that they would not give the lie to what the others
claimed. The tickle of her long hair as she trailed warm wet kisses down to his
navel. The sound of skin sloughing against skin, the whisper of the sheets as
she moved against him. Her breath coming faster as her hands moved with greater
intensity, greater purpose. The musky smell of an aroused woman.


“Lina,” he groaned, knowing he was fast approaching the
breaking point, where he would shatter the dream illusion even though it was
the last thing he wanted to do.


A hesitation. The hands touching him stilled momentarily. “Gourry?”
she whispered.


This was different. She never stopped until he reached for
her. In this dream, she never called his name. Was it real this time? Could it
actually be her? “Lina?” he whispered as he tentatively reached out his hand to
stroke her hair, barely daring to hope, and steeling himself for the acid
frustration of feeling nothing save his own flesh.


Questing fingers brushed against her upturned face, and Gourry
felt his heart surge with exultation. This was real! This was finally real! Not
a dream! He dragged her up along his body, heard her gasp as he flipped her
onto her back. Still there! Gods, she was still there, it was real! Real! He
could feel the tears welling up as he pressed a possessive kiss on her, his
hands greedily exploring her body. She opened herself to him, as eager as he to
consummate their desire.


They writhed against each other, a tangle of limbs and
bedclothes. Gourry was beyond all thought, beyond wondering how she could be
here—be real—after so long. He only thanked the gods, as he gasped her name,
seeking sweet release in her flesh.



[bookmark: Chapter_7][bookmark: _Toc344742514]Chapter 7


She watched him sleep, truly seeing him for the first time
in a very long time. There were dark circles under his eyes, silent testimony
of the strain he had been under. Bruises had faded to a sickly pale yellow, a
wrenching indication of how much time had passed.


Time. It was hard to believe that so much had gone by. He
was familiar, but at the same time, he had changed. The only question was how
much. Could she trust him?


Unfortunately, recent events seemed to suggest that she
could not.


For now, Lina chose caution above all else as she turned her
attention to the bronze rod the girl had given her. The bracelet it was
attached to slipped over her wrist, blending in with the other metal beads. Another
weapon she could use, even if she lacked proper leverage to use it effectively.
The weight was comforting in her hand, though, even as stiff as it was from
disuse and poor circulation. Carefully she maneuvered it against her palm until
she held it between thumb and forefinger, twisting her head and squinting to
try to get another good look at it.


Just as she had thought, it seemed to be made out of bronze.
She wondered at that, because the one the girl had first showed her had
appeared to be steel. Why was this one bronze? Bronze was marginally closer to
flesh tone than steel, but not enough to blend into her hand. Besides, with her
hand loosely closed, it was all but invisible.


Okay, so the bronze was probably not supposed to be
camouflage. Lina stared into space as she considered. What exactly did she know
about bronze? Thousands of years ago, the ancients had used it almost
exclusively for tools and weapons, but she doubted that this implement was
thousands of years old. She knew there were a few duchies and principalities
that used bronze for their coinage, but they tended to be rather remote, as the
coinage had no value beyond their borders. What else?


There were some shrine maidens who were restricted to the
use of bronze tools. Mainly it had to do with the traditions followed in
certain areas and the belief that any practice followed by the ancients was
superior to anything developed in more recent times. And …


Lina grimaced in annoyance that she had not thought of this
sooner. Some sorcerers insisted on the use of bronze tools for their
experiments because the metal resonated well with magical forces. Could this
bronze rod possibly counteract the beads? She tried casting a simple spell,
just a trick really, not even anything as strong as a light spell—she grit her
teeth, even as she bitterly remembered how Ryan—was it yesterday? The day
before?—had told Erik that she had succeeded in casting that particular spell. Even
as she summoned the magic, the pain arced up her body. She bit her lips against
the scream, having no desire to wake Ryan. So much for that idea.


Lina was fully aware that it was possible that the rod was
nothing more than what it appeared: a weapon perfect for inflicting pain. On
the other hand, she had nothing better to do at the moment, so she continued
her investigation.


Maybe if she touched the rod to one of the beads? Given the
fact that she had very little slack, this required a very careful manipulation
of rod and fingers, and she was glad that she seemed to have retained her
manual dexterity. Even so, she almost dropped it a couple of times, which made
her heartily thankful that the rod was attached to her wrist. If only it were a
bit longer! But then, it would not hide so neatly in the palm of her hand,
either. Finally, she made contact between rod and bead, wondering if anything
would happen …


Nothing.


She grit her teeth and moved on to the next item on her
mental list. Maintaining the contact between rod and beads, she focused a small
pulse of power in her right hand. She started with a short burst, and figured
she would work her way up in intensity.


Lina squinted down her arm. The bead had crumbled into a
powdery substance. The good news was that it only took a minimal amount of
magic, making it easy enough to endure the pain. The bad news was that she
could only neutralize one bead at a time and she was unable to affect the
underlying wire.


This was going to take a while.


**********************


The moonlight streamed in through the window, leeching all
color and casting the room into a stark contrast of shadow and pools of
opalescence. There was no warmth in the pale glow.


The light called him. Gourry awkwardly pushed himself out of
the bed, and half-staggered into the largest pool on feet that alternatively
burned and went numb. He stood, bathed in the pale glow of moonlight, hearing
it whisper half-coherent promises. It spoke of escape from all pain.


Pain. Pain was once again awakening to find himself alone. Pain
was the near-constant burning in his limbs, the ache of abused belly that could
barely tolerate weak tea.


Ah, but it need not be like this, the moon whispered in his
ear, soft and seductive, like a lover. He lifted his face to the full orb that
hung low in the sky, pregnant and inviting, a mischievous capricious woman who
taunted him, called him closer with a siren cry.


Fingers that had lost much of their former dexterity fumbled
with the latch that held the window closed. A soft cool breeze rifled through
his hair, adding its sibilant promise to that of the moon.


Come, they called. Come to us. Be free!


Free! Gourry echoed as he stared at the moon. She
dipped closer to him, held out her hand, promising him release. The breeze
surrounded him, caressed him, supported him.


Gourry stepped out of the second story window to grasp the
hand of the moon.


**********************


With each bead, it got easier. As each one collapsed into a
fine white powder, the pain lessened—it was barely perceptible, but it was
there. Lina quickly discovered however, that while less pain made it easier to
concentrate, she still had difficulty tapping into her full potential. She
might eliminate the pain caused by the beads, but the circlet on her head still
sealed the magic, even if improperly and incompletely. She wondered if the seal
would break once she was able to remove the circlet. She also wondered if she
would be able to summon enough force to burst remaining wire once she
eliminated enough of the beads.


Even worse than the doubts, a tiny part of her screamed that
she was stripping herself of her most reliable source of protection. The threat
of pain seemed to be the only thing that kept Erik from touching her. A small
jolt, and another bead crumbled into dust. Even if she could destroy all of the
beads—and it remained to be seen if she could do so—she still had the wire and
the manacles to contend with. With a silent grunt, she destroyed yet another,
working as quickly and methodically as she could, in spite of the chaotic
whirling of her thoughts. And that was just one arm. She had yet to figure out
how she was going to get the rod over to the other hand … Still, the pain
was the major obstacle keeping her pinned to the wall at the moment. She was
just going to take this one step at a time. One bead at a time. She pressed her
lips into a thin line as she carefully maneuvered the metal rod. Patience was
never her virtue, and it was being stretched awfully thin at the moment.


“So, what’s your plan?”


Lina jerked involuntarily at Ryan’s question, nearly losing
her grip on the metal rod. “No plan,” she bit out between clenched teeth. Her
neck positively ached from craning it, trying to get a better view of the beads
looped around her wrist. “I’m just making this up as I go.” She steeled herself
against the jolt, and then sighed in barely suppressed frustration. One more
down … who knew how many more to go? It may be getting easier, but it was
not any less tedious.


“Neat trick,” Ryan observed. “So that’s how it works, huh?”


Lina fought the urge to hurl the metal rod at Ryan when his
stupid comment nearly made her drop it—not that she could, with it tethered to
her wrist. Never mind that he was breaking her concentration with inane observations,
the fact that he could tell what she was doing from across the room could mean
one of two things: the missing beads were so obvious that anyone could see
(which meant that she had better be finished before anyone showed up—a near
impossible task under the best of circumstances), or somehow he knew about the bronze
rod, and had chosen not to say anything about it until now. It was pretty
suspicious that the only time she had been alone was the time that someone had
shown up to offer her help.


“Exactly how long,” she said, enunciating very carefully and
deliberately as she tried to focus her attention on the task at hand, “have you
been watching me?”


“You don’t trust me,” Ryan answered bitterly. “Do you.” His
tone made it a statement, rather than a question.


“Why’d you tell Erik that I could only cast light?” Lina
shot back in a scathing tone, remembering the shock and hurt from that betrayal.
“Doesn’t exactly inspire trust, you know. Not to mention the fact that I saw
you chasing after him in Levahn, and he set you up to kill Gourry—”


“When did I—” Ryan cut himself off with visible effort, and
took a deep breath. “I-I only told him … because I hoped it would discourage
him … He thought he had sealed your magic completely … I—”


“Of all the stupid, idiotic,” Lina interrupted, finding a
ready target for her frustration. “If I weren’t stuck in these stupid chains, I’d
fireball you into tomorrow! Don’t you know that information is incredibly
valuable! If I wanted Erik to know what I could do, I would’ve given him a
demonstration! Sheesh, and I thought Jellyfish-for-Brains was stupid, but you—”
She broke off and swallowed hard, wondering what had happened to Gourry.


“I …” Ryan trailed off and swallowed hard. “He’s …
obsessed … with you … with possessing you …” He looked
visibly ill.


If he was acting, he was doing an awfully good job of it. She
found herself torn between angry suspicion and … a very strange emotion. It
was part sympathy and part disgust for his sniveling. Sure, things had not
exactly been a walk in the park for either of them, but he should just take
these things like a man. Lina closed her eyes, clearly seeing Gourry walking
beside her through a forest glade, telling her that she should take her hunger
like a man. It made the contrast between him and Ryan all the more stark.


“He told me, you know,” Ryan forced out in a strangled
sounding voice. “About that day … in the barn …”


Lina recoiled, and she could feel the panic welling up in
her once again. Her own memory of that day was so raw, so recently brought to
the surface. Even now, she fought the urge to cringe, remembering how helpless
she had felt, the desperate terror, and the sharp tearing sensation of being
split apart in violence.


“I … I’m sorry,” Ryan whispered.


“Sorry?” Lina asked, surprised and stung. “What do you have
to be sorry about? You’re not the one who raped me!” The words burst forth
before she could censor them.


Ryan blanched.


Lina forced herself to continue, forced herself to say something—anything—to
break the power of that horrible memory. “At least … at least I had … a
way to defend myself … at least I discovered … the magic—”


“That’s sick!” Ryan burst out.


“It’s better than wallowing!” she returned with equal heat,
finding strength in anger. “It happened. I can’t change it! You can’t change
it!”


“But it changed everything, didn’t it?” he asked
bitterly. “That’s why you broke our engagement, isn’t it?”


“Why I …” Lina trailed off, flabbergasted, her mind
working furiously. And suddenly, it all made sense. All the little pieces fit
together: why Luna had told her to go and travel the world, why Ryan seemed so
wistful every time he looked at her, why Gourry had thought that she had broken
it off … “Let me guess,” she said bitterly. “Your parents sat you down and
told you I had broken it off, right? Sometime after I left for the Sorcerers’
Guild?”


“What are you saying?” Ryan asked angrily, “that my parents
lied?”


“Who told you Erik was dead?” Lina answered quietly. “My
parents told me that you broke it off. Right before I left for training.”


Ryan stared at her with growing horror in his eyes. Lina’s
heart wrenched, wondering how much more he could take. She ached for what they
had once had, even if she could not regret its loss. Part of her railed against
their parents for making such an important decision for them … And for what
purpose? Lina closed her eyes. Yes. It all made sense. For the honor of the
family, Erik was disowned, disavowed—for them, he probably became dead, even if
he refused to actually roll over and die … Was that why her parents had
sent her to the Guild? For training, certainly. Even with the help of Luna and
her mother, she still had too much raw talent to control it without proper guidance.
She had been surprised—albeit extremely relieved—when they encouraged her to
travel. In her mind’s eye, she could see Luna ruffling her hair and telling her
to go see the world … to grow up strong and wise …


She had left everything behind and had never even looked
back. Like she had told Gourry, it was done and over. Gone. Almost.


“Ryan—”


“Don’t say it,” he interrupted, a look of panic flitting
across his face.


Lina sighed internally. How well they knew each other, even
now, even after all this time apart. But even if he knew what she was going to
say, she still had to speak the words aloud. “I really did love you—I would’ve
happily spent my life with you … but … there’s no going back.” And even
if it were possible to go back, too much had happened. She had no desire to
live that life anymore.


“I told you not to say it,” he replied bitterly, pinching
the bridge of his nose. The silence stretched out, a tense and awkward thing
between them. “It’s him, isn’t it?” he finally asked.


There was no need to ask which ‘him’ he meant. “A lot of it
is,” she admitted. Gourry had become such an enormous part of her life, and
even without the dimension of their recent physical intimacy, even if things
were still between them as they had been for such a long time, she still would
choose him over Ryan. It was brutal, but it was true. Gourry fit who she had
become. Ryan … she could still read him, but she also knew that he had
changed, even as she had. “Not all of it, though. I think … we’re on …
different paths, now.”


He looked at her without answering for the longest time. “Yeah,”
he finally replied. “You’re … still you, I can see it in your eyes, but you’re
not, too. You’re different.” He laughed, although it sounded more forced than
genuine. “More confident—someone who can look trouble in the face without
running. Who woulda thought, huh?”


Lina winced a bit at the memory of the girl she had been. She
really had gotten them into such outrageous messes, and he had been the one to
bail them out or take the heat more often than not. “You ain’t seen nothin’
yet,” she replied with a mock-feral smile. “Now, shut up and let me work.”


“Not everything’s changed,” Ryan responded, and this time
his smile was genuine. “Still the same old bossy Lina.”


She bit back the urge to retort that he always had to get
the last word in. With a shrug, she turned her attention back to neutralizing
beads.


**********************


Gourry struggled to get air back into his lungs. Part of him
wondered how he had ended up flat on his belly in a pile of hay. He had a vague
recollection of staring at the puddles of moonlight on a floor … everything
was distant and disconnected, like the memory of a dream. Maybe he was dreaming
now—it probably was, since ‘they’ had been careful to make sure he was locked
in so completely every time he was left alone. It was harder and harder for him
to tell the difference between dream and reality. And while a small part of his
mind was very disturbed by that fact, the rest of him found it difficult to
care.


Right now, whether it was dream or reality, he had somehow
gotten the wind knocked out of him. Long term experience told him that it was
just a matter of time, and that panic would not help anything. Still, feeling
like a gasping fish out of water was a distinctly unpleasant sensation. It was
even worse than the burning pain he had been experiencing lately.


Finally, his lungs obeyed him, and he drew a long shuddering
breath.


He flipped over onto his back and stared at the stars. They
were dim, overshadowed by the pearly luminescence of the full moon and the
ruddy glow of guttering torches scattered around the village square. In their
flickering light, the moon seemed to grow and pulse. She looked angry. Gourry
found himself cringing involuntarily under her baleful gaze.


A soft breeze gusted around the torches, causing them to dip
and flare. And then, apparently bored with the torches, she fluttered over to
him, playfully lifting stray strands of his hair so that they tickled his face.
The flow of air soughing over his skin felt reassuring, almost as if the breeze
was protecting him from the moon. He could almost hear her sigh an affirmative
as she puffed softly in his ear.


He could close his eyes against the accusatory glare of the
moon, but he could still feel her anger pulsing, just out of reach, even
through the reassuring shield of the breeze. He threw his forearm over his
eyes, trying to block out the moon, to no avail.


What did she want from him? She radiated disapproval, but
also … was it a touch of desperation?


The breeze danced over his face, lingering on his parted
lips, and then he heard her address the moon. “I don’t want to lose him,” she
said in a voice with a slight petulant edge.


“I’ve told you how we can fix that,” the moon replied in
rich voice. She spoke in the tone of one accustomed to wielding authority.


“It’s too risky!” the breeze wailed, obviously upset.


Gourry lay in the hay forgotten, as the moon and the breeze
argued over … what? Their voices pulsed in his ears, seemingly coming from
everywhere and nowhere at the same time.


“Not that risky.” The moon pressed her case, sounding
smoothly persuasive. Gourry tentatively peeked at her, just barely lowering his
forearm. She still pulsed, but she no longer glared at him.


“What about my uncle?” There was just the slightest hint of
desperation in the breeze’s question. Gourry wondered idly that a gust of
moving air could have an uncle. “Maybe—”


“Deremar doesn’t sneeze without Erik’s permission,”
the moon interrupted, her voice full of scorn. “And you know it, too.”


Deremar … Erik … the names had a familiar ring to
them and filled him with a sense of foreboding far worse than the baleful glare
of the moon. He had the sudden and awful nagging sense that he was forgetting
something important … something crucial …


The breeze swirled in agitation, sounding uncannily like the
rustle of heavy skirts. There was a loud thunk, followed by a creak, and then
the voice of the moon called out, even louder than before, “You promised to
help.”


With a sigh, the breeze stopped. “I promised him, too,” she
said quietly.


“All you have to do is tell me where,” the moon—who was
starting to sound a lot like his mother—continued. “You can even tell him that
you tried to stop me … and then we’ll both have what we want.”


“What about Gourry?” He started at hearing his name, and
steeled himself, just in case the moon decided to glare at him again, reminded
of his presence with that simple question.


“He should sleep for a while, don’t you think?” Odd. Now the
moon sounded both bitter and amused. She was not too terribly observant though,
if she took his hiding behind his arm as a sign that he was asleep. It reminded
him of the small child who thought he was hiding from everyone else whenever he
closed his eyes.


The breeze had no reply; she just waited in silent
expectation.


“I-I don’t know how much longer he can hold out …” For
the first time, the cool confident mask slipped aside, revealing desperation in
the moon’s broken whisper. “We’re running out of time!”


“He’s not going to be happy.” The breeze rustled once again,
sounding just as unhappy as she thought ‘he’ would be, but Gourry had the sense
that she was wavering and seriously considering the moon’s request. He wondered
what it was that the moon wanted so desperately.


“I’ll take care of it,” the moon announced, her voice
confident, once again sounding like the lady of the keep.


“Promise?” The breeze sounded both nervous and hopeful.


“Promise.”


The crunch of boot heels on gravel distracted Gourry from
the conspiracy hatched between the moon and the breeze. He followed their very
audible progress as they moved farther away from him. And then the breeze was
whispering in his ear, once more.


“Follow me,” she said. “I’ll show you the way, but we have
to go quick, while she’s not looking.”


Gourry glanced up, and noticed that a cloud had covered the
moon. “Is that your uncle?” he asked.


A silvery peal of laughter was her only response. With
sibilant tugs on his hair, she led him unerringly in the direction the booted
footsteps had gone. In the distance, he saw a large black shadow, looming
ominously and blotting out the stars behind it.


“The Dark Keep,” the breeze whispered, sounding both awed
and frightened. “The princess awaits you there.”


“What must I do?” he asked, feeling very much like the hero
in half-remembered childhood tales.


“What else?” the breeze answered in surprise. “Storm the
keep, kill the monster, save the princess.”


Save the princess. No matter what else happened, no matter
the odds, he had to save the princess. Gourry clenched his hands, not even
noticing how they shook and refused to completely obey the command he was
sending. The breeze blew stronger, billowing his shirt so that he felt like he
was wearing a heroic white cape. He puffed his chest with pride, his thoughts
full of the tiny princess with the flame hair whom he was pledged to protect
and serve. Oblivious to the fact that he was missing sword and armor, and that
the billowing white cloth behind him was nothing more than a simple shirt, he
fixed his attention on the Dark Keep ahead.


Gourry was storming the castle, and heaven help anyone who
got in his way.


**********************


A hiss from Ryan alerted her to the commotion outside the
cell, and Lina hurried to finish one last bead before concealing the metal rod
in her fist. She heard an unfamiliar feminine voice, one that commanded
imperiously. Lina strained her ears, trying to figure out what was going on.


Before she could put anything coherent together, the door to
the cell burst open. Two women stood on the threshold. One was about Lina’s
height with elaborately coifed curly blonde hair. The other woman stood about a
head taller, completely cloaked in an air of regality. Lina recognized them
both.


As Lucilla whispered something in Lady Gabriev’s ear, she
stared at Lina with her eyes filled with loathing. Although she wore a grin of
smug self-satisfaction, Lina could not help but notice that she seemed nervous
about something. Maybe it was all the jerky glances she kept throwing over her
shoulder. It was definitely odd to see someone look nervously behind them, only
to turn back and glare daggers. Lady Gabriev turned her ruined face unerringly
in Lina’s direction as she drew a plain dagger from the folds of her skirt.


“Now, Lina Inverse,” Lady Gabriev announced in a voice
throbbing with emotion as she advanced unerringly to stand a mere hands breath
from where Lina was chained to the wall. “Now, you will pay for your foul
crimes against the Gabrievs!”


Lina watched in horror and confusion as Lady Gabriev
extended the dagger before her. She only realized that she was in mortal danger
as she felt the blade scraping against her ribs.


Her first thrust had missed the mark. Although the sudden
sharp pain that erupted just beneath her breast hurt like hell, Lina knew she
was not seriously injured. It was just a flesh wound—maybe a broken rib at the
worst—as the dagger had hit bone rather than sliding through.


Lady Gabriev laughed. “I should slice you to ribbons! Fitting
retribution, don’t you think?” She ran her hands over Lina’s body, her fingers
tracing along Lina’s breastbone, and then finding the gap between ribs,
stopping unerringly over Lina’s heart. “Just a thrust right here …” she
placed the dagger on the spot marked by her fingers and slowly pressed it into
Lina’s flesh. “You don’t deserve a quick death,” she hissed in a voice full of
hate, “but I’m running out of time.”


Lina was dimly aware that several people were yelling. She
could feel the blood welling up in the gash along her ribs, running down over
her midriff in warm rivulets. Her shock over the sudden attack was heightened
by its source. Why was Gourry’s mother trying to kill her? It made no sense! And
how could she defend herself? Instinctively, Lina tried to cast a wind spell to
push Lady Gabriev back without hurting her, but as the familiar feel of intense
electrical energy arced through her body, it was matched by the sharp pain of
the dagger sliding through flesh and scraping against bone. Her concentration
shattered, Lina stared stupidly at the dagger impaled in her flesh, barely even
registering that she had somehow pushed Lady Gabriev back—she lay in a heap of
heavy skirts.


“Stop!” a man roared. “Back off, Gisella! Now!”


Lady Gabriev drew a small knife from her boot and pulled
herself up from the floor gasping. The fingers of her right hand scrabbled over
Lina’s body, looking for the dagger, while her left hand slashed
indiscriminately with the knife, leaving shallow slices on Lina’s torso and abdomen.
“You promised me her death!” she screeched. “Now I’m going to take it!”


Gourry’s mother was trying to kill her. Lina had no idea
why, but the woman was nearly crazed with hate. Blood oozed from the multiple
gashes Lady Gabriev was inflicting. She had to do something—anything—but it was
Gourry’s mother … Lina stared in horror as questing fingers came closer to
the dagger impaled over her heart.


“Gisella, No!”


There was no time left. Lady Gabriev’s fingers brushed
against the dagger, and her lips curled in a triumphant smile. “You can’t stop
me now, Erik!” she shouted as her arm tensed up to thrust the dagger into Lina’s
heart.


This was it. After all the bandits, monsters, crazed copies,
and Dark Lords she had faced, she was going to die in some stinking dungeon,
pinned to the wall and draped in pink silk. How ignominious.


Time slowed, stretched out. Lina heard the steely rasp of a weapon
being drawn from its sheath, and the thud of boot heels on the rough
cobble-paved floor. She felt Lady Gabriev’s hot breath on her flesh, and warm
blood—her own—here flowing copiously, there merely oozing. Lady Gabriev’s hand
closed on the dagger, but before she could plunge it in, there was a cry of
fury that caused her to flinch.


Erik pulled Lady Gabriev off Lina, violently hurling her to
the floor. Lady Gabriev rolled, coming to her feet a short distance away,
holding the dagger in one hand and the knife in the other. Part of Lina
marveled at her tenacity and skill. Even blinded, she still moved with grace
and an easy comfortable confidence with the weapons she held.


Suddenly, Lina felt a searing pain in her left arm. Even
faster than her eyes could follow, Lady Gabriev had thrown her knife at Lina. It
had sliced deeply into muscle before impacting against the wall and clattering
to the floor. Erik roared and lunged forward with his weapon—the replica Sword
of Light that Gourry had claimed from Ryan. Amazingly Lady Gabriev parried his
thrust and countered with a slicing move that left a long shallow gash across
Erik’s midriff. Erik was a capable enough fighter, but nowhere near good enough
to match Gourry, or his mother apparently.


Almost immediately, she turned and renewed her assault on
Lina. Her single-mindedness was astonishing. Erik dashed forward, the main-gauche
extended, and pulled Lady Gabriev violently back, once again. But this time,
instead of hurling her to the ground, he pulled her onto his blade. There was a
wet tearing sound as Lady Gabriev was impaled. Her hands dropped the dagger she
was holding and closed convulsively around the blade emerging through the
center of her chest.


“No …” she said softly, in a voice of frank disbelief. And
then hands suddenly nerveless fell limply to her side.


Erik said nothing. Although tears streamed down his face, his
attention was solely focused on Lina. She had never liked being the center of
his attention. But now, as he stared at her over the shoulder of Lady Gabriev’s
body, she suppressed a shudder at what she saw in his face. Underneath sadness
and regret, Lina could clearly see stark panic as he visually appraised her
wounds, seemingly in an attempt to assure himself that she was still breathing.
The way he looked at her made her feel … less than human. It was if she
were a prized possession—a thing to be treasured and protected—rather than a
person with her own hopes, desires, and volition. There was an underlying
ruthless implacability, in spite of the tears. He was determined to have her on
his own terms, regardless of the price to the people around him—regardless of
her own inclinations.


At last, the macabre tableau ended as Lady Gabriev collapsed
onto the floor of the dungeon, looking like a child’s discarded rag doll.


Apparently satisfied that Lina was bloodied, but not broken,
Erik shouted for someone to come tend Lina’s wounds. Then he did something very
strange. With a sigh, he knelt beside Lady Gabriev’s body, bowing his head for
a moment. Then he stood up and motioned to Elfred, the infamous steward who had
crossed their paths several times, now. Lina had not even seen him come in. “Have
someone take her body to Deremar,” he said quietly, his voice hitching ever so
slightly. “Tell him to make whatever arrangements he thinks appropriate.” He
paused and turned to look at Lucilla, who had collapsed into a heap in the
threshold and was muffling her sobs in her heavy skirts. “As for the Lady
Lucilla,” he growled with a menacing undertone, “have her escorted to my
chambers. She and I are going to have a … long talk.”


Elfred bowed obsequiously and started shouting orders down
the corridor while Erik closed the distance between him and Lucilla in two
strides. He grabbed a hank of her hair, forcing her to look him in the eye. “Start
working on your story,” he said with a feral grin. “I’m rather looking forward
to hearing it.”


Lucilla bit back her sobs. “You didn’t have to kill her,”
she said just barely louder than a whisper.


“It was your job to keep her under control,” Erik savagely
bit out. “If I have to clean up after your mistakes, I choose my
methods.” He grabbed her elbow and hauled her up to her feet, pushing her in
the direction of one of the guards. “Take her,” he barked out as he turned his
attention back to Lina.


“What’s going on here?” she demanded angrily, as she tried
to make sense out of everything that had just happened. Although several of the
pieces refused to slot neatly into place, one thing was absolutely clear: she
had no idea what she was going to say to Gourry about his mother being murdered
… again.


“It looks like I’m out of practice,” Erik replied with a
weak attempt at a self-deprecating grin. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had
to protect you, Lina.”


Lina’s blood started to boil. For this man who was the bane
of her childhood, who had assaulted her in the worst way possible, to claim to
have protected her was ludicrous! She struck back immediately, in a manner
calculated to do maximum damage. “There’s only one man who can call himself my
protector!” Lina retorted angrily. “And it’s not you, Erik!”


“Is that so?” Erik asked in a cold tone. Without breaking
eye-contact with Lina, he called out, “Elfred? I have one more task for you.”


Lina felt her heart clench up at his next words.


“Kill Gabriev.”


**********************


Gourry leaned against the rough-hewn stone wall he was
following, trying to catch his breath and figure out where he was. Although he
was accustomed to having hazy memories, how he had gone from his mother’s room
to … where ever here was … He had a vague impression of listening to
two women fight, and someone telling him that Lina was here.


Somehow, he had found himself a weapon. He stared at the
short sword he held in his hand. It was more ceremonial than serviceable—the
edge was dull and chipped for all that the sword was polished to a bright
silver sheen. It was so bright, in fact, that he could have easily used the
blade as a mirror. Reflexively, he ran his hand over an accumulation of
stubble, wondering when he had last shaved.


With a shrug, he lowered the sword and started to push a
lank strand of hair out of his face, but he froze in mid motion to stare at the
hair in his hand. Well, that answered the question about the sword. Someone—most
probably him—had twisted a long strand of hair into a thin rope and used it as
a garrote. He could see the frayed and snapped hairs where desperate hands had
clawed at it, attempting to get air, and he had the sudden disconcertingly
clear image of himself pushing his knee into the back of a flimsily armored
guard while twisting the rope of his hair tighter and tighter … Gourry
swallowed hard against the sudden urge to vomit.


Before he was consciously aware of what he was doing, he had
sawed off the impromptu garrote with his dull blade and hurled the rope of hair
far from him. What had possessed him? Maybe he was just going mad.


Being crazy would certainly explain a lot of things, he
thought wearily as he slid down along the wall into a sitting position. He
would rather be insane than believe that his mother had become hate-crazed and
obsessed with wreaking her revenge on Lina.


Lina.


Gourry forced himself to stand up, forced his hand to form
into a semblance of his usual grip around the hilt of the short sword, forced
himself to stand on his own two feet without leaning on the wall.


The problem with going mad was that he was Lina’s protector.
And he would hardly be able to keep her safe if he was insane. Of course, he
would also have a hard time doing his job properly if he had no clue where she
was. Which meant that there was no reason to worry about any possibly troubling
mental issues until after he found Lina.


She had to be here somewhere. He had utter confidence in
that. The only question was whether he should look high or low.


Instinct said that she would be in the dungeons, and that he
should head down. After all, dungeons were usually in dark and damp underground
places. They (whoever they were) would want to keep Lina underground also,
because she was a powerful sorceress. Gourry remembered her saying something
about the earth containing magic, and that was why sorcerers’ labs were always
underground.


In spite of the fact that searching low had a lot of things
going for it, Gourry had a hard time shaking a persistent little voice that
told him that he should be headed for the higher floors of the tower. After
all, she was the princess. And they always kept the princess locked up in the
tower. Gourry pressed the heel of his hand against an eye.


Things would be so much easier if Lina would just show up
and tell him which way to go. That was the way things were supposed to be: Lina
cooked up the schemes, made the decisions, and he kept her safe.


Gourry fought against the urge to slump against the wall
again, and just wait until the two warring urges worked it out between them and
stopped shouting at each other inside his skull. They had no right to be so
upset, he thought resentfully. He was the one hamstrung by their inability to
get their act together. A particularly loud shriek had him wincing, and he
could feel the beginnings of a headache, which prompted him to press the heel
of his hand against his eye yet again, in a vain attempt to push back the
impending pain.


It took him a few moments to realize that the shriek was not
in fact coming from inside his head, but instead from outside. He heard the
heavy thud of hob-nail boots pounding against stone, and coming distressingly
closer.


Gourry looked up in time to come face-to-face with a young
man wearing a grease-spattered apron, and holding another one of those shiny
short swords the way one might hold a long wooden cooking spoon. They appraised
each other for a brief moment. Under normal circumstances, the kid would have
been no threat: he looked shocked at seeing someone else in the corridors and
ill-at-ease with his weapon.


Before Gourry could decide on a course of action, however,
the kid glanced over Gourry’s shoulder. His eyes widened and his mouth formed
an ‘o’ of surprise. Even in his current condition, Gourry’s years of experience
prevented him from looking over his shoulder. But when the kid started backing
away, and Gourry heard the rushing sound of heavy nail-studded boots coming
from behind him, he realized his mistake too late.


There was garbled shouting, and a splitting pain in the back
of his head. The last thing he knew was someone yelling, “Sir! I’ve found him!”


**********************


Pain from more than a half dozen slashes and gashes was
momentarily banished by a surge of panic. No. He had to be bluffing. There was
no way—no way—Erik could possibly think Elfred would be able to take on
Gourry Gabriev, much less kill him.


No, she had no doubt that Erik wanted him dead. Ryan’s words
came back to her … Erik was obsessed with possessing her. No matter
the price—brother, family, her wishes—all paled to insignificance. Gourry was
simply an obstacle to eliminate. The order was voiced in her presence to hurt
her. To punish her for daring to contradict him. She saw it clearly in his
eyes. He expected her—wanted her—to beg.


She had begged once. She had begged him once. It had
made him more. More violent … more satisfied … It had made her less,
had not saved her from brutal violation. She had not begged anyone for mercy
since that day—save in jest, to weaken her opponent’s power over her. Erik may
want her to beg, but wanting something and actually getting it were two
separate things. Not even Hellmaster, who had literally held Gourry’s life
between his thumb and forefinger, had heard her beg.


“Sending someone else off to their death?” Lina asked with
forced bravado as Elfred strutted out of the cell, hating the quiver in her
voice. “I’m surprised he,” her eyes flicked rapidly from Erik to Elfred and
back, “has the courage after seeing what happened the last time you sent men
after us.”


Erik threw her a furious look, which he slowly modulated
into a familiar lazy smile that was somehow more threatening. “I’ll admit that
under normal circumstances, that would likely be the case. These are hardly
normal circumstances however, which even you must admit.” He gestured to the
dungeon surroundings, tacit—and unnecessary—reminder of her mostly helpless
state. “I’ve been tracking your moves for a very long time now, carefully
planning for every contingency.” He glanced down at the spot where Lady Gabriev
had fallen, and something flickered across his face too quickly for her to
identify. “I will have you, Lina,” he said intently. “One way or another.”


Lina stared him down, refusing to give him anything, in
spite of the terror that threatened to overwhelm her. Here, right in front of
her, was the suppressed nightmare of her childhood given flesh. His very gaze
made her feel soiled, a scared child once again, who did not understand quite
yet the threat he represented. The temptation to break eye contact burgeoned,
given power by memories of helplessness—helpless to stop the violent pounding
between her thighs, helpless to stop the raw power coursing through a vessel
too small. It would be so easy. All she had to do was close her eyes … No. She
was no longer that scared little girl! Over and over, she clung to that thought,
repeating it in a never-ending loop like a mantra. And even as she did, she
could feel Erik’s gaze slip past ragged barriers to penetrate the terrified
child screaming in the back of her mind.


Make him stop! Make him stop! If she broke eye-contact, simply
closed her eyes, she could reweave tattered and frayed defenses behind a safe
impenetrable barrier, right?


Lina fought a battle in her head, unaware of the clenched
teeth or the feral growl rumbling in her chest. She was simultaneously
suffering from uncontrollable panic and disgust for her weakness. Lina Inverse.
Sorceress Extraordinaire. Those who were weak needed to get out of her way! Let
her do her job, because she had the power.


But what was she supposed to do when the sniveling weakling
in her way was herself and her own childhood memories?


Receive the gaze. Yes, she was. She had to. There was no
choice. If she closed her eyes, he would still look at her.


Return the gaze. Yes, she was. She had to. It was the only
defense she had left. Imperfect though it was, at least she controlled the
penetration. His eyes stabbing into her inner self was violation, but somehow
preferable to allowing his gaze to roam freely over her body swathed in pink
silk that revealed more than it concealed.


Reject the gaze.


What?


Reject the gaze.


Reject the gaze?


Yes … yes, she could do that. Lina Inverse … the
sorceress she had become … her best defense was a strong offense. The
strongest offense. This man who gazed at her … he defined her …
objectified her … and she had allowed him. His eyes told her that she was
helpless. Reminded her of what had been and what currently was—the helpless
girl-child beneath the male body twice her size—the small pink butterfly pinned
to the wall.


Reject the gaze. She was not helpless, then or now. Lina
very consciously looked at him through the lens of the brutalized child she had
been, forcing herself to remember what his gaze insisted she forget: his moment
of weakness. It had been there. Between virginity lost before the onset of
menarche and unrefined magic bursting free years before it should. After the
world had turned to pain, but before it had turned to fire … Erik had
pulled away. Before he was finished. Before the fire burst forth from
her hands. No, she had not been the helpless girl-child he had expected. He had
left his mark on her flesh, but she had left hers far more indelibly on his. And
now? He may have her pinned to the wall. But he could not touch her. They were
at impasse.


Reject the gaze. She did, defining herself instead of
accepting his definition. She. Was. Not. Helpless.


Erik’s reaction was immediate. Surprise and cold shock
replaced the smug self-satisfied expression. Somehow, that simple shift
transformed him from nightmare of her childhood to just a man. Outwardly
maintaining the cocksure pose that he was in complete control. But underneath… rattled … and scared … in more ways than one. It was his turn to
panic, his turn to relive the flames licking into his flesh, his turn to be
defined.


Erik broke eye contact first.


Her exultation over winning her first battle against Erik
was short-lived. It was almost as if their silent confrontation had drained all
her reserve energy. Or maybe it was just an adrenaline boost that had carried her
over, and now she was paying the price. Who could say? All she knew was that
abused and slashed body was demanding all her attention. Every breath she drew
caused at least a couple of the deeper cuts to gape open. Her flesh remembered
the cold sharpness of invading steel, even if her mind would much rather
forget. It was nearly all she could do to keep herself from sagging against the
wall. Displaying weakness was not an option, no matter what it cost her.


As Erik started to turn away, his eyes flicked over her
wrists, lingering on wire that should have been hidden behind dull gray beads,
but bore only the faintest residues of powder. His eyes widened, and Lina dug
deep, seeking strength from internal reservoirs nearly sucked dry, demanding
everything because she would not cede any advantage now. An angry buzzing
filled her head, as she struggled against that sieve-like barrier that had
scooped through her mind and left her diminished.


Everything slowed down as a sudden wave of nausea and
dizziness coursed through her. No, not nausea … it was lower … sharper
… and scared her far more than the cacophony of pain from assorted cuts and
slashes inflicted by a hate-crazed woman. A quick calculation did nothing to
ease her discomfort—she had no idea how long it had been since … Heaven
help her, but if that pain meant what she thought it did … she had one or
two days at most before she was completely defenseless. If she hit that time of
the month and she was still here … She felt an iron fist clench itself
around her heart, making it impossible to breathe except in short quick gasps.


“Damn you, do something!” The words came from very far away,
barely heard over the roaring in her ears. Or was it the sound of rattling
chains?


A sharp crack. Stinging pain across her cheek, quickly lost
in a sea of jangling nerves. A panicked face briefly swam into focus, gone too
fast to be recognized. Blackness called her, swallowed her. She eagerly let it
take her, seeking surcease from suffering.


**********************


It was dark. He was warm, surrounded by heavy and soft. Maybe
this was the way a moth felt in a cocoon—cozy and safe. If it were not for the
horrid bitter taste on his tongue and the sharp clenching in his bowels,
nothing short of a threat from the Mother of All Creation would have compelled
Gourry to move.


Maybe if he held absolutely still, the pain would go away? Unfortunately,
the answer to that particular question was a rather emphatic ‘no.’ With a grunt
that modulated into a groan, Gourry pushed himself out of the bed and half
stumbled, half ran to the curtained-off area he prayed hid a chamber-pot.


It was not pleasant—distinctly unpleasant, in fact. His guts
twisted and burned, and at one point he broke into a cold sweat. But after he
cleaned himself up, Gourry had to admit that he felt much better than he had in
… how long had it been?


The sound of a key turning in the door broke a tortured
train of thought that was trying to figure out where he was and what he was
supposed to be doing. A harried looking woman slipped into the room, quickly
closing the door behind her.


“Good,” she said briskly as her eyes swept up and down his
body, “you’re awake.”


Rule number one: when in an uncertain tactical situation,
gather as much information as possible while giving away as little as possible.
He was not sure why he would remember that piece of advice from an old hardened
mercenary, except that he had could not tell if he was in the presence of the
enemy or not. The woman looked familiar, although he could not place her
exactly. She certainly did not seem that threatening, but then again, she was
trying to hide the fact that she was locking them in.


“How do you feel?” she asked, timing her words to cover the
sound of a heavy bolt sliding into place. He had to admit, she was pretty good.


With a noncommittal shrug, he went on the offensive. “Why
did you lock me in here?”


“You noticed!” She seemed pleased for some reason. Was she
testing him? “You must be feeling better, then.” With a smooth underhanded
cast, she tossed something in his direction. As Gourry snagged it out of the
air, he noticed that his reactions were dulled and slow and his grip was very
weak. “Much better,” she nodded approvingly.


Gourry grimaced.


“That’s the only key to this room, by the way,” she said,
nodding towards his still-clenched hand as she seated herself on a low
footstool across from him. “So. Gourry Gabriev. Wanted for the murder of my
obviously not-dead daughter Lucilla. Companion and protector—or enslaved
captive, depending on who you believe—of the infamous sorceress, the Dra-Mata
Lina Inverse. Beloved and long-lost son of the recent Lady Gisella.”


A chill ran up and down his spine. It felt as if someone had
just read off a combination of a wanted poster and an epitaph. Her litany
indicated that she was well-acquainted with his recent past, even if it gave
him no clear indication over whether she fell into the ‘friend’ or ‘foe’
category. There was only one part of her recitation that made no sense. “Gisella?”
he asked.


She nodded gravely. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of sad
tidings, but I’m afraid …” she broke off and bit her lip, obviously looking
for the right way to phrase her bad news. “There was an incident …”


Gourry felt a sudden surge of panic, as vague and incoherent
thoughts of plots and conspiracies hatched in the dark of night flitted by, too
fast to be pinned down. “Lina?” he asked, full of foreboding.


“No, she’ll be fine,” she said dismissively with a wave of
one hand. “But Gisella …” she shook her head, her eyes focused on the
floor. “I’m really sorry.”


Gourry shook his head along with her, feeling like he was
missing some crucial piece of information. “Who’s Gisella?”


Her gaze snapped up to focus on him. “Gisella Gabriev,” she
said in obvious shock. “Your mother.”


The world must have lurched sideways without him noticing. Why
else would he feel like he had slipped into some sort of alternate reality. Of
course he knew his parents’ names, what kind of idiot did this woman take him
for? He knew he had a reputation for cluelessness, and granted he had only the
vaguest of ideas about what had been going on over the past few days, but this
was just plain insulting. “My mother’s name,” he said slowly and deliberately, “is
Lisielle. I have no idea who this ‘Gisella’ is supposed to be.”


**********************


Once, in the middle of a heated battle, Lina had saved her
rival for Gourry’s affections, pushing Sylphiel out of the path of Copy Rezo’s
spell and taking the hit herself. She should have died from that encounter. She
nearly had. But that same rival had taken her to safety and cast Resurrection
on her. In spite of its name, the spell could not bring back someone who had
actually died. It was more in the nature of a high-powered Recovery. However,
in the hands of a skilled practitioner of white magic, it could save someone
who lay at death’s door, as Lina knew she had. Even in her nearly comatose
state, Lina had been aware of the magic Sylphiel worked. It was like … oh,
it was hard to describe. Very different from a Recovery, where you could
actually feel injured flesh knit itself back together. She had felt …
infused … or maybe suffused … with positive energy from everything
surrounding her. There had been a strong sense of floating, but at the same
time, she felt utterly supported. Maybe it was a bit like being in the womb. Life
was pumped into her, while she floated in total warmth and comfort. Safe. Secure.


Lina knew that she was still hanging on Erik’s wall, pinned
for display. Her arms ached in their sockets, and any slack that had developed
through her efforts with the beads was noticeably gone. She could feel someone
roughly—and rather clumsily—washing and binding her wounds. The sound of a
cloth swirled in water, followed by spray of cool droplets splashing onto her
skin as the cloth was carelessly wrung out. A sharp burning sensation as
fragile scabs were swept away by rough cloth and a heavy hand and the tickle of
tiny cool rivulets of water running across her skin. At the same time, the
memory of Sylphiel casting Resurrection was superimposed. It was almost like
seeing two scenes mashed together, one from the past, one from the now.


White magic had never been her forte. She was truly lucky
that Sylphiel had been there that time, and that she had been willing to save
Lina. The woman was honestly the closest thing to a saint Lina had ever
encountered in her life: a truly gentle soul who was honest with herself and
held no grudges. She was also a very gifted sorceress, probably just as strong
as Lina herself. The main difference was that Sylphiel used her magic for
healing and defense, whereas Lina was the girl who made things go ‘boom.’ She
had certainly picked up on a couple white magic spells—mainly Recovery and…


Flow Break.


Lina’s eyes flew open. The scene that greeted her was almost
enough to break her current train of thought. It was certainly more than enough
to banish the tactile memory of Sylphiel’s Resurrection. Under the close
supervision of both Erik and Ryan, Lucilla was clumsily attending to her
wounds. The expression on her face made her look like someone who was
unsuccessfully trying to hide the fact that she smelled something rotting, but
that was nothing compared to the waves of impotent fury rolling off her body. Ryan
strained against his chains, issuing a steady stream of instructions, most of
which Lucilla ignored. Erik leaned casually against the far wall, his arms
crossed over his chest while he followed Lucilla’s every move, paying very
close attention whenever she touched Lina, but his gaze flicked over to Ryan
every once and a while. Her belly clenched when she realized that he was
enjoying every aspect of the spectacle immensely—Ryan’s frustration, Lucilla’s
hatred, her passivity. It was almost as if he was putting on his own perverted
little show.


She was assigned the role of injured and fragile victim. Lucilla
was the jealous ‘other woman,’ she supposed, and Ryan? A wave of nausea gripped
her, and she would have vomited if there had been anything in her stomach to
bring up. With startling clarity, she saw Erik’s purpose in having Ryan chained
up in here. Ryan was supposed to play the role of over-protective lover, forced
to watch, impotent, as his prospective mate was abused, just beyond his reach. Erik
wanted to punish Ryan, to make him suffer. Because Ryan had been the chosen
heir, while the eldest son had been passed over.


Ryan growled something about changing the water. Lucilla
paused, threw a daggered glance at Ryan, and then slowly and deliberately
dipped her cloth into the water once again before scrubbing aggressively at
crusted blood on Lina’s upper thigh. Lina hissed involuntarily, and Lucilla
glanced up, unleashed a vicious smile, and pressed in even harder, squeezing
the cloth as she scoured dried blood away. Lina suppressed a wince as the dull
throb of residual pain blended with a sharp burning sensation as the water
mixed with her blood. She swallowed hard against the dry feeling coating her
throat, wondering when she last had anything to drink.


“Get your hands off me,” Lina rasped, glaring down at
Lucilla. She burned everywhere that woman touched her.


Lucilla hesitated before looking to Erik for guidance. With
an abrupt nod of his head, Erik indicated that she should continue her
ministrations. Lucilla returned to her task, her face flushed with an odd
mixture of eagerness and revulsion. As she dipped her cloth in the bowl by her
knees, she glanced up at Lina.


Lucilla wanted her dead.


Lina knew the girl hated her and had tried to kill her. Somehow,
those bungled attempts had not been enough to make her consider Lucilla a
serious threat. The look in her eyes made Lina wonder if she might want to
revise her position immediately. Lina flicked a glance at Erik.


He knew. He knew that Lucilla wanted her dead. He knew, and
forcing her to tend Lina’s wounds was … yes, it was punishment for her role
in Lady Gabriev’s attack. He knew, but like Lina, he did not quite take the
threat seriously. He thought he could control Lucilla. Lina swallowed hard
against the dry feeling in her throat, and wondered why Lucilla’s expression
was enough to make her heart start beating erratically, to make her feel like
she could not quite get enough air into her lungs.


“Get your hands off me,” Lina repeated, this time following
up with enough will to make sparks arc across her body—her one sure defense. There
were far more sparks than she expected, accompanied by a great deal more pain. Lucilla
snatched her hand back, looking—almost reflexively—to Erik for guidance. The
thrust of his chin mimicked his earlier gesture, but his eyes very clearly
indicated that he had hoped Lina would fight back, and he expected Lucilla to
complete her task, regardless of Lina’s resistance. Punishment.


With a whimper and a snarl, Lucilla turned back to Lina, who
blocked each of her attempts, although it cost her greatly. She already knew
the bronze rod was gone, and a quick glance up at her wrists confirmed that
fresh beaded wire looped around her wrist. No wonder it hurt more. Lina’s lips
formed a rictus as she struggled with the body that betrayed her—it was more
than the pain, it was the dizziness, the difficulty breathing, the cold sweat
that mingled with blood and tainted water. She was running out of time. However,
before she could play her own role in ending this farce Erik was forcing them
through, she needed to figure out the key variation. Somehow, she had to make
Flow Break, a spell designed to negate the effects of other spells by restoring
magical channels thus allowing the energy to flow along its natural path, to
negate instead the magical energy in the beads and circlet that had so
effectively chained her. Defending herself against Lucilla provided the perfect
excuse to experiment, but the effort was costing her … she coughed weakly,
tasting the iron tang of blood in the back of her throat.


The sound of rattling chains … a male voice, tinged with
desperation, pleading and haranguing … distractions to be ignored. She had
to focus … she was so close to the key …


“You just want an excuse to touch her.” The oily quality of
Erik’s voice, coupled with the fiercely possessive tone and the aggressive
accusation shattered Lina’s concentration. She could only stare at the tableau
before her.


Ryan turned white with fury, straining against his chains,
which creaked and popped in protest against the sudden stress. “I don’t know
exactly what kind of sick game you’re playing, Erik,” he bit out from between
clenched teeth, “but I refuse to play along any longer!”


“Refuse?” Erik echoed incredulously. “You’re in way too deep
at this point to even think about backing out.” His eyes bored into Ryan’s. “You
know the consequence—”


Before he could finish, the door to the dungeon burst open.


“Sir! Sir! Look what I’ve got!” A serving boy rushed in, brandishing
a long rope-like object.


Lina stared at it for several seconds before her brain
acknowledged what her eyes were seeing.


It was a blood-stained hank of Gourry’s hair.


**********************


Gourry stared down at the ruined face of the woman called
Gisella Gabriev. She was dressed in a rich satin dress the exact shade of a
spring sky, and cloaked in velvet the deep hue of twilight. Blue for a Gabriev,
as was proper. She lay on an oblong slab of black granite. Someone had folded
her arms over her breast, and her hands were closed around the hilt of a long
dagger—one of the few non-ceremonial weapons he had seen in this keep—although
he noted that it was not the main-gauche mate to the Sword of Light. The crest
on the hilt shared some features with the Gabriev family device, but it was
nothing he recognized. Save for the torn out eyes and the deep scarring, she
was the very image of his mother. Only the name did not fit.


No, that was not completely accurate. The woman who wore
Lisielle Gabriev’s ruined face was both like and unlike the mother he
remembered. Her single-minded insistence that Lina had destroyed their home and
family … the Lady of Gabriev Keep had always insisted that a lord must
weigh both sides of a story carefully before giving judgment. On the other
hand, her voice, her mannerisms, even memories from the time before he had been
sent away for training … Gourry pressed the heel of one hand against an
eye. Like and unlike. Mother and stranger. Beyond his reach—again—forever.


“Well?”


Gourry shook his head and looked at the woman at his side. She
seemed to know him, but he still knew next to nothing about her. “Who are you?”
he asked bluntly. “Why are you helping me?”


“I have my reasons,” she replied after a considerable pause.
“And I’m not helping you. Not exactly, at any rate.”


“Then why bring me here?” Gourry gestured at the small
mourning room. It was at the top of one of the towers in Deremar’s keep, very
similar to the room where he and Lina had first performed their hired guard duty—a
very boring evening that had ended with quite an unexpected twist. The main
difference between that room and this was that the décor here was muted, rather
than garish. Suddenly, he peered closely at his companion, as something
abruptly clicked. “You’re Lucilla’s mother, aren’t you?” he accused.


She inclined her head slightly, confirming his guess. “You
really are a bit dense, aren’t you,” she asked in an amused tone. “Didn’t I say
as much, earlier?”


Nothing was making any sense. Mother who was not mother lay
dead. He still had not found Lina … in fact … a horrible suspicion
dawned on him. What if this was just a distraction? Something to keep him
off-balance (if so, it was definitely working) and prevent him from finding
Lina. By her own admission, Lucilla’s mother was not helping him. They were
leading him around by the nose, and even worse, he was letting them. Following
along willingly, even.


Sweet fire caressed his nerve endings as rare anger budded
and bloomed, matured into blood lust aimed at those who would harm Lina—or keep
him from her.


Gourry was no stranger to the cold killing desire. It had
been directed at him more times than he could count. It was an overpowering
desire to see blood spilled by one’s own hand. Many depended on that cold fire,
honed it, turned it into a tool, necessary to perform the kill. His ability to
recognize these strong aggressive feelings had kept him alive through conflict
after conflict. It was not something Gourry was used to personally feeling,
however. He had no need to nurture the seeds of blood lust to be an efficient
warrior. In most cases, he crossed swords with others as a test of his own
skill. Few could even come close to competing. Fewer still walked away
unscathed. While he normally had no desire to kill, he also accepted that it
was a natural risk when one crossed blades with one of greater skill. Since he
tended to wield the superior skill, he had killed.


But now …


“Where is she,” he asked in a very tight controlled voice.


“Lucilla?” her mother asked with surprise as she moved ever
so slightly away from him, aware on some level of the change that had occurred
in him.


“No,” Gourry continued in that same tight voice—if he let go
of even a bit of control, he would probably end up splattering the walls with
the blood of this woman who was keeping him from Lina. He stepped towards her,
even as she tried to retreat, speaking slowly and distinctly. “Where. Is. Lina.”


Her mouth formed a silent ‘o’ as she realized her error. By
then, she had backed herself up against the wall, and Gourry towered over her. “The
girl … Lina … she’s …” She swallowed hard under his implacable
glare. “Erik has her.”


“Where?” Gourry repeated.


“In the dungeon, somewhere,” she whispered. “I don’t know
where exactly.”


The dungeon. Somewhere in the dungeon. Which meant down. Gourry
made a quick tactical decision. Before Lucilla’s mother could evade him, he
grabbed her arm and turned her around in front of him, twisting her arm up
behind her back. His grip was only a shadow of his former strength, but even
so, it was sufficient to keep her immobilized, even though she tried to
struggle and break free. “Now,” he started, but broke off when the door to the
room cracked open and the page who had been standing guard slipped in.


“Mi’lady—” the boy’s words modulated quickly into an
inarticulate cry of rage, and his hand went quickly to the ceremonial dagger at
his hip when he recognized the situation. Gourry had to give the kid credit. He
was certainly quick on his feet.


“Drop it,” he commanded in a low growl. “Drop it, or I break
her arm.” He pulled up on her arm, exerting just enough force to back up his
threat, but not enough to incapacitate her. He felt her sudden indrawn breath
more than he heard it, but the resulting flicker in the boy’s eyes warned him
to caution. For all his lack of years, this young boy had a great deal of
potential—he already carried himself with a feline grace. The last thing he
needed at this point was an alarm.


“Do it, Jeral.” Lucilla’s mother spoke no louder than a
whisper, but it was obvious that the boy had heard. He hesitated a moment, and
then his dagger clattered to the floor.


Gourry nodded approvingly and eased up slightly on his
hostage’s arm. “Close the door—slowly and quietly,” he ordered.


Jeral glared at him and spat on the floor before complying. “Forgive
me, mi’lady,” he said tightly, his attention focused on Gourry.


“It’s okay, Jeral,” she replied weakly. “What did you need
to tell me?”


While the boy hesitated, Gourry considered his options. One
hostage was probably more than he could handle at this point, which meant that
he had to figure out which of them he wanted to keep, and what he should do
with the other one. Tactically speaking, the woman was probably a better
choice. If nothing else, she made a better shield—


“Mi’lady,” the boy finally announced. “Linara told me that
Erik’s found out that he’s here.” Jeral scowled in Gourry’s direction. “He’s
ordered all the servants to scour the keep for him. The first one to find him
has been offered …” He trailed off and a rosy blush spread across his face.


“Go ahead,” Lucilla’s mother urged, sounding resigned.


Jeral took a deep breath. “The first one to find him has
been offered the company of the Lady Lucilla for an evening.” His blush deepened
into a bright red.


Lucilla’s mother swore softly under her breath. “Of course,
every man in the keep capable of getting it up—and probably a few that aren’t…” She sighed in disgust, and Jeral’s flush intensified to spread down his
neck. “That damned slut of a girl!”


“This doesn’t change anything,” Gourry growled. Nothing was
going to distract him this time. Not even if his mother’s corpse got up to
block his way. He was going to find Lina and get the both of them the hell away
from this crazy place.


“You idiot! Don’t you understand?” Lucilla’s mother craned
her neck around to turn her glare on him. “They’ll all be looking for
you, now! And now that Gisella’s dead, there’s nothing to stop Erik from
killing you!”


“And why,” Gourry asked slowly, “would anyone, aside from
you and your page,” he glanced at Jeral, “want to kill me?” Although he sensed
that in spite of her current position, she had no desire to see him dead. She
was right. He had no clue what was going on, beyond understanding that they were
keeping him from finding Lina.


“The same reason he killed Gisella,” Lucilla’s mother said
simply. “You stand between him and Lina Inverse.”


**********************


After tossing Gourry’s hair in her face, Erik stormed out of
the cell, shouting all kinds of orders. As soon as he was gone, Lucilla slowly
backed away from Lina, giving her a cool appraising look. There was something
disconcerting about the way she studied Lina’s eyes, the pulse flickering
erratically in her throat, the way her eyes lingered on Lina’s breasts before
moving lower. Lina let her see what she wanted to see: a wasted body, weak from
abuse and injury. Let her think she had the upper hand. She just needed a
little more time … The last variation had been so close … she had felt
the momentary shift before the annoying buzzing had clamped down again. Just a
little more time … but time was running out. In more ways than one.


Lucilla finished her examination, obviously pleased with
whatever she saw.


“You poisoned the water, didn’t you,” Lina said quietly,
glancing down at the bowl of herb water on the floor.


A slow, cruel smile was Lucilla’s only response. Both of
them ignored Ryan’s outcry.


Lina wished she could take a deep breath, but all she could
manage were quick shallow pants. But there was still time. As long as she drew
breath, there was still time. Just a nudge here, a tug there … closer to
what she needed, but not quite … just a little bit more force … if her
body could just channel a bit more strength …


Lucilla watched her coldly, appraising the course of the
poison. “Let’s see you get out of this one, you little witch.”


Lina bared her teeth and snarled. Gathered her strength for
another attempt.


Perhaps Lucilla interpreted that snarl as weakness. Perhaps
as a challenge. With calculated and leisurely steps, she sauntered close to
Lina, leaned close to her ear, and whispered, “By the way, I’ve had your man.”


Rage flooded through Lina as Lucilla danced back, overtly
pleased at the reaction her words had provoked. Lucilla simpered, stretching
and arching her back in a calculatedly sensuous way. Out of the corner of her
eye, Lina could see Ryan shifting uncomfortably. “He’s quite the skilled and
conscientious lover, isn’t he?” She smiled, as she coiled a tendril of hair
around her little finger. It was clear that she was enjoying herself immensely.
“I know!” She tapped a finger in mock-thoughtfulness against her cheek, as she
glanced over at Ryan. “I’ll show you what we did together.” She sauntered over
to Ryan, who eyed her warily, edging away from her. “Think of it as my gift to
you,” she said over her shoulder while she reached out to caress Ryan’s cheek. “The
last gift you’ll ever receive.” She laughed wickedly.


Lina did not hear that last wicked laugh. She did not hear
Ryan’s protests as Lucilla reeled in chains that had previously been slack, nor
did she hear those protests modulate into whimpers punctuated by moans. All she
knew was the rage, and the delicious fact that it gave her that more she
needed. Like a key turning in a lock, she heard an audible click and instantly
she felt the intangible barrier inside her mind disappear. Lina laughed in
exultation and immediately followed up with a flare arrow, causing the beaded
wire around her arms and legs to crackle with electricity before bursting
asunder. As she fell unceremoniously to the floor, the iron circlet that had
buzzed so unpleasantly around her head disintegrated into fine grayish-white
powder. She felt a giddy exultation surging through her, and dipped deep into
her internal reservoirs to cast the spell that instantly purged the poisons
from her blood. As she slowly stood, testing legs that had not born her weight
for longer than she cared to remember, she felt the magic thrumming through her
veins, begging to be used after being denied so long.


The roaring in her ears faded as she turned to face her
quarry. In the moments Lina had needed to free herself, Lucilla had reduced the
slack in Ryan’s chains, so that he was stretched out, spread-eagle, along the
wall, just as she had been moments before. Lucilla had also stripped Ryan of
most of his clothes. Both had heard her triumphant laugh. Lucilla stared at her
in horror—Lina was not sure if she was aware that her hand still gripped Ryan. Ryan,
on the other hand, looked like he wanted to vomit. His face was a gut-twisting
mixture of humiliation and horror, and he was biting his lip so hard, a thin
trickle of blood ran down his chin.


White-hot rage transformed into cold fury. Lucilla was no
longer an inconvenience. She could no longer consider her a bumbling fool. She
was a woman so obsessed with her own agenda that she did not care how many
innocent bystanders were harmed by her schemes. What would have happened to the
villagers provoked into a mob to lynch them if she and Gourry had unleashed
their full strength? And now, she was playing with Ryan, using him as a tool to
hurt her, even though Lucilla had been convinced that Lina was close to death. Just
for her own perverted and sadistic enjoyment.


Lina took a step towards Lucilla, intending slice through
the other woman’s arms to break her hold on Ryan. Lucilla saved her the trouble
by scrabbling away from Ryan. She threw a longing glance at the door to the
cell and then began to bolt for perceived safety.


She would never make it. Lina smiled sweetly at her and let
the magic flow. “Wind which blows across eternity, gather in my hands and
become my strength!”


Dawning comprehension spread slowly across Lucilla’s face,
followed by cold panic and the knowledge that it was too late, even as her
hands reached out to pull the door open.


Without changing her expression, Lina spoke the words
sealing Lucilla’s fate. “Flam Gush.”


The spell instantly tore through Lucilla as if she were
nothing more than a wisp of smoke before proceeding to demolish the door of the
cell and the wall in the corridor behind it. “Hmm,” she muttered under her
breath as she peered through the holes that had suddenly appeared in several
walls. “Guess I overdid a bit.” She resisted the urge to collapse into a heap
on the stone cold dungeon floor. Without the thrum of excess magic singing in
her blood, her body wasted no time in reminding her of all the abuse it had
recently taken. Her head throbbed in concert with several gashes, and limbs
protested abrupt movement after so much inactivity. She felt like she could
sleep for a month, and then eat for another month. Later. Right now, there were
more important things.


Without looking at Ryan, Lina cast the spell that released
his shackles, and pointedly turned her back to give him—and herself—privacy. She
dimly heard the rustle of cloth behind her that indicated Ryan was questing for
decency, but she was focused more on fighting a losing battle against the cough
that threatened to tear through her. She ended up on her hands and knees,
hacking weakly. When it passed, she could taste the iron tang of blood in the
back of her throat, saw the dark stain on her hand when she wiped her mouth. No
time to stop. She struggled to turn the bedraggled, torn, and blood-spattered
pink silk into something approaching a modest garment without turning herself
into some macabre mummy.


Finally satisfied, she turned to face him. There were so
many questions that she wanted to ask, but now was not the time. Now, all hell was
on the verge of breaking loose. It was only a matter of moments before someone
came to investigate the explosion, and she would much prefer to be elsewhere
before then.


“You’re going after him, again, aren’t you.” It was not a
question.


Lina turned to face Ryan. Although there was absolutely no
emotion in his tone, fiery determination burned in his eyes. She knew it
mirrored the expression in her own. “You should get out of here.”


“Yeah,” he nodded curtly. “Yeah. I will.”


She resisted the urge to swear under her breath as he
slipped out of the dungeon and into the dark corridors beyond. She wished Ryan
luck, but first she had to worry about herself.


**********************


The faint sound of an explosion caught his attention, and
for the first time in days, he felt a flicker of hope. “Did you hear that?” he
asked Lucilla’s mother. She had told him her name, but it was just easier to
keep thinking of her as “Lucilla’s mother.”


Monara cocked her head. “Hear what?”


“Never mind,” he said and turned his attention back to the
leather strap into which he was carefully punching a hole. Apparently he had
lost a great deal of weight since the last time he had worn his armor. Tightening
the straps was not exactly ideal, as it changed the fit of the armor, but it
was certainly better than nothing. Just one more hole, and he would be done. He
was relieved to finally have his clothes and armor back, instead of running
around in a long white shirt all the time.


He was not sure if Lina would approve of him siding with his
hostages, but then again, she was not really the hostage-taking type. Anyways,
she jumped sides so quickly, it was hard to know who was enemy and who was
friend. Right now, Lucilla’s mother and her page were on his side, even if he
could not place them firmly in ‘friend’ category. In return for his clothes,
armor, and sword, he stopped trying to twist her arm off. And in return for
guiding him to the dungeons, he was supposed to ‘deal’ with Erik. Although he
was fuzzy on the details, it seemed that Erik was the one running the show, but
Lucilla’s mother thought she should be the one in charge behind the scenes. It
was a classic power-struggle. What more did he need to understand?


“Just hurry it up,” she urged, looking over his shoulder. “They
could find us any moment.”


Easier said than done. If the hole was not exactly center,
the straps would not buckle properly. Under normal circumstances, it would not
have taken him much time at all to punch new holes, but given the fact that he
was working with jury-rigged tools—namely a largely ceremonial poniard—and he
only had the full use of three of his fingers on his right hand … He had no
clear understanding how he had gotten the dry rot in both his hands. Ideally,
both pinkies should come off as soon as possible, and maybe the tips of his
ring fingers as well. If he were lucky, he would be able to keep the hands. However,
now was clearly not the right time to be performing amputations. It was also
not the time for regrets. A swordsman without the full use of his hands …
Gourry shook his head forcefully. Later.


“There,” he murmured, finally forcing the poniard through
the thick leather strap. He motioned to the page, Jeral, who helped him buckle
his armor into place. It still did not fit properly, but this was probably as
good as it was going to get. Gourry sighed, as he tried to settle it into a
better position. Under normal circumstances, the armor fit very much like a
second skin. At the moment, however, it gaped distressingly at some points,
while jabbing uncomfortably into him at others.


Jeral handed him his sword, hilt first. A quick warm-up
exercised confirmed a few of his greatest concerns while allaying a few others.
His grip was decidedly off. Anyone with any skill whatsoever should be able to
recognize it and disarm him. Muscles protested when he settled into his
preferred stance, a mute testimony to the toll of inactivity and weakness. At
the same time, his body generally responded the way it was supposed to, and
although his movements were definitely slower, they were not quite a sluggish
as he had feared.


“He moves just like she did, doesn’t he, mi’lady?” Jeral
asked in obvious awe.


Monara nodded curtly. “He’ll do, I think.” She tilted her
head to the side, considering. “Are you ready?”


Gourry wondered if he could trust Lucilla’s mother. Probably
not. Although she had fulfilled her end of the bargain so far, providing him
with his things, he had no doubt that she would turn on him if she thought it
would give her an advantage. He doubted that she would take him directly to
Lina—there was sure to be a dramatic side-stop that included Erik. He had heard
snatches of the instructions she whispered to her page while she thought he was
distracted with his armor.


The key to everything seemed to be Erik. He was the one who
ruled from behind the scenes, with the help of Lucilla. He was the one who had
been closest to Gisella, in spite of the fact that she was Deremar’s wife in
name, even if she chose not to spend her nights in his bed.


It suited him quite fine that his path would cross Erik’s
sooner, rather than later. Never mind the power struggle between Lucilla’s
mother and Erik. Never mind the claim that Gisella had died at Erik’s hand. Erik
was the one. In all the time that Gourry had known Lina, he had never seen her
look upon anyone with haunted fear in her eyes, but he still remembered the
edge of panic in her voice when she snarled Erik’s name. He remembered the
terrified little girl lurking behind Lina’s eyes as she insisted that he truss
her up and hand her over to Erik—all in the name of saving a woman who later
betrayed them.


It was time to end this. That faint explosion probably meant
that Lina was on the move. “Yeah, I’m ready.” As ready as he could be, under
the circumstances.


Lucilla’s mother and her page served as the vanguard while
he lurked behind. Their job was to misdirect anyone who intersected them,
looking for Erik’s promised reward. Gourry thought he could probably handle a
confrontation with Erik, but not if he had to fight his way through the entire
keep before doing so. They did their job well enough, sending people off in
random directions while Gourry clung to the shadows. It certainly helped that
he sensed the approach of others well before either Lucilla’s mother or her
page. All his senses were attuned to his surroundings. Smoky torches guttered,
casting dancing shadows across the masonry walls. Although circuitous, their
path took them deeper into the earth. The air gradually took on the musty smell
of damp and mold, tinged with decomposing refuse.


As they continued their descent, however, the smell of rank
decay was overlaid with something different. It was … dust. Centuries old
dust that swirled through the air, accompanied by the peculiar odor of recently
crushed rock mixing with the damp … and ozone. It was both hard to describe
and very familiar to any who traveled in the company of Lina Inverse, Sorceress
Extraordinaire. The faint shadow of a grin passed over his face. Lina was here,
somewhere. He just had to find her.


The thought was interrupted by the sound of a voice. How
often had he heard that voice in his dreams? It was all a part of the
nightmare. The voice that hissed in his ear, while the owner’s eyes greedily
devoured Lina. ‘I want Lina Inverse,’ he had said. Did he get what he wanted? Gourry
shook his head. That did not matter. What mattered was that when he next saw
Lina, he would shake the blood of Erik off his sword—payment and promise. Payment
for failing to protect her, and promise never to fail again.


Ignoring the warning looks from Lucilla’s mother, Gourry
strode forward, into the midst of the destruction that proclaimed to the world
that Lina Inverse had been there. The corridor had a new intersection that
started from a small dungeon chamber, blazed through thick masonry walls,
several small rooms, assorted passageways, and went on beyond visible sight. Some
might think it silly, but standing in the midst of Lina-induced destruction
made Gourry feel almost normal. This is how things were supposed to be: the two
of them plowing through obstacles to obtain the goal.


“Looking for me?” Gourry asked innocently as he stepped into
Erik’s line of sight.


Erik paused in the act of surveying Lina’s handiwork. “Yes,
I suppose you could say that,” he drawled while he grinned with pure malice. It
was a smile of a man who wanted to look like he held all the aces, but was just
starting to admit to himself that maybe—just maybe—the situation was moving
beyond his control. With a languid gesture at odds with his crisp tone, he
issued orders to the rabble of men surrounding him. “I want him dead.”


Assorted rabble moved like obedient dogs in an attempt to
surround Gourry. It took a mere glance to assess them. Most of them were
equipped with the largely ceremonial gear that seemed standard issue, and
although they held their weapons with what they thought was confidence, there
was nothing in stance or grip that bespoke of skill. Once they saw the look on
Gourry’s face, their confidence abruptly evaporated, and they started to give each
other sideways glances. No one wanted to be the first to try to flank Gourry,
but none wanted to look the coward, either. Gourry wore an expression that said
very clearly, ‘I have nothing against you personally, see? I’m trying to get to
that guy over there. But if you choose to get in my way, I’ll have to go
through you, see? And while I guess it might prick my conscience a bit, I
guarantee that it will hurt you a lot more.’


They sort of oozed toward Gourry. At a growl from Erik, a
few of the braver souls standing at the front of the mob tried to mount a
concerted assault. His reflexes may be duller than he liked, but he was still
fast enough to deal with them. Within heartbeats, those who had made the
attempt lay in crumpled heaps on the floor. Some moaned, some screamed, and
some were very silent. All were incapacitated. The less brave hesitated
for a few more heartbeats, and then almost as one, they scattered through the
assorted passageways—both the original and the newly created—scurrying like
rats into the darkness.


With calculatedly casual movements, Gourry crouched down and
wiped his sword clean on the shirt of one the downed attackers. As he did so,
he assessed himself and studied his opponent. Muscles twinged and protested,
but they obeyed. Slower than he was used to, but he could still move. Not a
single one had broken through his guard. Erik was studying him as well, his
face a mask of indifference, but his eyes told a different story. He was
surprised at Gourry’s speed—that much was clear. His eyes also lingered on
Gourry’s hands, noting the grip of his fingers—but not all of them—on the hilt.


His opponent was largely an unknown. Erik had avoided direct
confrontation, preferring subterfuge and sending others to do his dirty work. Skilled
enough to wield a blade—supposedly skilled enough to kill Gisella, who herself
was also an unknown. He obviously had enough training to make him automatically
study Gourry’s grip—and enough skill to note the weakness. Gourry slowly stood
and raised his sword in a salute before settling into a ready stance, awaiting
Erik’s attack.


The first thrust came before Erik even drew his sword. “So,
the protector rides in to rescue the princess?” he asked as he continued to
assess Gourry. “But considering that you handed her over to me in the first
place, do you really think you still qualify as Lina’s protector?”


Never mind that he had asked himself as much. Let the words
roll past, so much meaningless sound. Several had tried the mind-games with
him, but Gourry had never been inclined to play.


Erik bared his teeth. “You are nothing, don’t you
understand? Nothing. Lina is mine. She’s always been mine. She will always be
mine. And after I cut out your heart and hand it to her on a platter, she’ll
understand that, too.” He punctuated his last statement by drawing his sword—a
full sword, and not the main-gauche, Gourry noted—and darting in quickly,
aiming to slip underneath Gourry’s guard.


Reflexively, Gourry blocked, and hissed at the way his own
sword wobbled in his grip. A cold anger spread through him as Erik’s last words
echoed in his mind, producing the opposite effect from what Erik had hoped to
achieve. “It was you, wasn’t it?” he growled as the pieces suddenly fell into
place. He had suspected that Lina and Ryan had been lovers, but the way they
circled around each other just did not add up. And although Lina had not
technically been a virgin their first time, in all other ways she had certainly
acted like one. No, the one who had taken Lina’s virginity had not done so gently,
nor he suspected, with her consent. The cold anger threatened to transform into
fury—and that was bad. A swordsman who gave into rage was very quickly a dead
man. And so he refused to think the word that hovered at the edge of his
awareness, and instead focused on the cold anger and let it modify plans made a
lifetime ago, when he had held Lina and imagined facing his unknown rival.


Gourry stepped into the dance, confidently taking the lead. There
was only one possible outcome now. He would accept no other.


Flash of steel. Whirl. Duck. Lunge. Parry.


Within moments, the only sound in the room was the quick
drawing of breath and the hiss and clang of steel on steel. Erik was good. It
was clear that he had been trained by a master. Blood trickled down Gourry’s
arms and over his hands, seeping between his fingers and the hilt of the sword
and fouling his already weak grip. It was a sound strategy, to take advantage
of an opponent’s weakness. Oh yes, Erik was good. But he was not good enough. Although
Gourry had not yet drawn blood, he had not been trying to, either. He was still
testing his opponent, assessing his reach, gauging his reaction speed, the
strength of his blows. Erik was just skilled enough to recognize what Gourry
was doing, but not quite skilled enough to mask his abilities, and both of them
knew it.


Once he had finished sizing up his opponent, Gourry shifted
to offense. He currently had the edge, but he knew he would not hold it for
long. Muscles remembered how to move, even after a long hiatus, but stamina was
something completely different. He had to end this fast.


Flash of steel. Whirl. Slice. Block. Block. Block.


New pattern. Jab-slice. Block. Block.


Somehow, Erik had managed to block each of his attacks, and
with each new pattern, Erik’s confidence grew, while Gourry had to dig deeper
for the strength to keep his sword arm moving. He tried shifting the pattern
yet again, using a style that had been used only by people currently dead—it
was one of the first moves he had learned when he was old enough to hold a
sword, and one that had never failed to catch an opponent by surprise. But Erik
was smiling before he had completed the opening parry, and as he moved to
execute the perfect counter, Gourry realized his mistake, barely in time to
avoid a fatal stroke meant to slice through his guard and disembowel him.


Crouch. Twist. Crack. Pain. A scream. Twist.


Instead of trailing his guts all over the floor, Gourry
escaped with some cracked ribs. Every breath was agony. He moves just like
she did, the boy had said. Gisella Gabriev. The woman who had arrived
with Erik. No wonder he countered Gourry’s patterns so easily! They were the
ones he had learned sparring with his mother. But there was no time to wonder
about the difference in names. He had to end this now.


“Gourry!” A flash of pink ran up the corridor behind Erik. Although
she held no weapon, her hands were poised to launch an attack, and he clearly
heard her unvoiced command to get out of her way.


Lina. Relief crashed over him, quickly replaced by another
surge of anger that threatened to blind him. She was alive, but that was
probably the best that could be said about her. In a single glance—all he could
spare from Erik—he had noted the pink silk wrapped tightly around a body that
had always been skinny, but now looked like a skeleton overlaid with skin. Her
wrists and ankles looked like half-done meat—partially raw and bleeding,
partially singed and burnt, and blood oozed from fresh wounds in half a dozen
places. He could see the darker stains seeping through the silk. Her eyes
burned from sunken hollows in a gaunt face and a trail of dried blood ran from
the corner of her mouth to her chin. But her hair … that shocked him the
most. It hung, lank and listless about her shoulders, and it had almost no
color left.


Damn her! She had sucked herself dry! Only one thing drained
color from her hair, like that: the overuse of her magic. And only one thing
would fix it: sleep, food, and no magic. Yet there she stood, he could
see the spell on her lips, feel her gathering that energy from wherever
sorcerers got it.


“Gourry, get out of the way!” she rasped, her eyes
glittering. She had a clear shot at Erik, but he knew that anything she was
planning was going to go straight through Erik and whatever else was behind
him, including walls, rooms, small villages, perhaps. Anger flared again.


He had no breath to respond. As if Lina’s arrival were some
sort of signal, Erik switched from defense to offense, moving easily into the
patterns Gourry had used just moments earlier. Their roles were reversed now. Erik
initiated, and Gourry responded with the counter, almost instinctually,
conserving his strength, dancing them in a circle. Placing himself between
Lina and Erik. He was the protector. He would protect Lina from anything.
Even if it was himself. Even if it was Lina, herself.


Whatever she was planning would kill her.


He would not allow it.


Something moved in the shadows behind Erik. Gourry ignored
it. He could afford no distraction. He meant to keep Lina alive. He intended to
keep himself alive, too, and that meant there was no margin for error. Erik had
the advantage, and they both knew it. So Gourry broke the pattern, grunting
with effort and ignoring the scream of protest from his ribs as he began the
move that would hopefully slice through Erik’s sword.


Erik quickly moved to parry, but he misjudged Gourry’s intent,
placing his blade in the perfect position. Even as their swords met, Gourry
knew Erik’s blade would not survive intact. An instant later, he realized that
his hands would not be able to absorb the impact, but it was too late to
recover. He was aware of all the details: the scream of metal against metal;
the look of shock on Erik’s face as he stared at the shattered fragment of
blade still attached to the hilt; the sound of the other part of the sword
clattering against the stone floor; the sensation of the hilt twisting in his
own hands, followed almost instantly by ringing of his sword as it hit the wall
before falling.


In one single move, he had succeeded in disarming himself,
while leaving his opponent with a weapon. Fortunately, Erik’s eyes followed
Gourry’s sword, and Gourry took advantage of that momentary distraction to try
to grab Erik’s wrist, in the hopes of wresting the remnant of the sword from
him. Erik recovered fast enough to slice out, but he was not prepared for the
altered balance of the weapon, and only managed to slice across the outside of
Gourry’s hands before Gourry was able to capture his forearm and dig his
fingers into tendon.


Gourry was the bigger man. The advantage should have been
his.


It was not.


They seemed to be locked in some crazy tableau, each trying
to gain control of the sword to thrust it into the other. Muscles strained
against muscles. Gourry called upon every ounce of self-control and will he
possessed—will that he had honed into a weapon while wielding the Sword of
Light. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, the balance shifted as Gourry forced
Erik’s hands to obey his command and turn on their master. As the blade inched
closer to Erik’s gut, Erik suddenly kicked at Gourry’s kneecap. However, the
sudden breath he had taken before launching the kick had given Gourry just
enough warning to absorb the impact by rolling to his side in the direction of
his sword. Before Erik could follow through, Gourry launched himself back to
his feet, sword in his hand.


A look of chagrin crossed Erik’s face. Then his eyes bulged
as his body jerked backwards. His broken sword fell from suddenly nerveless
fingers as his hands flew up to his throat. Blood blossomed around a sharp
metal point protruding just beside his Adam’s apple. The point disappeared, and
Erik began to gurgle as he collapsed to the floor.


Gourry tried to suck in air without moving his ribs while he
watched Erik drown in his own blood. The shadow leaned down and wiped something
on Erik’s shirt, held it briefly before his eyes, and then offered it
hilt-first to Gourry.


“Yours, I believe.” Ryan spoke without emotion, although his
eyes glittered with a mix of conflicting emotions: cold determination, anger,
panic, and shock, all tinged with sorrow and regret. He held the blade with a
rock steady hand while Gourry’s eyes traced the familiar hilt of the main-gauche.


As Gourry’s fingers touched the proffered weapon, Ryan’s
eyes quickly flicked towards Lina, who had moved to stand just behind him on
the left. Gourry suddenly understood that Ryan was referring to more than the
blade. For a moment, they both held the main-gauche, and then Ryan relaxed his
grip.


“Why?” Gourry asked as he slipped miniature replica of the
Sword of Light into his belt. He glanced down at Erik, who had stopped
struggling, although the rhythmic ooze of blood from his throat indicated that
he was not quite dead yet.


Ryan did not answer, immediately. His jaw clenched, and then
with visible effort, he forced himself to relax, forced his features into a
neutral expression. He turned slightly, and held out his hand toward the
shadows behind him. Slowly, and hesitantly, a figure peeked around a pile of
rubble. Gourry heard Lina’s sudden gasp as he noted the bruises on the figure’s
arms and face, the haunted and skittish look in her eyes, and the way she tried
to hide herself behind matted red hair. A younger version of Lina, he had
thought the first time he had seen her. The easy confidence with which she had
carried herself had been replaced by a hunched and cringing posture.


Behind him, he felt Lina tense up. There was the strange
sensation of something rushing past him, even though there was no movement in
the air. He turned slightly, and saw that aside from a muscle fluttering in her
jaw, her face was a mask of malevolent anger, all directed at Erik. Her breath
rasped in her throat as she started muttering under her breath, and he saw a
freshet of blood stream from the corner of her mouth.


He barely heard the clatter of his sword as it hit the
flagstones, barely felt the shriek of fracture ribs. His arms seemed to push
through molasses in their effort to grab Lina’s shoulders. He knew he was
shouting at her, but he could barely hear his own voice over the thump and thud
of his heart. Time slowed … stretched … and like a suddenly released
rubber band, snapped forward abruptly. Lina collapsed against him, and it took
all his self-control not to cry out against the renewed flare of pain as she
jostled his broken ribs. She reached up to stroke his cheek with her hand. Even
her eyes, which had been the only part of her that seemed alive, looked
dull—like banked embers. They drifted shut, and she coughed weakly.


“Gourry?” Her voice was so quiet, muffled against his chest.


“Yeah?” he asked softly, running her too-pale hair through
his fingers. Around him, he was marginally aware of activity. Ryan had his arm
protectively around Shella, who hid her face and hunched her shoulders. Her
clothes had been torn to tatters, barely providing any cover for bruised flesh.
While Ryan shielded Shella, he talked intently with Lucilla’s mother, who
seemed to be trying to take control of the situation. The battle was over. Now,
it was time to assess the casualties and start rebuilding.


Lina was quiet for a very long time. Finally, she looked up
at him. “I’m hungry.” Her voice was nearly as thin as fine paper, but it
carried a hint of her normal fire. “I’m really hungry,” she repeated, a
bit more forcefully, and with a suggestion of petulance.


Monara gestured to her page. “Jeral, escort Lord and Lady
Gabriev to the kitchens. Give them anything they ask for.” Her eyes narrowed as
she assessed Lina, who had perked up ever so slightly at Monara’s words. “Anything,
within reason, that is,” she amended.


Food. And a bed. With Lina in it. At the moment, there was
nothing else he wanted.
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When Lina awoke, she was surrounded by familiar—strong arms
encircled her; she breathed in the scent of metal and leather and slightly
acrid maleness. Gentle fingers tugged through her hair—she could hear its rasp
against skin, almost feel the individual tendrils being twined around fingers,
forming a binding ring—a single link in a chain. She was almost afraid to open
her eyes. Afraid to find herself still weak and helpless, stuck in a nightmare
partially imposed by another, but of her own design as well.


She was so tired! Surely it was okay to stay like this, safe
in this dream? She snuggled closer, needing to feel more than Gourry’s arms
around her. She wanted to feel his body pressed against her—she wanted him to
mark her with his scent, to claim her so that all other males would know her to
be taken and off limits. She reached out, snaking her own fingers into the
wealth of his hair to pull him closer, to feel his breath against her skin.


She felt his wince more than anything else—the almost
imperceptible tightening of jaw muscles and the slight hitch interrupting his
breathing. It was enough to force her unwilling eyes open.


Gourry was not looking at her—not exactly. His gaze was
focused on the white hair wrapped around his index finger. Lina stared at the
white gauze that swathed the lower half of his hand: thick blood-stained bandages
that could not hide missing fingers—two from his left hand unless she was
mistaken. His right hand was hidden from view.


Anger coursed through her, burning away the desire to sleep,
as the memory of Gourry’s battle with Erik flashed behind her eyes. Gourry’s
lumbering slow movements, stripped of his usual finesse and skill. The sword
that should have been a natural extension of his arm, instead gripped awkwardly
and obviously causing him pain. She sat up quickly and grabbed both of his
hands at the wrists to examine them, barely glancing at the white bandages
tightly wrapping his ribs. The right hand was a mirror of the left.


“Gourry,” she whispered, unable to make a louder sound. “What
happened?”


“They had to come off, Lina,” his voice cracked. “It was
lose the fingers now, or the hands later.”


“What happened?” Lina repeated, a bit more forcefully. Same
words, different question.


His eyes closed, and he swallowed convulsively. When he
opened them again, he avoided her gaze. “We’re still at Deremar’s keep. Neither
of us was in any condition to go anywhere … and Monara owes me …”
Now he did look at her. “You’ve been sleeping for days.”


“How many?” It was hardly surprising. In spite of the
delicious flow of power she had felt after breaking the circlet, her body barely
had the strength to channel it.


A barely perceptible shrug. “Dunno. I lost track. A lot. Enough
to scare Siebert.”


“He’s here?” She supposed she should have expected it. “Is
he the one who …” her eyes flicked to his hands.


“Yeah. He came for Shella, but …” Gourry trailed off
again. “Ryan took Shella home.”


Lina swallowed hard, remembering how bruised the girl had
looked, both physically and emotionally. She heard Erik’s threat to Ryan echo
in her mind, and it took little effort to recognize the leverage Erik held over
his younger brother. It explained why she had found it difficult to trust Ryan
… “Was she …” It was her turn to trail off.


“Probably.” Gourry’s tone was bleak.


Once again, she relived the pain and terror of two-fold
violation: Erik forcefully taking the body as magical power seduced her soul…


“Lina!” Gourry’s voice cracked like a whip, not quite hiding
his own pain and terror.


With a gasp, Lina pulled back, just as the flames that
coursed over her body leaped out to burn everything around her. Control. The
mantra her sister had pounded into her head, until the memory had been buried,
and the mental barrier that prevented her from being a menace to all around her
had become instinctive: as natural as breathing.


“Lina?” His voice was tentative now, soft and gentle, terror
transmuted to fear, with an undercurrent of pain.


Control. She forced herself to survey the damage. Blood-stained
bandages swathing his hands now streaked with gray, as were those around his
ribs and the bed linens. She could see the pain in his eyes, along with …
recognition?


“You’ve seen this before,” she said in a brittle voice as
she gestured to herself and the scorch marks that touched everything in her
immediate vicinity.


He nodded. “Yes. Once.” He stretched his arms out to her,
and she cautiously moved into his embrace, careful to avoid bumping his hands
or jostling his ribs. His arms tightened around her, as his fingers once again
twined through her hair. “I knew …” his voice hitched, and he tried again. “I
knew you weren’t virgin, our first time … At first I thought it was Ryan,
the way he looked at you … but it didn’t quite fit.” His fingers stilled. “It
wasn’t Ryan. It was Erik, wasn’t it?”


Lina felt her throat tighten, and she tried to choke back a
sob. Her shoulders shook silently as she struggled to control herself. Lina
Inverse was many things, but a cry-baby was not one of them. Gourry said
nothing, he just continued to hold her, his remaining fingers stroking gently
over and through her hair. After taking a deep breath, she started to tell him
about the girl she used to be. At first she spoke slowly, interrupted by long
pauses, but then suddenly, it was as if a dam had broken within her, and the
words gushed forth in a torrent accompanied by tears that refused to be held
back any longer.


**********************


She started with a dry and emotionless account of her
childhood, but it quickly turned ugly. Dark and hurtful words poured out of her
as she railed at Erik, at the world, her parents and sister, Ryan, and even
him. She cried and at one point she started screaming as she tried to claw her
way out of his embrace. Gourry did the only thing he could think of. He held
her. And he listened. And he finally understood the terrified girl-child he had
seen so briefly in her eyes, as well as what it had cost her to lock that part
of herself away.


He held her until her words slowed, and her breathing eased.
Until she fell into an exhausted sleep, snoring inelegantly against his chest. Even
then, he continued to hold her, taking comfort in having her so near.


With a quiet snick, the door opened, and Siebert entered,
carrying a tray laden with food. Real food, Gourry amended to himself, having
endured a lifetime of tea and toast. After kissing the top of Lina’s head, he
carefully disentangled himself from her before moving to join Siebert at the
small table.


“How is she?” Siebert asked as Gourry reached for the
generously sized steak that still sizzled.


“I thought she’d be hungry,” Gourry replied, wincing as he
tried to cut into the steak without banging the knife against tender stumps. “I
guess she’s still too tired. I thought some of the color was starting to come
back into her hair, but …” He focused on his steak, avoiding Siebert’s gaze.


“Give her time, Gourry. Her body knows what it needs right
now.” Siebert glanced over at Lina, before looking pointedly at Gourry. “How
are you?”


Gourry slowly chewed a piece of steak, as he considered the
question. “I hurt,” he finally said honestly. “I can still feel that burning
sensation occasionally.” He gave a short bark of laughter that lacked all
humor. “Sometimes, I can still feel the fingers …”


With a sigh, Siebert pushed back from the table. “All
normal, considering what you’ve been through,” he said quietly, as he moved to
Lina’s side. “Finish your dinner, and then we’ll take a look.”


Starting slowly, Gourry worked his way through the platter
of food, while he watched Siebert examine Lina. The food was well-prepared, and
it was pure bliss to experience bold flavors, particularly after his extended
diet of toast and tea. It helped to banish the strong association he had
developed, linking eating and feeling nauseous, and he allowed himself to
relish his meal, eating with enthusiasm, although not at his normal pace. As
great as it was to have real food again … well, eating just was not as much
fun without Lina competing for the choicest morsels.


He stared into space, remembering the first time Lina had
drained her hair to white. He had piggy-backed her for days while she slept,
trying to reach a town where she could get decent rest in a good bed. He
doubted that being piggy-backed was the most comfortable way to sleep. Still,
he had enjoyed having her so close to him, even if she had decked him pretty
seriously when she woke up enough to smell food. Two or three days of sleeping
and eating had been enough to restore her once they got to a town. Gourry was
certain it had been at least half again as long as that …


“Drink this,” Siebert handed him a cup, and then moved to
wash his hands in a basin.


Gourry grimaced at the bitter taste, but quickly drained the
cup. At least it lacked the taste of anise, and Siebert had told him exactly
what was in it. Pain killers, something to help his bones knit, something to
thicken his blood, and something to help purge the poison that had cost him the
better part of four fingers: pinkies completely gone; the ring finger of his
left hand down to the first knuckle; and just the tip of the ring finger on his
right.


Once he had drained the cup, he held out his bandaged hands,
and grit his teeth against the inevitable pain of unwrapping. Except that pain
never exactly came. It still hurt a lot, but it lacked the bone-jarring
intensity of the previous days. “Did you up the dose of the pain-killers?” he
asked as Siebert began removing the final layer of gauze to expose the healing
poultices.


Siebert gave him a sharp glance. “No,” he said slowly, as he
peeled one of the poultices away.


Both Gourry and Siebert stared at the exposed stump. Yesterday,
fragile scabs had torn away along with the poultice, and the remains of his
finger looked like raw meat weeping blood. Today, a thick brown scab reminded
him too much of the dead flesh that Siebert had removed. Siebert quickly
exposed the remaining stumps, only to find the same thing.


“How—” Gourry started, and then he bit it off and glared in
Lina’s direction.


“She cast Recovery?” Siebert asked quietly, following Gourry’s
gaze.


“I didn’t notice her doing it,” Gourry said slowly, trying
to recall if he had felt the sensation of flesh knitting itself back together,
but all he could remember was the pain of holding Lina while she purged
poisoned memories.


Siebert grunted noncommittally, and lightly re-bandaged the
stumps before he moved on to examine the ribs. “Well,” he said after a moment. “Looks
like the bones are well-knit at this point. And the fingers are doing well,
too. As long as you take it easy over the next couple days, I’d imagine that as
soon as the mourning period is over, you’ll be good enough to step out on the
practice field again …”


The mourning period. He was, of course, referring to the
period following the death and burial of the lady of the Keep. Gisella. Stranger
like and not like the mother he remembered. He found that he could not mourn
her death. Monara had asked him if he had any requests as to the disposition of
the body. He had none, save to ask for the dagger she had held when he saw her
laid out, the dagger with the device both like and unlike his family’s crest. Not
because he wanted a memento, but because he thought Lina might be able to
identify it, and perhaps it would provide answers. Which reminded him …


“Siebert,” Gourry said abruptly, interrupting the old healer’s
rambling monologue. “You said you’d heard about what happened to Gabriev Keep.”
When Siebert nodded, Gourry pressed on. “What did you hear?”


Siebert glanced over at Lina, before looking Gourry square
in the eye. “I’ve heard the servants whispering. I’ve heard the Lady’s version
of the destruction.” He paused, and gripped the back of a chair. “But that’s
not the same as the story I heard a few years ago. I’m not saying that I
believe it … I’d hoped it was just a garbled rumor, until you kind of
confirmed it … but I’d heard that one of the Five Great Sages had ripped
apart a small keep looking for the Sword of Light. Something about it falling
into the hands of evil …”


Gourry let out the breath he had not realized he was
holding. Siebert clapped him on the shoulder. “Get some rest, Gourry. I’ll
bring up more food in a couple hours.”


Once Siebert left the room, Gourry picked up the main-gauche
leaning next to his sword, experimenting with his grip, and hissing as the hilt
jarred his healing fingers. A few days of rest, and he would be able to step
back on the practice field. He had a lot of work ahead of him: new grips to
learn, a body woefully out of shape to recondition. As much as it pained him to
remain here, to receive deferential treatment from those who consistently
called him ‘Lord Gabriev,’ even though he had asked them repeatedly to just
call him Gourry, to hear their fond stories of Gisella … and their
whispered venomous comments about Lina … He could keep Lina safe from the
servants. They would tolerate her for his sake, if nothing else. But once he
was fit again … then he was going to get them the hell away from this crazy
place.


As Gourry slipped back into the bed with Lina, he once again
examined her too-pale hair, twining strands around his fingers. He slept
fitfully that night, dreaming of a tall imposing man dressed in red, with
ruby-red eyes, who laughed as explosion after explosion rocked the landscape,
leaving Gabriev Keep a burned-out husk behind him.


**********************


It was the smell of food that woke her. Fresh roasted
chicken … seasoned vegetables … piping hot bread straight from the oven
… Lina’s stomach felt like a gaping cavern, aching to be filled. With a
groan, she pushed herself upright, following her nose because it was almost too
much effort to open her eyes. If not for her stomach, she would still be
blissfully sleeping.


“I thought the food would bring you around,” an amused male
voice stated.


Lina forced eyes open. “Siebert?” she asked groggily around
a yawn.


He smiled at her like an indulgent father. “Hungry?”


“Starved!” Lina staggered the few steps from the bed to the
table, reaching for a slice of bread to cram into her mouth. Her eyes slid shut
as she blissfully chewed for all of two seconds before wolfing it down and
reaching for more. She was halfway through her fourth piece and about to start
in on the chicken when she noticed something. “Where’s Gourry?” she asked
around a mouthful of food.


“Practice field,” Siebert replied with a shrug.


Lina took a breath to ask another question as she continued
to shovel food in her mouth.


“Look,” Siebert cut her off, looking slightly ill. “Talk or
eat.”


With a shrug of her own, Lina applied herself to polishing
off the rest of the meal, and after sighing lustily and wiping her mouth, she
leaned back in her chair, feeling closer to normal than she had in … “How
long?” she asked first.


“Two weeks,” he replied. “Gourry said you woke up once about
four days ago. Do you remember?”


“Two weeks?” Lina echoed incredulously. That long? Okay,
sure, she had sucked her reserves dry, been going on little sleep and less food
… plus she had been attacked and sliced to ribbons … But still …


Siebert leaned forward, gripping her arm to make sure he had
her attention. “Lina. Do you remember anything from the past two weeks?” There
was an intensity about the question that she did not associate with Siebert,
and that earned him her full attention far more quickly than his hand on her
arm.


She shook her head slowly, not in denial, but just trying to
sort through her most recent memories. Gourry fighting Erik … Ryan holding
his hand out to Shella … Monara promising them anything they wanted … waking
up to the feel of Gourry running his hands through her hair … Gourry’s
hands … Everything came back in a flood, including—especially—those
memories she had locked away so long ago. Again, that raw feeling of being
sundered … violation and vulnerability … She doubted she would ever
forget again, wondered how she could live with the memory. Wondered if it would
rise up when Gourry touched her … Lina swallowed hard and shook her head
sharply this time, seizing upon another memory, more recent, and the anger it
kindled within her. “You amputated his fingers,” she purred malevolently at
Seibert. “Why?”


“Have you ever heard of St. Anthony’s Fire?” Siebert asked
as he released his grip on her arm. “According to Gourry, the only thing
Gisella allowed him to eat was rye bread. The rye was infected, and it led to
dry rot in his fingers.”


“Right,” Lina said slowly. “Lose the fingers now, or lose
the hands latter,” she added bitterly.


“He’s nearly healed,” Siebert pointed out. “Enough to start
relearning the sword …”


“With only three fingers on each hand?” Lina shot back,
slamming her hands down on the table and half-standing. “Gourry’s good, but
that’s like asking the impossible. We need to get him to a priest or shrine
maiden, so he can—”


“He’s not strong enough yet for that kind of high-level
Recovery,” Siebert returned with heat. “You subject him to travel in his
current state, and then ask his body to give the kind of energy required for
that level of healing? It would kill him. He needs to rebuild his stamina,”
Siebert continued more calmly. “Then you can go off to see if you can find a
skilled enough priest … and if you can meet the price …” Siebert
gripped Lina’s arm once again, this time in an attempt to provide reassurance. “And
if you’d seen Gourry on the practice field with a sword in his hand, you’d
understand. As long as he can grip a sword, I don’t think anything is
impossible for him.”


Lina slumped back down into her chair, feeling suddenly
exhausted, as her mind tried to deal with this new information, to slot the
puzzle pieces into their proper positions. “Gisella? You mean Gourry’s mother—”
she broke off abruptly. A trap. Yes, it had all been an elaborate trap. For
her. For him. The hair in the main-gauche that had suddenly and mysteriously shown
up … bait for the trap. The offered exchange: her in return for Gourry’s
mother. She had been aware of how well the trap had been tailored to keep her
chained, but she had failed to consider the other aspect that had been designed
to cage Gourry. So that was what Erik had meant when he told her Gourry was in
the care of his mother.


“Lina,” Siebert interrupted her thoughts, his grip on her
arm tightening. “Lady Gabriev … Gourry’s mother …” He closed his eyes
briefly and sighed. “Her name was Lisielle,” he said softly with an air of
reverence and regret.


Lisielle. Gisella. They were close … but not exactly the
same … She gently removed her arm from Siebert’s grasp and steepled her
fingers under her chin, closing her eyes to see if she could discern the larger
pattern. Gisella was part of the trap … but required controlling …
Lucilla’s task … Lina sighed in disgust. Too many pieces were still
missing. And she was still so tired …


She opened her eyes, planning to make her excuses to Siebert
before toppling back into bed for more sleep. He was staring at her intently,
considering. When he saw the questioning quirk in her eyebrow, he paused, took
a deep breath as if to say something, then fell silent again.


“What?” Lina asked suspiciously. “What else is there?”


“Gourry doesn’t know this. I felt it wasn’t my place to say.”
He studied his hands, folded and resting on the table, before meeting her eyes.
“But I think you should know.”


“Just spit it out already,” Lina said impatiently. “Enough
with the melodrama.”


“You were pregnant, Lina,” he said simply.


“Were … how … what … How—” She had great
difficulty getting her brain to work properly after that little pronouncement,
let alone coordinating speech.


“The usual way, I’d suppose,” Siebert deadpanned.


“That’s not what I meant!” Lina snapped, her annoyance
freeing her tongue, while her thoughts raced at a whirlwind pace. “How do you
know? And what do you mean, ‘were’?” Without consciously realizing that she was
doing so, she placed her hand protectively over her belly.


“I know because I’ve been trained to recognize the
difference between a heavy menstrual flow and a miscarriage,” he replied,
answering both questions. “When the bleeding actually transitioned to
hemorrhaging, I was sure.”


Lina remembered the cramps she had felt that last day
hanging in Erik’s dungeon and how they had felt different from her normal
cycle. “You didn’t tell Gourry. Why tell me?”


“I almost didn’t,” he admitted. “Had it been a normal
miscarriage, I probably wouldn’t have said anything. Most pregnancies end in
early miscarriage, and women don’t even realize, maybe thinking that their
cycle was a bit later and heavier than usual …” he trailed off with a
shrug. “But you being you, of course you can’t have a normal miscarriage, can
you?”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Lina demanded indignantly.


“Sorry,” Siebert apologized as he rubbed at his eyes with
thumb and forefinger. “I just can’t believe the amount of trouble you two get
into.”


Lina snorted. “Trouble? This was nothing, really.”


“I’ve heard the stories,” he shot back. “Dead is dead, Lina.
Whether it’s a poisoned knife, a rock to the head, heavy blood loss, or
Ruby-Eyed Shabranigdu destroying your physical body!” He took a deep breath and
continued more calmly. “Gourry doesn’t know how close you came to dying this
time,” he said softly. “I was keeping him under heavy sedation because of his
fingers.” He paused again. “You two are keeping me on my toes, that’s for sure,”
he said with a weak attempt at a smile.


“Why did you tell me?” Lina repeated her earlier question.


Siebert was silent for a long time. “Gourry told me about
the other time he saw your hair white,” he said finally. “I don’t treat a lot
of sorceresses, but I do know that something is not right with your body right
now. It’s more than exhaustion. More than the sum of various things you’ve
suffered of late.” He paused again. “I told you so that you would understand.”


Lina considered what he said, and also what he left unsaid. “Do
you think I’ll recover?” She held her breath, waiting for his answer.


“Honestly? I don’t know, Lina,” he said with a heavy sigh. “I
really don’t know.”


**********************


He was supposed to be sparring on the practice field. The
plan was to sharpen his skills by testing himself against the others. Unfortunately,
it ended up turning out quite differently than he expected. The few guards who
had chosen to remain in Deremar’s employ were no match for him, even in his
current state. Even lacking the fingers to make a proper grip. The only one who
came close to providing a challenge was Jeral, Monara’s page. A young boy with
a great deal of raw talent, who was untrained, and at best, about one quarter
Gourry’s size.


So, instead of sparring, he was teaching.


They had started with the basics. First they had learned the
proper beginner stances, and the exercises necessary to strengthen the muscles
required to hold a warrior in the proper stance. Now, they were moving on to
grips. Gourry moved back and forth among his students, repositioning hands and
fingers around the ‘hilts’ of the wooden practice rods they used: four guards;
eight men and two women from Fenwic, the village that stood in the shadow of
Deremar’s keep; and Jeral. Once he was satisfied with their grips, he slid into
his own stance, wrapping his hands around his own practice rod, and challenged
them to disarm him. He was particularly proud of this exercise. Not only was it
providing opportune defensive training for his students, but it was also making
him learn the strengths—and limits—of his own new grip. So far, none of them
had been able to disarm him … and after he sent the fifth ‘sword’ flying
from the hands of one of his students, he realized that today would probably be
no different.


With a sigh, Gourry raked his fingers through his hair, more
out of habit than out of necessity. He had asked one of the servants to even it
up and remove the singed portions, so his hair was much shorter now than he was
accustomed. It was a sad statement that the villagers had come closer to
disarming him than the guards, who were supposedly ‘professional’ soldiers. Altering
the drill slightly, he had them break up into pairs, instructing one of the
partners to use the proper grip, and the other to use only a four-fingered
grip, hoping that they would better be able to recognize the inherent
weaknesses if they practiced against someone of more similar skill. He circled
around them, instructing, correcting, suggesting, testing. Finally, when the
sun was at its zenith, he called for a halt, and watched as his students gratefully
made their way to the water barrels at the edge of the field.


They were making progress, albeit slowly. What was
frustrating was the feeling that his own progress was just as slow. While his
students drank their water and chatted companionably, Gourry picked up his
sword, and tested his skills against one of the wooden practice dummies he had
constructed. Slash. Change direction. Thrust. Change pattern. Slice. Each blow
against the wooden dummy jolted the hilt in his hand, and he felt the strain in
his remaining fingers, felt the pain radiating up through his hand when hilt
jarred still-tender stump. Still he pushed himself, forcing himself to alter
his swing, alter his patterns, until he could be certain he understood all the
changes in his grip, until he understood how to compensate for missing fingers.
He changed his pattern again to strike a blow that should cleave the dummy in
two, only to find half-way through the swing that his fingers lacked the
strength to translate power from arm into sword. He snarled in frustration,
staring first at the sword that had only sliced halfway through the dummy, and
then at his maimed hands, irrationally thinking of them as traitors to his
skill. It hardly mattered if he could prevent someone else from disarming him
if his own blows could cause him to lose his grip.


After staring at the sword lodged deeply within the practice
dummy for a long moment, Gourry sighed, braced himself to jerk it out, and
joined his students for much needed water. Jeral wordlessly handed him a full
dipper, his eyes gleaming with admiration.


Gourry quickly swallowed what was in the dipper, wiping his
mouth with the back of his hand. “Honestly, Jeral,” he chided as he shook his
head. “That wasn’t all that impressive.” No. Not impressive at all.


Jeral shrugged. “I don’t think Erik could have reduced a
practice dummy to so much kindling,” he said as he pulled a larger woodchip off
Gourry’s tunic. “Not even Lady Gabriev could do as much.” His eyes took on a
far-away quality, as he stared at nothing.


Gourry hid a grimace behind the water dipper. Jeral
delighted in comparing his style to that of Gisella. He was young enough to be
impressed by superior skill. Talented enough to recognize it. Gourry thought
that with proper training, Jeral could be impressive some day. Not as good as
Gourry had been before losing fingers, but good enough for most situations. He
set the dipper down and pulled out a soft cloth and whetstone to take care of
his blade.


“You don’t like her,” Jeral said quietly. “Do you?”


“Did you like Erik?” Gourry asked, just loud enough to be
heard over the rasp of whetstone on his blade. He already knew the answer; he
just hoped it was enough to change the subject.


“No. And I never understood why she put up with him.” Jeral
hunkered down, watching Gourry intently.


The silence stretched out between them, until Gourry pulled
out a small flask of oil and very carefully started coating his blade.


“Why do you oil a steel blade?” Jeral asked curiously. I
understand using oil to prevent rust, but …”


Gourry glanced up from his sword and smiled. And then he
patiently began explaining his maintenance ritual. As he watched Jeral
absorbing his words, he remembered himself as a young boy, watching the Master
of the Guards caring for his weapon, and asking a similar question. His smile
faded as he remembered the Keep in all its glory, and felt a very rare pang of
homesickness. For several years now, ‘home’ had been wherever Lina was. He
would happily follow her to the ends of the earth—he had already done so, in
fact. But it would be nice to have a place of their own, a place where they
could do things on their own schedule.


He shook his head, dismissing such thoughts. His place was
with Lina; that was home enough. He squinted as he glanced again up at the sun.
He had just enough time for a quick lunch before his afternoon students started
showing up. Not only could no one match him in skill, they also lacked both the
stamina he needed and the time to take away from their own tasks, so he had
divided his students into morning and afternoon classes. It was easier
instructing smaller groups anyways.


Between the time he spent with his students and his own
personal exercises, the afternoon passed quickly. He hoped that Lina was awake
as he made his way to Deremar’s keep. As much as he wanted to be with her, she still
spent most of her days asleep, and watching her inch her way back to health was
driving him to distraction. At least on the practice field he was too focused
on training to worry about her. Siebert had told him to give her time. He
reminded himself of that every time he was confronted with her obvious lack of
progress.


He made a brief stop by the kitchens to ask the cook to have
a meal sent up. Just outside the door, he took a moment to center himself. Every
day, he found himself hoping that today would be the day she would be back to
her normal self. Every day he had been disappointed. But Lina did not need to
know that. After taking a deep breath, he turned the doorknob and pushed the
door open.


“Um, Lina?” Gourry asked slowly as he walked into their
room, not sure if he should be shocked, delighted, or very very scared.


“Yeah, Gourry?” she replied in a distracted tone.


“What are you doing?”


Lina stopped craning to look over her shoulder and gave him
a quick glance. “Putting on a dress?” she asked in response, turning to present
her back to him. He could see the row of tiny little buttons that she had been
attempting to fasten.


Shock and delighted continued to fight it out as he moved
over to her, answering her unspoken request for help. “And why are you trying
to put on a dress like this by yourself?” he asked, as he fastened the buttons
that she had been unable to reach. The dress had a low-cut square back that
rested just below her shoulder blades, exposing a great deal more flesh than
was Lina’s custom.


She twirled around to face him just as he starting running a
finger lightly up her spine. Her head was cocked slightly to one side and her
hands rested on her hips as she considered. “You think I should have asked the
servants to help me?” she finally asked, her eyes snapping.


Swearing silently, Gourry seized upon the first thing he
could think of to distract her. “Where’d you get the dress—dresses,” he amended
quickly after seeing the rumpled pile on the bed. He doubted that such a weak
attempt to change the subject would work, but he hoped at least it would buy
him some time, while he tried to figure out his own reaction. There was no
doubt that her words were a challenge, and it was equally clear she had learned
about the servants’ prejudices.


“Monara gave them to me,” she said shortly, and for half an
instant, Gourry thought he had bought the time he needed. Until she continued
in a sickeningly sweet tone, “because the servants decided to destroy my
clothes.”


“Because of Gisella,” he said bitterly, fighting against the
rising flood of helplessness, remembering how weak and trapped he had been,
listening to her repeated stories of Lina torturing those unfortunate enough to
survive the initial assault on Gabriev Keep, her insistence that Lina had
somehow twisted him, brainwashed him, perverted him to believe she was innocent
of the crimes Gisella laid at her feet.


“Because of Gisella,” Lina echoed, in a monotone, all
emotion drained from her voice. She took one step toward one of the
over-stuffed chairs, and nearly tripped over her hem. He watched her as she
swore under her breath before carefully lifting her skirts and moving with
cautious deliberation.


The dress suited her, flattering her figure and making her
look far more like a woman rather than some scrawny kid. The bodice was somehow
both tastefully and suggestively low-cut—just barely exposing the swell of her
breasts. She was beautiful. Desirable. And clueless about how to move in heavy
court attire. Under normal circumstances, he probably would have been torn
between the desire either to help her properly arrange her skirts to sit
comfortably, or to help her out of the dress. Instead, he struggled against a
growing anger as the silence stretched out and she deliberately avoided looking
at him, withdrawing into herself.


Two steps closed the distance between them. Before she could
so much as gasp, he had grabbed her by the forearms and yanked her up out of
her chair. “Don’t shut me out,” he growled. “You don’t know what it was like,
being locked with her in that room.” His eyes flicked in the general direction
of the inn. “Day after day, until time had no meaning. Listening to her spin a
story of horror that painted the woman I love as a cruel inhuman monster who
feasted on pain and suffering. Slowly losing my grip on what was real and what
was not—” He broke off and took a deep breath, letting go of her arms and
sinking to his knees. “Don’t shut me out, Lina,” he repeated raggedly.


Her hands snaked around his neck, drawing his face toward
hers so that their foreheads touched. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly,
soothingly. “I wasn’t trying to shut you out.” She closed her eyes momentarily,
before taking her own deep breath and continuing. “I hadn’t realized, until
just a moment ago, how painful it must have been to be with Gisella.” She
placed a finger over his lips to forestall him when he took a breath to
respond. “I don’t know if you remember the day I asked you about your title… you were so upset … out of control …” She shuddered. “I just … I
didn’t want to push you … to remember … because it was too painful.” She
suddenly slumped against him. “I understand now,” she whispered weakly, “why
you wouldn’t want to remember …”


Gourry tightened his arms around her, as relief shifted
quickly to concern. Her complexion had turned ashen, and she was trembling with
the effort to stay upright. Concern quickly flashed back to anger he controlled
with an effort. “Our dinner should be here in a few minutes,” he said as he
swept her up in his arms and carried her to the bed, carelessly sweeping all
the dresses onto the floor.


White. So white. Hair. Skin. Even her lips had drained of
color. After he tucked a heavy quilt around her, he rummaged in his pack and
pulled out some emergency rations: thick bars of chocolate that had all the
flavor of thin gruel.


Lina grimaced in distaste when he offered her a block from
the ration, but she started gnawing on it without comment under his watchful
eye. Lina might love chocolate, but not the kind they made into rations. She
had just finished the piece when a knock on their door announced the arrival of
their dinner.


“Thank the gods,” Lina muttered with a ghostly semblance of
her normal fiery attitude as Gourry quickly relieved the servant of a heavily
laden dinner tray. As he dropped the tray on a table and dragged it over to the
bed, her nose started quivering ever so slightly, and she stared at the food
with a predatory gleam in her eye.


As they ate, the color slowly returned to her face, and she
seemed to recover some of her energy. By the end of the meal, he was relieved
to note that there was a definite hint of color in her hair.


“I so needed that,” she said with a lusty sigh, leaning back
in the bed. “Now there’s only one problem.”


“Only one problem?” he asked, raising one eyebrow.


A look of disgust passed over her face. “Well, at least I
understand now why ladies eat so daintily. They’d bust their dresses,
otherwise.”


Gourry started to laugh.


Lina’s eyes narrowed. “I’m serious, Gourry! Help me out of
this thing!”


“Gladly, Mi’lady,” he purred as he traced the neckline of
her gown with his finger.


**********************


For the thousandth time in the past three days, Lina wished she
could move through the keep undetected. She was tired of the snide looks and
the open hostility. Tired of the elbows and broomsticks, and other hard pointy
objects that were ‘accidentally’ jabbed at her. Tired of having only one decent
meal a day—the dinner she ate with Gourry in the evening. She supposed if she
woke up earlier, she could share the generous—and properly flavored—breakfast
that was always delivered to him … and as much as she was not a morning
person, she would have done it for the chance to eat properly, except for the
fact that she still seemed to need about twenty hours of sleep a day. The lack
of enough food was dramatically slowing down her recovery, but even so, she
should be near full strength by this point instead of still struggling towards half
strength.


And that was the problem. Under normal circumstances, Lina
would have quickly dealt with the servants. They could hate her all they wanted
as long as they treated her as the guest she was. Unfortunately, she lacked
both strength and energy necessary for a battle of wills. Not to mention the
fact that almost all her attempts at magic the past few days had resulted in
her losing control, turning her body into a conduit for flames that rolled off
her flesh indiscriminately. She was perfectly willing to bully the servants. Burning
them into a crisp, though … not something she was willing to do,
particularly after hearing the stories Lady Gabriev had told about her.


She ruthlessly clamped down on the thought that she might
not recover, refusing to consider the possibility seriously. Although she still
needed a prodigious amount of sleep, she was able to stay awake a little longer
each day. It was the lack of food and the acid environment that combined to
slow improvement. The petty things the servants did to make her life a living
hell were pushing her already volatile temper close to the breaking point,
straining the control she barely maintained. There were only two things that
were keeping her sane: Gourry, and oddly enough, Deremar.


Aside from Monara and the girl who had given her the bronze
rod—although Lina had not seen her since—he was the only other person in the
Keep who treated her with any level of decency … or rather, he seemed not
to care about Gisella’s accusations. She supposed she could hardly call his
frequent double entendres ‘decent.’ He certainly fell into an interesting
category: mostly harmless pervert, who knew more about ancient lore and legends
than any person she had ever encountered in all her travels.


It had been the day after Monara had given her Lucilla’s
clothes. After eating a barely adequate breakfast, she had spent her time
trying to find a gown she could get into without assistance. As she calculated
the yards and yards of fabric that went into just one of the dresses, Lina was
quite happy that the clothes had been free gifts. She would never spend that
much money on clothes. In spite of the fantasy of dressing like a princess that
she had often entertained, now that she was actually wearing them she realized
that nobles’ clothing was just so impractical! It limited mobility in several
ways: it was incredibly heavy—she understood at least part of Gourry’s
complaint at carrying Lucilla—and since the long skirts were designed to sweep
the floor, if Lina tried to take a ‘normal’ step, she ended up tripping on the
fabric. She had found that it was most efficient to ‘glide,’ just barely
lifting her foot of the ground and pushing it forward, which moved assorted
layers of skirts out of her way as well. Unfortunately, it made her legs cramp
up something vicious.


Perhaps it had been a foolish decision to practice her new
glide-step walking outside of the confines of her room. Honestly, she was
feeling rather stir-crazy. After being stuck in a cell for gods knew how long,
then stuck in this room for more time than she liked to think, Lina felt a
craving for new scenery that over-powered any driving urge to rest and recover
strength. Although Monara had told her how the servants felt about her, she had
been unprepared for their open hostility and venomous whispered comments. She
had never been the target of so much unmitigated hatred. People had certainly
been angry with her, but there was something clean about anger, whereas
here the malevolence sucked at her, leaving her feeling somewhat tainted.


Finally, she had reached the point where she thought that if
she had one more encounter with the servants of Deremar’s Keep, she would
probably not be able to restrain herself from wreaking violence on an
unprecedented level—something she knew would be a very bad idea for several
reasons. So when she heard the footsteps approaching her, she had ducked behind
the first door she saw, hoping she would find herself in some abandoned room.


Instead, she found herself in the most impressive personal
library she had ever seen. The sheer number of volumes came close to rivaling
the size of collections held by Sorcerers’ Guilds in most average size towns. Like
a moth to a flame, Lina forgot that she was trying to hide from servants and
drifted over to the closest shelf to peruse the contents.


Even now, Lina was not quite sure what she had expected. But
never in her wildest dreams would she have thought she would find so many rare
texts devoted to magic and ancient lore. She had trailed her fingers over the
spines of leather-bound tomes, her lips moving as she read the titles, some
familiar to her, and others not. It had been such a shock when she had found a
copy of the Grimoire of Lei Magnus, one of the few forbidden texts
possessed by the Sorcerers’ Guild of Zefielia. The fact that it was forbidden
had not stopped her from sneaking in just to take a peek … the little she
had been able to glean in her limited time with the book had resulted in the
Gigaslave … She had been barely cognizant of her surroundings as she pulled
the volume off the shelf and started reading, drifting over to a comfortable
chair.


She had completely lost track of time, but it had been long
enough for her to read through about a third of the book when she heard the
quiet snick of a door closing. She had flushed guiltily, feeling for all the
world like an errant child, before she remembered where she was, and then she
had prepared herself for another confrontation with one of the servants. Instead,
she had looked up to see the elusive lord of the Keep. His glance had flicked
from the empty slot on the shelf to the heavy book in her lap, and with a mild
comment about the instructive nature of the text she was reading, he had
selected his own book and sat down to read in a chair on the other side of the
room. After staring at him incredulously for a moment, she had shrugged and
gone back to reading. She had spent the majority of her waking hours here
since.


Today, as she opened the door to the library, her nose was
greeted with quite the surprise. Her eyes widened as she surveyed the feast
laid out on one of the worktables. “What’s the occasion,” she asked as she
glided over. Her mouth was watering, and she eyed the food with undisguised
avarice.


“Just something to whet the appetite,” Deremar responded,
with slight emphasis on the last word. His eyes raked over her. “You need more
flesh on those bones,” he added critically.


Lina waved a hand dismissively at his comment, pointedly
ignoring both words and glance as she seated herself and blissfully sank her
teeth into a crisp red apple. She had learned not to bristle at his frequent
double entendres and openly lewd remarks. Oh, there was no doubt about his
interest in sex. He had waxed poetic discussing Lucilla’s skill in bed, and had
even offered to give her a few pointers. Lina felt herself blushing at the
memory, partially in anger, partially from embarrassment. But despite his
fixation, she never felt threatened by him. And she had to admit, his
conversation was most instructive, on multiple levels. She had learned
quite a bit in the past few days, almost enough for her to understand the
design of the snare to capture her and Gourry, and also why it had ultimately
failed.


Deremar was the Lord, but not by birth. He had been a very
successful merchant whose sole interest was buying books for his own personal
collection. At his sister Monara’s urgings, he had bought his way into the
nobility, acquiring a minor title and this keep. His only motivation had been a
safe and secure place to house his precious books. Monara’s motivation, on the
other hand, had been to increase her social standing. She had parlayed her
brother’s status to maneuver herself into marriage with an older lord who was
having difficulty finding a woman to serve as step-mother to his beloved
daughter. Lina snorted to herself. She could easily imagine that Lucilla had
wrapped her father around her little finger. When the old lord had died, Monara
had attempted to rule, but apparently there had been a coup by some distant
relative, and she and Lucilla had fled to Deremar for sanctuary. Once firmly
established in her brother’s keep, Monara had set herself up as the Lady of the
Keep. As far as Deremar was concerned, if it kept her happy and out of his
hair, she could run the Keep. Between his books and the company of Lucilla, he
had all his needs covered …


When the woman calling herself Lady Gisella Gabriev showed
up in Fenwic, accompanied by her bodyguard, Erik Umkehrt, Monara had extended
hospitality, and somehow convinced Deremar and Gisella to marry. Gisella agreed
under one condition: the marriage would be one in name only. She spent her days
at the Keep, but she kept her own room—specifically decorated to her design—at
the inn, where she spent her nights. Monara had hoped the marriage would
increase Deremar’s—and thus her own—status. She had practically drooled over
the prospect of marrying Lucilla to Gisella’s missing son.


Things had started to go wrong for her at that point. First
Gisella had taken over as Lady of the Keep. For the most part, Monara had
commanded the servants of the Keep. They obeyed, and she was content with that.
Until she saw how they treated Lady Gabriev, and how she treated them. Although
a few servants remained loyal to Monara, her page Jeral being one, all were
enraptured by Lady Gabriev. They grudgingly obeyed Monara. They loved and
respected Gisella.


Then, Lucilla had fallen in love with Erik. She was so
devoted to him, she had done anything he requested. Soon, Erik was the unspoken
power in the Keep. He could get nearly anything he wanted, simply by offering
Lucilla’s company. Gisella had the loyalty of the servants, and Erik had
control of the majority of the operating expenses of the Keep. Deremar had
watched things unfold, although he had no desire to intervene. As long as he
could still purchase books for his collection and share his bed with nubile
young girls, he could care less who dealt with the day-to-day minutiae.


It explained a lot. Not everything, but a lot. Both Erik and
Gisella had wanted to separate her and Gourry. Both Gisella and Lucilla had
wanted her dead. Erik had wanted Gourry dead. Lina wondered if it had been Erik
who had arranged for the tainted rye Gourry had eaten. She also wondered if
Gisella had realized what she was doing to her ‘son.’ Maybe, maybe not. Gisella.
Erik. Lucilla. Three people sharing mutual goals that allowed them to act in
concert in some respects. But they also worked at cross-purposes where their
objectives did not overlap.


“I’ve never seen anyone enjoy their food as much as you do,
Lina,” Deremar commented when she was about half-way through the meal. “It’s
almost obscene.” He leaned forward, conspiratorially. “Which would you say you
enjoy more? Food or sex?”


Lina paused in mid-bite, considering the question.


“Never mind,” Deremar muttered in disgust, leaning back in
his chair. “I’m going to have to talk to that young man of yours,” he groused
under his breath.


Lina gave him an acid look, as she resumed eating. “Leave
Gourry alone,” she said firmly between bites. Sad as it was, having more than
one decent meal a day was a luxury she was not going to allow him to spoil.


“How about food and sex?” he suggested slyly. “Or
rather, food with sex?”


It took all her willpower to swallow the food in her mouth
instead of choking on it. She had the sudden very vivid image of
drizzling warm honey on certain parts of Gourry’s anatomy and then … Her
face flushed and she had to hold her breath against the sudden wave of desire
that rushed through her, settling low in her belly.


“I’d offer a demonstration,” he continued in that same sly
tone, “but it seems you’re not having any trouble visualizing.”


Lina glared at him while she struggled to pull herself
together. If not for the fact that she knew she would never make it down to the
practice field without collapsing, she would have already been on her way to
find Gourry. Her lack of energy was a definite problem. There had been that
evening a few days ago when he had first helped her out of her dress … Just
his hands running over her shoulders and down her back had her awash in sensual
pleasure and yearning for more. Unfortunately, even before she was half-way
undressed, she was fighting a losing battle against an overpowering desire to
go back to sleep. The struggle between competing physical demands had brought
her to the verge of tears, and of course when Gourry noticed, his demeanor had
completely changed from aroused predatory male to nurturing protective male.


“Now Lucilla was a different story,” Deremar mused, his eyes
taking on a faraway look. “In spite of her naturally adventurous nature, I
never could convince her to—” He broke off abruptly when a bread basket
suddenly hit him right between the eyes.


“I. Don’t. Want. To. Hear. About. Her.” Lina bit out
slowly, gripping the table so tightly her knuckles were turning white. She was
afraid that if she let go, she would throw something else, and the only other
things close to hand were heavy pieces of cutlery, porcelain plates, or large
serving dishes, all of which were certain to cause injury. And even if she was
seething with anger, she did like Deremar. Seriously hurting him was not on her
list of things to do, today.


The silence stretched out as Deremar slowly put the empty
bread basket back on the table. All traces of lecherous joviality had faded,
and he looked at her with open concern. “You really do like your food, don’t
you?” he commented when she channeled her anger into cutting up her steak into
tiny pieces.


Lina quirked an eyebrow in question.


“I mean, of all the non-lethal objects you could have thrown
at me, you pick the bread basket. An apple could have done quite nicely as well
to get your point across, you know.” He picked up an apple off the fruit tray,
tossed it up a few times, and then bit into it. “So what’s got you all hot and
bothered about Lucilla today?” he asked as he crunched a mouthful of apple.


“I’m not ‘all hot and bothered,’” Lina retorted,
attacking her steak even more vigorously. “I’m just—” she broke off abruptly as
the plate cracked in two under the pressure of her knife.


It was Deremar’s turn to raise an eyebrow as he glanced
knowingly at her plate, but he wisely kept his silence and worked on his apple
while Lina focused her full attention on the steak, taking great satisfaction
in rending and tearing it with her teeth.


When she finally pushed back from the table, she felt
simultaneously energized and drained. Her body wanted to sit and digest, maybe
even take a nap. Her mind thought that she should be up and moving, doing something—anything—to
distract her from Lucilla’s last taunt.


Okay, maybe she was hot and bothered. Whether Lucilla had
been lying or not, the thought of that girl in bed with Gourry … Oh, Lina
was pretty sure Gourry would never knowingly sleep with Lucilla, and it had
been easy to brush off the girl’s comment at the time as catty jealousy.


That was before Gourry had told her about losing his grip on
reality. Before she had heard Deremar wax poetic about her skills in bed. Now,
it was all too believable that Lucilla had crept into Gourry’s bed and …


“What was that about killing her slowly?” Deremar
interrupted her train of thought.


“What?” Lina asked, trying to pick up the thread of the
conversation.


“You said something about killing her if …” he trailed
off, and then suddenly smacked his fist into the palm of his hand. “Ah! So you’re
the possessive type, aren’t you, Lina?” he announced triumphantly.


Lina’s eyes narrowed. “What, exactly, are we talking
about?”


“Well,” he drawled, “my guess is that we’re talking about
Lucilla and Gabriev.”


Lina flinched.


“Looks like I guessed right!” he crowed.


Once again, Lina found herself clamping down—hard—on
the urge to give into her violent impulses and throw things. “So,” she said in
a deceptively mild voice, “what do you know about Lucilla and Gourry?”


“Let’s see,” he replied in that same infuriating slow tone. “Gisella
had Lucilla convinced that Gourry would marry her.”


Lina nodded, waving her hand impatiently. That pretty much
fit with what she had already guessed.


“That doesn’t surprise you?” Deremar asked, looking more
than a bit surprised himself.


“No,” Lina answered. “Gourry heard two guys talking in a
public bath. One guy said he thought you’d sacrificed Lucilla in some demonic
ritual. The other guy thought she was marrying some Elmekian noble.”


Deremar grunted in response. “I don’t know where they got
the ‘demonic ritual’ part of it—”


“They probably saw your antechamber,” Lina interrupted with
a snort.


“That was Monara’s choice of décor,” Deremar shot back, “not
mine.”


“Really?” Lina asked, violent impulses and impatience
forgotten. In the three days that she had been visiting Deremar, they had
talked about many things. So far, nothing had fazed him. She was
surprised to find that he also had his sore points, and she filed that piece of
information for future reference.


“Do you have any idea how much she paid for that tasteless
crap?” he demanded indignantly. “I’d been saving those funds to buy a rare copy
of Inner Workings of the Monstrous Mind!”


“It’s not a very accurate book, you know,” Lina pointed out
reasonably. Apparently Deremar cared at least a little bit about the day-to-day
minutiae, contrary to the impression he had given her the other day.


He gave her a long-suffering look. “That’s beside the
point, Lina. It was reputed to be the original text, in the author’s own
hand. Instead, I got a realistically carved jellyfish! Which would you rather
have?” he demanded, pointing a finger at her. “An autograph copy of Inner
Workings or a jellyfish?”


“Jellyfish,” Lina responded automatically.


Deremar stared at her. Opened his mouth. Closed it again. Took
a deep breath. “The jellyfish,” he repeated flatly.


“Yup,” Lina answered with a grin. “Jellyfish is mine.”


“Care to explain?”


“Nope,” Lina replied and tried valiantly to stifle a huge
yawn. She knew Deremar was confused, but her automatic response had at least
made something clear in her own mind. What really bothered her about the
possibility that Lucilla had slept with Gourry was that the other girl had
taken something of hers. Something incredibly precious. That thought rankled. It
also bothered her that her claim on Gourry was only tacit. She had been unsure
the first time the thought had occurred to her, but now she wanted the wedding.
Not because she thought it would change anything between them, but so the world
would know that Gourry Gabriev belonged to her, to Lina Inverse.


Now if only the jerk would definitively propose, instead of
asking her to boil him eggs or offering her his father’s ring.


Now if only she could get through a day without needing
nearly twenty hours of sleep.


“Sleepy?” Deremar asked, sounding surprised.


“Yeah,” Lina admitted. “A bit.” A lot, actually.


“Even after that lunch?” he pressed, gesturing to the nearly
empty table.


“Yeah. Why?” she asked through yet another huge yawn.


He moved to her side, gripping her elbow and urging her to
stand. “Care to eat the jellyfish?” he asked casually.


“Hmm,” she murmured sleepily as she allowed him to lead her
to one of the alcoves furnished with a couch. As tired as she was, she easily
recognized his attempt to fish for more information. “As long as it’s with
honey,” she said with a smile.


“Honey? With jellyfish?” He tucked a blanket around her as
she curled up on the couch. “You’ve got strange taste, Lina.”


“Hmm,” she murmured again, barely hearing him move off. She
lay in a delicious semi-doze, her mind filled with images of Gourry in various
states of undress and the sweet taste of honey on her tongue.


It felt like only a few moments had passed before she felt
Deremar shaking her shoulder and urging her to wake up. She forced groggy eyes
open, feeling very thirsty. According to the angle of the light, it was near
evening, which meant that her nap had lasted a lot longer than she had
originally thought. “What is it?” she asked in a voice think with sleep.


Deremar thumped the book he was holding with the back of his
hand. “I think I’ve found the solution to your problem,” he said triumphantly.


**********************


Okay. This was not—definitely not—what he had
expected to see when opening the door to the room he shared with Lina.


Gourry stood in the doorway, half in and half out of the
room, wondering if he should back up, close the door and re-open it. Maybe then
he would see something approximating normal. Instead, he shut his eyes firmly,
took a deep breath, and took another look.


The same scene still greeted him.


He had thought nothing about Lina could surprise him more
than walking in to find her putting on a fancy court dress.


Oh, he had been so wrong.


The bed had been shoved into a corner, and most of the
furniture the room boasted was perched precariously on the bed. The large open
space created by this arrangement was mostly covered with a circle about four
feet in diameter, made up of blue and white triangles, surrounded by a larger
circle, also made up of blue and white triangles. Many of the triangles had
some type of rune inscribed upon them. Lina lay in the center of the smaller
circle, curled up on her right side, almost in a fetal position. Her hair and
left foot were all that broke the boundary of the inner circle, which burned
with a bluish translucent fire. The line of the outer circle burned with a
similar flame.


Far more than wondering why, of all things, Lina was lying
in the middle of a burning circle, Gourry wanted to know why she was lying in
the middle of a burning circle without a stitch of clothing.


Instinct urged him to rush in and snatch her to safety—she
was in the middle of burning fire, after all. Long experience warned him that
interrupting Lina in the middle of magic was one of the stupidest things he
could do—far more idiotic than comments about small breasts. With a sigh,
Gourry pulled the door shut behind him, and leaned against the solid wood for a
moment. Edging carefully against the wall, making every effort to avoid
accidentally touching the perimeter of the circle or the dull blue flame, he
moved over to the closest corner where he could sit on the floor and have a bit
of space to stretch his legs. And then he waited for Lina to finish. He hoped
she would be done soon, because he was hungry and the servants would be
bringing up their food any moment. Somehow, he doubted it would be a good idea
for them to walk in on this scene. On the other hand, he was not quite sure it
was a good idea for him to have walked in on this scene, but now that he was
here, there was no way he could leave. Just knowing that she was doing magic in
her current state had him more than a bit agitated. She still had not regained
full strength, and she still needed way more sleep than was decent.


This place had left indelible marks on them both. He stared
at his maimed hands, wondering if he would ever regain even half of his former
skill. Although muscle and stamina were slowly coming back, he still lacked the
strength of grip even to cleave through a wooden dummy. It was a far cry from
his former ability to slice through stone. Before their ordeal, Lina had been
trim and firmly muscled. She was not quite the emaciated skeleton she had been
the day he had confronted Erik, but she was still woefully out of condition. And
as for magic … as far as he knew, this circle was her first real attempt
since the day he had seen her erupt into flames for the second time.


He clenched his hands into fists, ignoring the familiar
pain, and relived again the fury he had felt when he had realized what Erik had
done to Lina. It was not in his nature to be vindictive. But if he had been at
full strength when he faced Erik, he would have made the other man suffer. Pain
and brief humiliation would not have been enough to satisfy the debt owed to
Lina. Instead, Erik had died quickly, and not even by Gourry’s hand, even if it
had been a Gabriev weapon that delivered the blow.


Gourry stared at the main-gauche that leaned in the opposite
corner of the room, alongside his armor and Gisella’s dagger. Lina’s equipment
had disappeared. She knew about her clothes, but he did not yet have the heart
to tell her that her beloved cloak was missing. His gaze flicked between the
main-gauche and Lina’s still form in the center of the circle. She looked like
she was sleeping peacefully.


Enough. Gourry stood up abruptly and edged around the room
to the opposite corner where the main-gauche waited for him. He had put this
off long enough. Oh, he certainly had valid excuses. His concern for Lina had
over-ridden all else, followed by the necessary removal of his fingers and
subsequent recovery … it had been easy to push thoughts of the main-gauche
out of his mind, put it off because now he had to watch over Lina, or work on
the practice field … valid excuses … easy excuses … and that was exactly
what they were: excuses.


With practiced ease, Gourry removed the blade from the
main-gauche and set it aside before upending the hilt. His eyes widened in
surprise at the first object that fell out—so that was where his father’s
signet had gone. He pocketed the ring absently, most of his attention on the
braid of hair that had followed the signet. He let out the breath he had not
realized he was holding, but whether it was in shock or relief, he could not
tell. Three dead strands—two corn-silk blond and one strawberry blond—one
living strand.


An overwhelming sense of loss crashed through him, as he
cradled the intricate braid in his hand. In his mind, he saw again the ruined
hulk of his childhood home, saw raven-picked corpses wearing familiar uniforms
marking them as servants of the Keep, and felt the insane anguish of having
lost everything.


Lina had asked him about the braid, wondering what the point
was. He knew that she had been frustrated with his lack of response, but how
was he supposed to answer the question when he lacked the words to explain
meaning understood on a gut-level. It was tradition passed on for generations
beyond memory, representing the pledge of a family to stand together and
protect that which was valuable: the Sword of Light, certainly, but also each
other. It was a symbol of how much stronger they became when braided and twined
together, rather than standing separately. A ghost of a smile passed his lips
when he remembered how much stronger the Sword of Light had become when it
served as a vehicle for the spells of Lina, Zel, and Amelia.


It was also a symbol of weakness. One death, and strength
became fragility. With the tip of his finger, he gently traced the three
fragile strands as they twined around his own hair. He still remembered the day
he had come of age, and his strand had been woven in. Strands added as children
matured. Strands removed as the old passed on. The job of weaving and reweaving
belonged to the oldest female relative, who would develop her own distinct
pattern—


The thought ended abruptly as Gourry once again traced the
strands, following the pattern and actually recognizing what his eyes were seeing.
Two dead corn-silk strands twisted around each other in a simple rope that then
intertwined with the other two strands. When he had watched his mother weave
the hair together, each strand had been about the same thickness. Now, the hair
of his father and brother together were just barely thicker than his own
strand. And the pattern was too simple and awkward. Instead of flowing together
and around each other, only to separate again, there were gaps where none
should have been.


This was not the strand his mother had braided together when
he had come of age.


He had been so distracted by the unexpected impossibility of
seeing his mother’s living hair that he had failed to see what was so plainly
before his eyes. Clearly, someone had redone the plait. He could see broken
strands of dead hair mingled in with the living, the broken strands that
produced awkward gaps. Was it even his hair? Had he simply seen what he had
expected to see?


Had he walked them into a custom-made trap because he had
been too blind to see?


Suddenly the dull blue flame edging the two magical circles
began to burn higher. He pressed himself back against the wall. Even he, with
his total lack of magic ability, could recognize the gathering power within the
room. The intensity of the flames increased, and they became increasingly
opaque, forming a writhing dome-like structure that obscured all within. Just
as it was starting to get hard to breathe, the flames gushed upwards, and
Gourry hesitated briefly, torn between the desire to protect his head if the
ceiling decided to come down, and the desire to place himself between Lina and
harm. In that instant of hesitation, the flames disappeared.


Lina stood in the precise center of the circle, her eyes
closed and her face down-cast. Her hands were clasped between her breasts, and
her vibrant red hair swirled and whipped around her. Breathing ceased to be an
option at that point, as the pressure in the room continued to mount. His ears
ached, and he vainly placed his hands over them in an effort to protect them. And
then, just as suddenly as the flames had disappeared, the pressure and sense of
gathering magic power was gone.


While he stood gasping and feeling like very tiny prey that
had just barely escaped a large and dangerous predator, Lina looked up and
opened her eyes. “Fireball,” she said softly.


The resulting explosion knocked him flat on his rear. It
also destroyed a fair-sized chunk of the outer wall to their room. When he
could finally hear over the ringing in his ears and see beyond the bright
lights that danced merrily before his eyes, he noticed Lina whooping with glee
and jumping about with abandon. She seemed oblivious to the fact that she—along
with most of the room—was covered in stone dust and debris, that a mob of
servants was pushing into the room to see what was going on, and most
importantly from his perspective, that she was still completely naked.


“Lina!” he shouted in a vain attempt to be heard over the
ringing in his ears and her celebrating.


He noticed one of the servants carrying a basket of linen,
so he grabbed a sheet and wrapped it around her, just as she launched herself
at him, flung both arms around his neck, and shouted, “Gourry, did you see
that?”


Her exuberance was infectious, and he found himself grinning
down at her. “Yes, Lina, I saw,” he replied, hugging her close. “But …” he
trailed off, gesturing at the large hole in their wall.


Lina huffed, closed her eyes briefly, and he watched as the
wall suddenly seemed to lose all shape and definition. After a moment, she
waved her hand dismissively, and the wall was once again complete. “There,” she
said smugly. “Problem solved!”


“That’s a neat trick,” he said with an absolutely straight
face.


She gave him that familiar sharp look that always preceded a
lecture. Then she took a deep breath, and he watched her hands curl up into
fists. It amazed him that he could almost see what she was thinking. He clearly
remembered her using the same technique to fix the wall he had busted down in
the bath house, and obviously, she thought he should remember as well. Before
she could launch into her tirade, he let his lips quirk in a slight smile.


He could actually see her thought process come to a
screeching halt before moving quickly in a new direction. “Haven’t I told you,”
she bit out from between clenched teeth, “that that is the most annoying
habit I have ever seen IN MY ENTIRE LIFE?!” She emphasized her last
words by pounding on his chest.


“Maybe,” he replied with a barely suppressed grin, “but I
wasn’t paying attention.”


“You are hopeless, Gourry Gabriev. Did you know that?” She
was grimacing, but her tone was affectionate. “At any rate,” she said loudly as
her eyes flicked toward the servants who still milled about just outside the
room, “yes, it is a neat trick, if I do say so myself. I may be known for
tearing things down, but I can put them back together again.” She paused
briefly and then looked straight at the mob of servants. “If I choose.”


Almost collectively, they flinched back from Lina’s thinly
veiled threat.


She smiled at them sweetly. “Thanks for bringing up our
dinner,” she said as she moved to relieve one of the servants of a heavily
laden tray. He let it go so quickly she had to catch it before it unbalanced
and tipped everything onto the floor. Her resultant glare, accompanied by a
snarl, was enough to make him throw up his hands in a warding gesture and begin
to back up slowly. Unfortunately, he ended up nearly tripping over the rest of
the servants bunched up behind him. With a disgusted-sounding sigh, Lina closed
the door in his face. “Get the table, Gourry,” she directed while she balanced
the heavy tray and nudged her toe at the sooty looking smear that was all that
remained of the magic circle.


Gourry heaved a sigh of his own. Of course the table was
near the bottom of a lot of precariously balanced furniture. “Why don’t you put
that down and help me?” he demanded as he struggled to move an overstuffed
armchair without toppling the entire pile.


“Because it’s more fun this way?”


He snarled in response.


“Okay, okay,” she said placatingly as she placed the tray on
the floor and pulled on a robe. “I was just kidding, you know.”


“How did you get all this stuff up here in the first place?”
he asked, finally freeing the armchair and starting to work on a dresser.


“It wasn’t easy, that’s for sure,” Lina said dryly as she
moved to help with the other side of the dresser.


Working together, they quickly put the room into some
semblance of order. Even so, the food was mostly cold by the time they finally
sat down to eat. Neither of them complained. Gourry knew he was incredibly
hungry, and judging from the ferocity with which Lina tore into her food, she
was too. Her snarls when he impinged upon her territory were far more vicious
than normal. Not that it stopped him from reaching over periodically to snitch
her food. Fair was fair after all.


“So,” he said slowly as she picked up the stray crumbs that
were the sole remains of their meal by pressing her finger against them. “Do I
want to ask?”


Her eyebrow quirked a bit, and she grimaced. “If I explain
it to you, are you going to understand? Are you even going to listen?” she
asked as she licked the crumbs off her finger and started scavenging for more.


He thought about it for a moment. “Probably not,” he
answered honestly. He held up a finger to forestall her snarl. “I do like to
hear you talk, though,” he continued. “Even if I don’t really pay attention.”


The look she gave him was inscrutable. And then she launched
into a long discussion filled with obscure terms relating to female cycles,
magical lay lines, and a host of other things that generally went straight over
his head. Her words washed over and around him, like the swirl of ocean waves. Meaningless
sound, but somehow comforting at the same time, with ever-changing rhythm and
pitch. He just sat there watching her as she talked, watched the play of
expression over her face as her eyes lost all focus, fixed on something only
she could see.


There was a vibrancy about her that had been lacking
recently. She seemed fully alert and tightly focused, and at the same time
fully relaxed, rather than dulled and lethargic.


“So what you’re saying,” he interrupted with a grin when she
paused briefly for a breath, “is that you’re fully recovered.”


“What I’m saying, yogurt-for-brains, is that I’m better
than recovered.” She considered, and then pushed back from the table. “Watch,”
she commanded as she stood.


He watched her move to the center of the room. She stood
calmly, eyes closed for a moment. A non-existent breeze fluttered around her,
twining through tendrils of hair and stirring the folds of her robe. She was
beautiful. And dangerous.


“Sword of darkness

Release yourself from the Heaven’s bonds

Become one with my body

One with my power

And let us walk the path of destruction together

Power to smash even the souls of gods!

Ragna Blade!”


The instant he recognized the words, he had stood up so
fast, he had knocked his chair over. He had seen her use this spell several
times, but only under situations of great duress. Even after spending time with
the Claire Bible, she still could barely control the spell … But this time
… he watched as energy blacker than the deepest pitch gathered in her
hands, crackled incandescently as it twisted and writhed in a vaguely
sword-like shape … and then suddenly resolved itself into a distinct black
blade. Lina swung it a few times, her face twisted in concentration, and he
heard the whistle of steel slicing the very fabric of the air. And then her
hands were suddenly empty.


Lina collapsed to her knees, breathing heavily, but she
flashed him a grin and held up her fingers in the ‘Victory’ sign. “Did you see?”
she asked between gasps. “I still can’t maintain it long, but I can hold the
shape now, and that even without my talismans!” Her eyes snapped with
excitement. “Just imagine what I can do with the talismans!”


“Are you insane?!” he shrieked the instant he was
sure his voice would not crack. He had seen her cough up blood after casting
that spell. His heart was still thumping crazily in his chest, although he
could not tell if it was out of shock from her pulling a crazy stunt like that,
anger because she risked losing her strength and vitality so soon after
regaining it, or terror from being so close to that dark energy and its
association with life-or-death struggles. “What in hell’s name do you think you’re
doing casting that spell in here?!”


“Don’t be mad, Gourry,” she said with a fake pout. “At least
I didn’t try a Blast Bomb. I was pretty sure I could control the blade,” she
added with a careless shrug.


“Pretty sure?” his voice cracked on the last word.


She made a moue in response. “I wanted to test it, okay?” She
glanced around the room. “And I didn’t want to wait, either. I needed to feel
how a high-powered spell would work for me.” Now her gaze settled on him. “Would
you have preferred I tried the Dragon Slave instead?” she asked with a quirked
eyebrow.


“You could’ve at least warned me, you know,” he groused,
reluctantly letting go of shock, anger and terror. After all, Lina just would
not be Lina without crazy antics and ridiculously overpowered magic. There was
certainly no lack of excitement in her company …


“I could have,” she agreed solemnly, “but I didn’t think you’d
be paying attention anyways. This way, I was pretty sure I could get your full
attention!”


He watched as her breathing slowed, returned to normal. Saw
the fire snapping in her eyes, the confident strength, and the desire to
protect her from harm receded a bit, while a rather different desire—one that
he had suppressed for too long of late—kindled low in his belly. “So,” he
purred, “you’re fully recovered.”


She glanced at him sharply as she stood and made her way to
one of the overstuffed chairs. “I thought we just established that, didn’t we?”


He intercepted her before she reached her destination,
sweeping her off her feet and into his lap. “You have my attention, Lina,” he
purred. He pinned both her hands against his chest and tugged at the neckline
of her robe, easing it over one of her shoulders. “My full attention,”
he murmured against her skin while he nuzzled at her neck.


“Gourry! Stop that!” She struggled ineffectually against
him, trying to free her hands, while she shrugged a shoulder up to her ear,
denying him easy access. “I can’t talk to you while you’re doing that!” Her
gasp modulated into a mewling sound when he shifted his attention to the other
side of her neck while slipping his free hand under her robe to cup her breast.
“Gourry!” A breathless plea.


He pulled back and looked directly into her eyes. They were
already taking on the glassy look of arousal he knew was mirrored in his own,
but underlying the arousal was a hint of fear. “What, Lina?” he asked as he
gently released her wrists, his fingers rubbing over scars left by manacles and
wire. She shuddered, fear and desire swirling in her eyes and fighting for
dominance. Not fear of him. It was fear of her memories coming between them. He
held her gaze with his own while he shifted her body on his lap. Instead of
cradling her in his arms, he turned her so that she knelt, her thighs
straddling his legs, his hands resting on her shoulders beneath her robe while
his fingers lightly stroked the sides of her neck. “What, Lina?” he repeated. With
his eyes, he surrendered to her will. With his hands, he claimed her as his
own.


Fear receded slowly from her eyes. He forced himself to wait
patiently. Her eyes flicked in and out of focus, as she alternated between
staring at the space just beside his head and searching his face for something.


Finally she sighed, and he was not sure if she had found
what she was looking for, nor if that was a good thing or a bad thing. She had
clearly made some type of decision though.


“Did I ever tell you that I love you?” she asked. And then,
with a wicked grin she laced her fingers together, raised her arms over her
head and arched her back in a lazy stretch that completely defied the ability
of the robe to keep her modest.


Gourry had no idea he had stopped breathing until she
brought her still-laced hands down to rest between them directly on his groin
and blood starting roaring in his ears as it was hastily redirected elsewhere. He
sucked in air, only to release it with a groan when Lina leaned forward,
balancing most of her weight on her hands. Her new posture accentuated her
breasts in a completely different way. The wicked grin on her face faded as he
slowly traced a finger from her shoulder down across the swell of her breast
and around her nipple, and then it was her turn to hold her breath. Fair was
fair, after all.


His finger continued to circle her breast, making larger
circles, before it traced a line down to her navel to untie the sash of her
robe. She knelt on his lap, flexing her thighs around his, shifting her hands
to his shoulders and gripping them for balance. Her robe fell open and slipped
down to expose both her shoulders, but rested in the crook of her elbows. The
fear he had seen earlier in her eyes was completely gone. Now the desire
mingled with mindless lust. Her hair shimmered as a curtain between them as she
slid up his thighs to press against his erection, and the sound of her moans as
she ground against him was nearly enough to destroy any remaining rational
thought.


It was incredibly erotic to watch her pleasure herself
against him, feeling himself tethered between her thighs, surrendering to her
control. So easy to just lose himself in the moment …


Surrender.


And Claim.


Having Lina’s body was not enough. Having Lina’s love was
not enough. He needed more.


More? More than body and love?


Yes. More.


In the moment she arched backward, her head thrown back, her
face contorted in a silent scream of ecstasy, he understood. And he thought
maybe, just maybe, he now knew the words to make her understand as well.


Just before she collapsed like a limp ragdoll against his chest,
he pulled his father’s signet ring out of his pocket and slipped the thong from
which it still hung around her neck. And waited. For her to come back to
herself. For her to ask the question.


It was both an eternity and an all-too brief moment later when
she raised her head. He watched as she looked down at the signet that hung low
between her breasts. He waited as she picked it up and inspected it. “Your
father’s signet,” she said quietly, her voice neutral. It was not a question.


“Yes,” he responded.


She looked up into his eyes, and the welter of emotions he
saw took him by surprise. Her own surprise. Happiness. A hint of fear and
anger. Hope. And annoyance. “Why?” Just one word. So much meaning in that one
word. This was the question.


“I want you,” he said simply.


Her eyes glinted dangerously. “Don’t you already have me?”
she asked gesturing at her exposed body, still glistening with sweat and the
afterglow of her orgasm.


“I have your body. I have your love.” He made his words a
verbal caress. “I want more.”


“More.” She avoided his gaze, instead studying the ring,
tracing the design of raised niello.


“You know that I’ve promised to follow you for the rest of
my life.” Gourry paused, and she nodded in acknowledgement. “I want you. I want
to be bound to you. I want you to be bound to me.” He paused
again. “I want you to be mine. Forever.”


She looked up at him then, that same conflicting welter of
emotions in her eyes. “Are you proposing to me?” she asked quietly.


Gourry wanted to howl in frustration. Somehow she had missed
the point of what he was asking. Instinct, however, told him that his next
words would be key. “If that’s what you want, Lina,” he finally answered. “But
I want more.”


She cocked her head to one side, considering. Understanding
slowly dawned in her eyes, wiping away the doubt, fear, and wariness. “More,”
she whispered, her voice a caress.


He waited. Watched as her eyes unfocused. She sat motionless
on his lap, gazing at nothing behind him. And he waited.


Finally, she stirred. She stood up and searched the room,
until her eyes came to rest on the main-gauche. A tiny smile played around her
lips as she stood and picked up the separated hilt and blade, fitting them back
together. Gourry watched her use the blade to cut a small section of her hair
and run it through her hands a few times. She looked quite pleased with herself
when she turned back to face him. “Hold out your hand,” she commanded.


Slowly, he stood so that he was facing her, and offered her
his hand. She wrapped her hand around his wrist, and his fingers naturally
closed around hers, linking their two arms together. With her free hand, she
wrapped her hair over and around their hands and arms, binding them together. When
she finished, she closed her eyes for a moment, and he felt a non-existent breeze
swirling about them both.


“Everything that I am,” she said solemnly as she stared into
his eyes, “I give to you.” A brief pause. “All that you are, I claim for
myself.” Another brief pause.


The breeze intensified, and he felt a warm heat surrounding
their linked hands.


“Forever.” As she spoke that word, the breeze died away,
along with the warmth that had seeped into his arms. “You’ll never be free of
me now, Gourry,” she chirped gleefully as she let go of his hand.


He looked down in confusion. If she had tied their hands
together, how could she have let go so easily?


The hair that had bound them together was gone. In its
place, a deep red line the same color as Lina’s hair snaked around his arm. A
quick glance confirmed that she was similarly marked. He traced the line on his
arm with the tip of his finger. To the touch, the skin felt no different. But
his arm still felt the clasp of Lina’s fingers around his wrist. It reminded
him a bit of the ghost pains in his fingers, except much more pleasant. It
marked him as hers. It was more than pleasant. It was wonderful.


Surrender. And claim. Hers.


Without speaking, Gourry picked up the main-gauche and cut a
section of his own hair, quickly plaiting it. Wordlessly, she held out her
un-marked arm to him, and watched as he bound them together. Again he felt that
ineffable breeze as he gazed into her eyes and spoke his own pledge. “I bind
myself to you, Lina Inverse,” he said fervently. “And I bind you to me. You’ll
never be free of me. Ever.”


“Is that ‘more’ enough for you, Gourry?” Lina asked after
the warmth had faded.


He looked down and traced the golden cornsilk pattern that
twined around her arm. For a moment, all he could do was look at her. The robe
still hung off her shoulders and was open in the front. His father’s signet
fell low between her breasts. And both her arms were marked with a pledge. Her
promise to him. And his to her. “Yes, Lina,” he answered happily as he swept
her up in his arms and carried her to the bed. “It’s exactly what I wanted.”


“Good,” she said through a yawn muffled on his shoulder. “But
I still want the wedding. And the ring.”


“You already have the ring,” he replied as he shucked out of
his own clothing.


“Not this ring,” she smiled at him coyly as she traced a
finger down along the thong.


“But—”


“Don’t worry,” she said quickly. “I’m keeping this one. I
want the other ring.”


He looked at her blankly, most of his ability to string two
coherent thoughts together impeded by the sight of her finger stroking along
the thong.


“The diamond ring, Gourry,” she purred as she crawled
across the bed toward him, shedding the robe behind her. “You’ll get me one,
won’t you?”


She was beautiful. Sexy. Manipulative. Dangerous. And his.


He mumbled something incoherent in response, knowing that
she would hold him to it later, regardless of what he said. It hardly mattered.
For the moment all he cared about was pressing his own claim to her body.
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They paused, just before cresting a verdant hill. Tall
grasses rustled in the errant breeze, adding to the hum of various insects
lurking out of sight. Lina squinted at the sun while absently swatting at tiny
flies that seemed to love buzzing around her head. Although they had been
walking for several hours, the sun was just barely past its zenith. “What do
you say we make an early camp,” she suggested, as she trampled down some grass
and sat. “Go in tomorrow, first thing.”


Gourry considered as he pushed his hair out of his face. “What?
Lina Inverse hesitating about attacking a bunch of bandits?” he teased. “What
about your reputation?”


Lina hurled a water skin at him, aiming for his gut. “This
has nothing to do with the bandits,” she bit out vituperatively. “And you know
it!”


The teasing light faded from his eyes as he easily snagged
the water skin out of the air. He took a few swallows and then dropped the skin
next to her. Without saying a word, he walked the few remaining steps to the
crest of the hill and stared into the valley on the other side. “I want them
out of there,” he said angrily, his hands curling into fists. “You know
that. We’ve been planning this for days.”


Oh yes. She knew. And she understood too. Finding out about
the bandits had initially seemed like a bonus to the plan she had been quietly
hatching ever since they had left Sairaag. For once, she could raid bandits and
Gourry would probably cheer her on instead of being dragged into the thick of
things. But the more she thought about it, the closer they came to execution,
the more it left a bad taste in her mouth.


And there was no real reason that it should.


Exhaling a silent sigh, she pillowed her chin on her knees,
wrapping her arms around her legs, and watched Gourry. He stood with his back
to her, radiating agitation and impatience. “Okay,” she capitulated. “We’ll do
it today. But I need a minute or two.” And he did, as well.


“I can wait a minute,” he said as he turned back towards
her. “Or two. But not more.” He pulled his sword free from its sheath and began
to move through his warm-up routine.


Lina watched him, admiring his grace and quiet strength. Her
eyes traced the red and gold patterns etched into his arms and then lingered on
his hands. It had not been easy, nor had it been quick, but he had ten fingers
again. Every time Lina saw Gourry wield his sword with confidence, instead of
wincing against the weakness of his grip, she knew that time and effort had
been well worth it.


It had been easy to convince Gourry to go to Sairaag. The
day after she had finally recovered her magical ability, Deremar had given her
a box containing the ‘personal’ items from Erik’s room. The only thing out of
the entire collection that seemed to have belonged to Erik was a small ledger
book bound in brown leather. It had taken her days to nerve herself up to read
the thing. Even now, she half-wished that she had left well enough alone, as
the book detailed almost all of her movements since she had left home, with
information categorized as rumor or confirmed and complete records of his
sources. Naga’s name had cropped up quite a few times, much to Lina’s
annoyance, although she had to admire the prices Naga had managed to extort for
her information. There were other familiar names as well, including the noble
Hallas she had agreed to fake-marry, and the twin sisters Mimi and Nene. Many
of the names meant little to her: a varied assortment of innkeepers,
waitresses, and mayors of towns she had helped to save, as well as a couple she
had helped destroy—only from collateral damage, of course.


It bothered her that most of it was so accurate. Erik had
tracked her for years, and the knowledge that she had been so consistently
scrutinized made her feel strangely vulnerable.


The book also contained several scenarios for separating her
from her companions, as well as plans for dealing with any male who crossed her
path: primarily Ryan and Gourry, but surprisingly they also included Xellos. Apparently,
a certain princess from Zoana had blabbed about Xellos kissing her once. Lina
wished Erik had tried some of his plans on Xellos. She doubted he would have had
much success with the trickster priest. On the other hand … maybe it was
better that Xellos and Erik had never met. With her luck, Xellos would have
decided to help Erik …


To her relief, the box had also contained her cloak,
talismans, and the dagger she had started carrying about a year after she and
Gourry had been together. For the most part, she focused on the relief she felt
that her cloak and talismans had escaped the wrath of Deremar’s servants, while
trying to ignore the fact that Erik had confiscated everything of hers that had
any meaning. It just served to underscore how much he had known about her, and
that was really disturbing.


The remaining items included the tapestry Gourry had stolen,
a small book bound in black leather that Lina remembered finding in the bedside
table in Gisella’s room, and a red gem with a very distinctive angular cut.


Suddenly, several pieces of the puzzle had neatly slotted
together. Lina had no idea why Gisella would have kept the gem—she was guessing
that it was one of Eris’s mind-control gems, although she was not completely
sure. If Gisella had been a copy, it would certainly explain a lot. But before
she was going to offer such an explanation to Gourry, she wanted something more
definite than a mind-control gem and a dagger bearing an emblem that blended
elements of the Gabriev device with that of Rezo the Red Priest.


All she had to do was tell Gourry she wanted to go to
Sairaag because she thought there were answers about Gisella there, and he was
ready to pack and start out on the road. He never really said anything about
it, but she knew that his encounter with Gisella had shaken him to the core. She
had known that ever since he had shown her the dagger they had planned to bury
with Gisella, pointing to the part that resembled the Gabriev insignia. Gourry
needed answers, but since he had no clue how to find them, he was asking her to
do it for him.


The fact that there were potential answers in Sairaag had
made it so much easier. She had fully intended to seek out Sylphiel to see if
the shrine maiden could regenerate Gourry’s missing fingers. Theoretically,
such a healing should be possible. After all, Siebert seemed to think it could
work, and if Sylphiel had been able to restore Flagoon after the great tree had
been destroyed by the Copy Rezo’s spell, Gourry’s fingers should be child’s
play in comparison. Still, like half-formed guesses about Gourry’s mother, Lina
wanted to be certain before she suggested it. The thought of offering Gourry a
hope that might turn out to be false … She was pretty sure Gourry could
handle the disappointment, but she doubted her own pride would survive as well.


Their journey to Sairaag had been largely uneventful. The
imperial government of Lyzeille had rebuilt much of the city, and it boasted
wide boulevards and many of the latest amenities , including a large park that
marked the site where Flagoon—and coincidentally Hellmaster’s fortress—had
stood, a covered amphitheater, and a hippodrome for horse racing.


Sylphiel had greeted them warmly, insisting that they stay
with her. Lina had protested, thinking it would be quite awkward to explain
that she and Gourry were together now, but Sylphiel had played dirty, appealing
to Gourry’s love of her home cooking, and Lina’s skinflint nature. Lina was not
sure if she was miffed or relieved that no explanations had been necessary. It
had been a bit strange watching Gourry and Sylphiel interact. It was as if
nothing had changed between them, and after Lina thought about it, she realized
that nothing had changed between them. At any rate, Lina had never
really felt threatened by the other woman’s open affection for Gourry. She
still remembered that Sylphiel had saved her from the Copy Rezo, as well as her
kindness and support when they had faced Hellmaster.


In the end, regenerating Gourry’s fingers had been long and
torturous, mainly because they had already healed naturally from the
amputation. It hurt that there was so little she could do for him throughout
the painful process. Instead, she put most of her energy into ransacking Rezo’s
labs just outside Old Sairaag. At least that was something she could do to
help.


Rezo’s labs were in surprisingly good shape, considering
that she, Gourry, Amelia, Zelgadis, and Sylphiel had busted through most of its
defenses. She supposed the depths of the labs might have been a sufficient
deterrent to common thieves.


According to Rezo’s personal journal, he had personally led
the assault on Gabriev Keep. Although his motive had been to acquire the Sword
of Light, the official version of the story was that he was purging a great
evil from the Keep. The fact that there were no known survivors, meant there
was no one to contradict his version of events.


The journal also confirmed Deremar’s suspicion that Rezo and
the Gabrievs were related, although the relationship went back so many
generations to be nearly meaningless. Lina was looking forward to the next time
they met up with Zelgadis. Gourry had been thrilled to find out that he still
had living relations, no matter how distant. She could already picture Zel
choking on his coffee when Gourry called him ‘cousin.’


Unfortunately, she found nothing to explain Gisella.


She did learn exactly why her capacity for magic had so
dramatically increased. It was a bit sobering to realize that she probably could
cast the Blast Bomb now, even without the Demon’s Blood Talismans, a feat that
had only been accomplished by Lei Magnus, the legendary sage who had harbored a
fragment of Shabranigdu within him. Deremar and his library offered an
incomplete explanation as to why she had been unable to reclaim her full
magical ability, as well as the solution. Thanks to Eris’s work with chimeras
and copies, the records in Rezo’s lab provided full theoretical underpinnings,
based on extensive research.


For most people, magical ability was tied to puberty. Hers
had been awoken much too early before she had the strength and maturity to
fully control it. Luna and her mother had taught her the discipline, but
knowingly or not, they had also trained her so that she could not tap into her
full strength. Her pre-pubescent body had lacked the proper channels to align
with the magical power, which was the main reason she had spontaneously burst
into flame. The magic did not know where to go, so to speak. Luna and her
mother had helped her form channels, but they were artificial, rather than
natural. The best analogy was to compare a canal with a river. Water could run
very swiftly through a canal, but it would never have the same wild force as a river
flowing through a natural bed.


Even after puberty, Lina had continued to use the artificial
pathways to channel her magic, not really knowing any differently. However, for
whatever reason, becoming sexually active had weakened the canals, and the magic
had started to move towards her natural pathways. That explained why some of
her magic had felt different. She had first noticed it when she cast Recovery
on Gourry after escaping from the botched lynching attempt. It also explained
why suddenly she was able to use her magic much more creatively. She had always
been interested in developing alternative versions of common spells—her
breaking and rebounding fireballs were two variants of which she was
particularly proud—but it had always taken a lot of effort, a lot of trial and
error, and a lot of frustration before she had achieved workable results.


The fact that her magic was transitioning from artificial
toward natural channels also explained why Erik had been unable to seal her
completely. Instead of using magic the way she was accustomed, she had
unknowingly been forcing new pathways. Multiple little pathways, in fact. When
she had broken Erik’s seal, the magic had flooded through her, nearly burning
her out in the process. With too many channels, her body had not known where to
focus its energy for rebuilding, which explained her long recovery process.


As she had tried to explain to Gourry, she needed to
discover the exact location of her natural channels, which was best
accomplished by aligning herself with the natural ley lines of the earth. The
next step had been to strengthen those natural paths, which required the
amplification of a magic circle.


About the only thing she had not managed to discover in
Sairaag was why Gisella blamed her for the destruction of Gabriev Keep.


Lina knew there was no basis in Gisella’s accusations. She
knew it was stupid to be so concerned about what an insane—not to mention
dead—woman thought. And yet she still could hear the venomous hatred in Gisella’s
voice as she claimed vengeance and retribution. She could still see her
triumphant expression as she plunged her dagger into Lina’s chest. She could
still feel the pain—the physical sensation of multiple lacerations was nothing
compared to the knowledge that the mother of the man she loved was trying to
kill her.


She hated the thought of attacking Gabriev Keep, even to
clear it of bandits, because it made her remember that feeling of complete
rejection. She still remembered wondering how she could possibly tell Gourry
that his mother died trying to kill her.


Gourry finished his warm-up routine and took a deep
cleansing breath, and then he walked over to her, holding out a hand to help
her up. “I never believed Gisella’s accusations,” he reminded her softly.


It still surprised her on occasion how accurately he could
read her.


Lina studied him even as she allowed him to pull her up. Impatience
and agitation were gone, and he was once again the calm imperturbable
swordsman. “I know,” she answered, squashing her misgivings. “C’mon. There are
bandits down there that need to taste the Inverse brand of justice!”


They crested the hill together, and Lina had her first
glimpse of the ruined hulk of Gourry’s ancestral home that now served as the
base of a nasty group of bandits who had been terrorizing the countryside. According
to the rumors, the Emperor of Elmekia had placed quite a tidy bounty on this
gang, enough to entice several bounty hunters and justice freaks. So far, the
bandits had proved undefeatable. That was about to change. Lina dismissed all
thoughts of Gisella’s accusations and the uncomfortable knowledge that she was
about to give truth to what had before been a lie. She only allowed herself to
think of the bandits, and the sweet taste of victory that would soon be hers,
not to mention all their loot plus the rumored reward. After all, she
was fighting bandits, not destroying and torturing a family.


“Fireball!” she shouted, issuing her challenge and sending
out the opening volley.


Bandits swarmed out of innumerable hiding places, each of
them armed to the teeth and ready to fight. They laughed when they saw that
they were attacked only by a small girl and a swordsman, and like any group of
over-confident men, they zeroed in on Gourry first, thinking him the greater
threat. Lina wasted little time disabusing them of that particular notion.


All in all, the bandits provided so little challenge, Lina
half wondered if the rumors about a reward were just that. They certainly did
not seem to rate the attention of the Emperor of Elmekia. With her luck, the
bandits themselves were the source of the rumor—probably some lame attempt to
increase their reputation or something. Their only advantage seemed to be their
numbers, but the way they streamed out of various parts of the keep like
lemmings made them ridiculously easy pickings.


Lina felt almost cheated as she shot off a couple weak
fireballs to chase down the few who demonstrated some modicum of intelligence
and decided to flee. All that angsting, and they could not even provide a decent
challenge. She nudged the body of one of the leaders with her foot, looking in
vain for anything of value while Gourry wiped his sword on the tunic of one of
the less crisped bandits. At least they were good for something.


Turning in a slow circle, she assessed the layout of the
keep and bailey, locating the most likely places for loot stockpiles. She could
see why the bandits made this place their base of operations. It was sizeable
enough to house a large band, and it also provided some measure of defense,
ruined though it was. Had the bandits been smarter, they would have holed up in
the keep, rather than rushing out, confident that their superior numbers would
give them an advantage. Not that the keep would have saved them indefinitely. At
best, it would have bought them a little more time. Still, Lina was glad there
had been no need to target the keep specifically.


Two competing desires warred within her. Standard operating
procedure dictated that the first order of business was to hunt for stragglers
and locate the treasure pile. Given the size of the place, Lina was seized by
the paranoid fear that someone would sneak up behind her and make off with the
best stuff. Unfortunately, this was not just any bandit camp. This was also
Gourry’s childhood home. It was a place filled with powerful and excruciatingly
painful memories.


When they had heard the rumor that Gabriev Keep was serving
as a base of operations for a bandit gang, Gourry had been so quiet that at
first Lina had wondered if he had actually heard anything that had been said. She
had been on the verge of elbowing him hard to get him to pay attention, when he
had casually asked her how she felt about taking a trip to Elmekia. He had
seemed calm enough, but Lina had caught the tight clench of his jaw and the
fire burning in his eyes. She had agreed, grateful for the excuse, as she had
been wracking her brains, trying to come up with a legitimate reason to get
them to Gabriev Keep without raising his suspicions. Intuitively, she
understood that Gourry would never be able to put his encounter with Gisella
behind him until he returned to his childhood home. As much as he seemed to
have a brain with the retention powers of a sieve, she knew this was not
something easily forgotten, even if he never talked about it, aside from that
one day when he walked in on her trying on Lucilla’s dresses.


Find the treasure? Or stand by Gourry as he faced all those
memories? Well, there was an easy way to do both.


Gourry stood in the center of the bailey, staring at what
was left of the keep. Lina closed the distance between them and slipped her arm
through his. He smiled down at her absently, but clearly he was not completely
distracted as he reached over with his free hand to wipe a bit of soot off her
cheek. “I thought you’d be hunting out their treasure stash by now,” he said
quietly.


She shrugged noncommittally. “I will. I was kind of hoping
you’d show me around first, though.”


“Really?” he asked, sounding genuinely surprised.


“What’s wrong with that?” she shot back, feeling rather
miffed that he thought she would choose treasure over him. Especially when she
could have both. “Is it so surprising that I want to see the place where you
grew up?”


Gourry turned to face her, giving her a very piercing look,
the one that made her want to squirm. “Why?” he finally asked.


“Do I have to have a reason?” she retorted, putting on her
best expression of injured innocence. “I just wanted a simple little tour. You
don’t have to make it seem so complicated.”


“Lina,” he said in a no-nonsense tone, “nothing you do is
ever ‘simple.’” He paused, considering. “And I can’t believe you just accused me
of complicating things.”


“Alright, fine,” she said with a pout. “I’ll tell you why after
I get my tour.”


“Aha!” he exclaimed triumphantly. “So you do have a
reason.”


“Fine, okay?” she responded impatiently. “You’re very
clever. And if you want an explanation—”


“Oh, I don’t know,” he interrupted, waving his hand
self-deprecatingly. “I’ve never been the curious one. And some explanation that’s
likely to go right over my head doesn’t sound like something—Ow!”


The last was in response to her pounding her fists against
his chest. She glared up at him when he captured her hands in his, but it faded
quickly when she saw the bittersweet smile on his lips.


“I just wish you could’ve seen it before …” He trailed
off, his eyes going once again to the ruined keep.


The tour he gave her was a macabre mixture of endearing
childhood memories and the horror that he had found the last time he had been
here. He showed her the small gurgling creek beyond the bailey where he, his
brother, and the other children of the keep had sailed toy boats, and told her
about how when they were bored they would make balls out of the muddy clay and
hurl them at each other, and how that always got them into trouble with the
grown-ups.


He showed her the place where he had found his father’s and
brother’s hands and heads mounted, and told her that they had been so ravaged
by the carrion-eaters that the only way he could identify them was by the long
blond hair on the ground beneath them.


She saw the kitchens, and he started describing how he would
sneak down to snitch food. All the while, she tried to avoid looking at the
long central table and the large grease stains that looked eerily human in
shape. Gourry broke off his story and glanced over at the tables. His jaw
tightened and he swallowed hard before he took her by the hand and led her up a
back flight of stairs and into what was obviously a bedroom, although the only
things that remained were the frame of a large bed and small assorted
bric-a-brac. Lina picked up a small wooden sword that had been tossed
carelessly by the fireplace and swung it experimentally. She had thought it to
be a toy, but upon closer inspection, she realized that it was more in the
nature of a practice weapon made for a child.


“Yours?” she asked, as she balanced it on her finger,
seeking the point of equilibrium.


“Yeah,” he responded, taking the sword from her. “I used to
sleep with it,” he said with a smile as his fingers ran over the smooth wood
edges. “Drove my mother crazy when I came down with the imprint of the hilt in
my cheek.”


“You slept with a wooden sword?” Lina demanded, and then she
sighed. “Why does that not surprise me?”


“Well, yeah,” he replied. “A swordsman should always have a
weapon at hand, right?” He laughed as he ran a hand through his hair. “At
least, that’s what I heard the guards saying! What did you sleep with?”


Lina blushed, remembering the rag doll Luna had made for
her. Not only had she slept with it, she had also dragged it everywhere she
went. “Just a doll,” Lina said defensively.


“Huh,” Gourry responded in surprise. “That’s so … normal.
I’d have thought you’d slept with wild animals, the way you thrash around—”


“Normal?” Lina interjected indignantly. “I was
normal! Until—” She broke off abruptly, biting her lower lip.


“Until Erik,” Gourry said with soft malevolence,
instinctively tightening his grip on the wooden sword.


“Until Erik,” Lina repeated with a sigh. She leaned against
the bed frame for support. “It hurts,” she said simply. “Remembering hurts. But,”
she held up a finger to stop Gourry from interrupting, “it’s a part of who I
am. And that I can’t regret,” she said with firm conviction.


“A part of who you are?” he echoed, looking confused.


“Can you imagine me married with kids, tending to a store?”
she asked.


Gourry snorted in response.


“But that’s exactly what I’d be doing right now if things
had been different,” she continued evenly. “That’s not who I am any more. But I
could have been.”


His brow furrowed, and she could see him trying to process
what she had just said. She was so tempted to make a clever comment about his
lack of mental prowess, but she restrained herself with difficulty.


“‘Could have,’” she said softly, hoping he would understand.
“‘Should have.’ ‘Would have.’ Those are words of regret, spoken about a past
that can’t be changed. If you spend all your time focusing on what can’t be
changed, you become obsessed, and it makes you less. Like the Copy Rezo who
destroyed Sairaag in his quest to change the reality that he was a copy. Like
Erik.” She shook her head. “I won’t live like that.”


“Is that why you wanted a tour?” he asked.


“Part of it,” she said seriously. “A lot of who you are is
tied up in this place,” she made a wide gesture meant to take in the entire
keep.


Gourry grimaced. “I knew it would be an explanation that
mostly went over my head,” he said wryly.


“Well, ‘mostly’ is better than ‘entirely,’ I suppose,” Lina
muttered in annoyance.


“C’mon,” he held out his hand to her. “There’s still more to
see.”


The sun was low on the horizon when he led her into a
half-ruined room that looked like a small chapel, for all that it lacked a
central altar or obvious devotional space. Heavy granite benches were scattered
about in no obvious pattern. Some had clearly been knocked over.


“What is this place?” Lina whispered reverently. For all
that it was small and ruined, it reminded her a bit of the large temple she had
visited that night in Levahn. Maybe it was the pointed arches and the alcoves.


“It’s the ceremony room,” Gourry said absently as he
disappeared into one of the alcoves. A moment later, Lina heard the grinding
sound of moving stone from the northern side of the room.


“A secret passage?” she asked excitedly, forgetting all
feelings of reverence as her thoughts whirled at the prospect of hidden
treasure. She hurried over to watch one of the flagstones lower and recede
under its neighbors, exposing a stairway leading down.


Gourry gave her an odd look. “It leads to the crypt,” he
said finally. “And, Lina?” he asked over his shoulder as he started down the
stairs. “No looting.”


Lina stuck her tongue out at his receding back and then
followed him down, casting a light spell to illuminate the way before them.


The passageway was smooth on either side, lined with large
slabs of tightly fitted marble. She could just barely detect the faint scent of
decay one associated with crypts as they followed the spiral passage deeper
into the earth. After a few moments, they came to a seemingly impenetrable wall
blocking the end of the stairway. As Gourry stepped off the final stair, Lina
heard twin grinding noises—one from the movement of the wall in front of them,
the other from far above. As the passageway opened, the faint odor of decay
became overwhelming. Lina increased the intensity of her light spell and nudged
it forward so she could get a better view.


Beyond the foot of the stairs was small circular room. Dark
paths led off from the room at regular intervals, giving Lina the impression
that she was at the hub of a wheel, each path a spoke. However, most of her
attention was focused on the dead body that had suddenly toppled into their
path when the passageway had opened. Well, that explained the smell.


Gourry gave the body a cursory glance before swearing softly
under his breath.


“What?” Lina asked, giving the body a closer look. It was
rather bloated and she figured that whoever it was had been dead for about a
week or so. “Looks like a bandit,” she finally offered.


“Probably,” Gourry said shortly. “I guess it was too much to
hope that no one had found this place.” Lina heard both disgust and impotent
fury in his tone.


“What’d you expect?” Lina asked as she considered the best
way to get rid of the corpse. “An ancient ruined keep like this is any treasure
hunter’s dream, and it has been a bandit base for who knows how long?” She
finally decided that a localized variant of blast ash would be most efficient.


“Is it too much to hope that the dead will be left in peace?”
Gourry shot back.


Lina finished her spell and turned to look closely at
Gourry. “They’re dead, Gourry. What do they care?”


“The dead are people, too.” He set his jaw stubbornly.


Lina ground her teeth in frustration. She had no desire to
get embroiled in an argument about the ethical treatment of the dead, so she
changed the subject. “I wonder how he died,” she said as she nudged her toe at
the gritty grey ash that was all that remained of the corpse.


“Stuck, I’d guess,” Gourry replied, sounding quite satisfied.


“Stuck? How?” Lina suddenly remembered that she had heard
the faint sound of moving rock above them.


“It’s the way the crypt is built,” he explained. “The
entrance in the ceremony room closes when the door to the crypt itself is
opened.”


“Okay,” Lina said slowly. “So how do you get out of here,
then?”


“Well, normally you’d just have someone flip the switch in
the alcove, same way I opened it before.”


“How do we get out of here, Jellyfish?” Lina demanded
with some ire. “Who’s going to flip the switch for us?”


“The other way,” Gourry continued as if Lina had not
interrupted, “is to use one of three things: the Gabriev signet, the hilt of
the main-gauche, or the hilt of the Sword of Light.” He paused and gave Lina a
very penetrating look. “You are wearing the signet, right?”


“Of course I am!” she retorted, her hand automatically
tracing the line of the gold chain Gourry had bought to replace the thong.


“Then we have nothing to worry about, do we?” He gave her
that easy-going grin that somehow managed to be encouraging and infuriating at
the same time. Then his smile faded. “C’mon,” he said, holding out his hand.


He led her across central room and into the passageway
opposite the stairs. Now that she was less distracted by the dead body, she
could see that about half of what she had taken for passages were actually deep
niches carved into stone, alternating with passages. Along the passage Gourry
led her, there were more niches, spaced at regular intervals. Most were
occupied by a large block of granite supporting a carved sarcophagus. She lost
count of how many they had passed when Gourry finally stopped. He paused for a
moment, and then entered one of the niches. She waited in the corridor. From
her position, she could see the heavy granite block, but there was no
sarcophagus. Instead, the block was covered with a large faded tapestry that
was awkwardly bundled.


The silence stretched out.


Finally, Gourry let out a long sigh. “I don’t remember much,”
he said slowly. “I’m not really sure I was sane. I had planned to bury them
last. I have a vague memory of apologizing to them about not having proper
tombs. By rights they should each have their own alcove …”


Lina studied the tapestry that served as a communal tomb for
Gourry’s father, mother, and brother. She could easily picture him, exhausted
and heartbroken, smeared with grime and sweat from his effort to bury the dead
in the tamped earth of the bailey, bundling the mutilated corpses of his family
and carrying them down here. It was no surprise that he remembered little. Lina
loved her family very much. But with Gourry, it was different. It was more. She
absently fingered the gold line that wrapped up her arm. For Gourry, the bond
had to be deeper. It had to be more, whether it was the bond between
lovers or the bond among family. Which explained why he had brought her down
here. It was as close as he could come to introducing her to his family.


As if he had heard her thought, Gourry began to speak. “This
is Lina Inverse,” he said. “She’s bossy, greedy, easily irritated, violent and
stubborn.”


“Hey!” Lina objected, stiffening automatically.


“She also eats like a horse and gets into more trouble than
you could possibly imagine,” Gourry continued affectionately, ignoring her
protest.


“You forgot, ‘Beautiful Sorcery Genius,’” Lina prompted with
a growl.


“And she’s definitely not modest,” Gourry added with a grin,
deliberately ignoring the daggered look she shot at him. “She’s called ‘Dra-Mata,’
‘Dragon-Spooker,’ and ‘Enemy-of-all-Who-Live.’ But in spite of all that, I
think you’d all like her.”


“What kind of introduction is that?” Lina demanded.


“An honest one?” he asked in return as he placed his arm
around her and pulled her close.


Lina struggled half-heartedly against him, but she subsided
at his next words.


“I’ve promised to stay with her forever,” he said as he gave
her shoulder a quick squeeze and held her tighter. “She’s the woman I love.”


In spite of all her faults. Which he had just so accurately
listed. Part of her wanted to kick some sense into him for such an unflattering
introduction. But she understood. It was a part of that deeper bond. There were
no lies, no hidden agendas between Gourry and his family. And suddenly, she had
just a glimmer of insight into why he had seemed so mentally battered and bruised
after spending so much time with Gisella, and why he never seemed to mourn her
death. She also understood why she had instinctively thought that Gourry should
return to his home. Still, she was personally quite relieved that there were no
living relatives to impress, particularly since she would have started at such
a distinct disadvantage. Gourry may love her in spite of—or maybe even because
of—her nature, but that did not necessarily translate to the in-laws. She had
to wonder how her family would react if she introduced Gourry as a
Yogurt-for-Brains Jellyfish. She shook her head slightly and grimaced. Luna
would most likely lecture her for poor manners. It may be an accurate
description of his mental prowess—or lack thereof—but she wanted her family to
be impressed with her mate, not questioning her sanity.


Finally, Gourry finished his conversation with his family,
and they walked back in silence toward the stairs. Lina understood that the
tour was over, and it was time to put her plan into motion. If anything, seeing
the wrecked remnants of Gourry’s childhood home strengthened her resolve.


They were in the middle of the circular room Lina had dubbed
‘the hub’ in her mind when Gourry suddenly stopped dead in his tracks,
startling her out of her thoughts.


“What?” she asked automatically as she followed his gaze to
a passageway just to the right of the stairs. It was nearly overflowing with
objects, many of which sparkled and glinted enticingly in the light of her
spell. “Ah!” she exclaimed as she drifted over. “So that’s where it is!”


Gourry grabbed her elbow. “What do you mean, ‘that’s where
it is’?” he demanded.


“Oh, c’mon, Gourry,” she said as she twisted her arm free of
his grip. “We haven’t seen anything all afternoon. The bandits had to be
storing their loot somewhere!” She skipped over to examine the pile, picking up
a silver serving tray.


“Hey!” Gourry exclaimed as he snatched the tray out of her
hand. “That’s not bandit loot! It belongs to my family!” He tried to interpose
himself between her and the pile, spreading his arms out as if to guard it from
her.


Lina easily dodged him and scooped up another object. “It
can’t all be yours,” she protested, holding up a silver cup shaped like
a skull with rubies in the eye-sockets. “I really can’t see something like this
sitting on the Gabriev dining table.”


“Okay, maybe it’s not all my family’s,” Gourry conceded, “but
most of it is.” He pointed at a pile of heavy blue velvet. “Those used
to be on the bed in my room.”


“Gourry,” Lina pointed out reasonably, “I don’t think your
family really needs it any more. Besides, according to principles of the
transfer of property ownership, it technically moved into the possession of the
bandit gang, and since we just defeated them, their property is now ours. So
what’s the harm of us going through it for the most valuable stuff?”


“Lina,” Gourry growled, “I’m not going to sit here and watch
you loot my family’s possessions.”


Lina shrugged, a deliberately casual move that was
orchestrated to goad him exactly where she wanted him. “Okay, so assuming you
can stop me, how do you plan to stop the next group of bandits who decide to
take up residence here?”


She watched him process that question. His brow furrowed and
he slowly lowered his arms to his side.


“The way I see it,” she said finally, “there are three
options.” She held up three fingers and started ticking them off. “First, you
can let me take whatever’s valuable, or accept that someone else will come
behind us and do it. Second, I could destroy the entire place with a Dragon
Slave. That way no one gets anything.”


“And the third?” he asked tightly.


“We could rebuild,” she said simply.


His face brightened momentarily, and then it fell. “No.”


“Why not?” Lina asked, marshalling all her arguments. She
was pretty sure it would be easy to make him see things her way.


“Two reasons,” he said shortly. “Too expensive, and I’ve
seen your idea of ‘rebuilding.’ No way I want my family’s keep turned into some
crazy looking wacko place.”


“Pfft,” Lina waved her hand dismissively, although she felt
a bit miffed. “That stuffy temple needed some character. Besides, those dragons
at the Fire Dragon Temple got what they deserved, making us rebuild when it
wasn’t even our fault.” She unfastened her cloak and spread it out on the
floor. “First of all, money isn’t an issue.” She pulled assorted small items
from various pockets, organizing them carefully, remembering Xellos’s shocked
expression when she had produced the equivalent of five and a half million with
a bundle of crowley roots, two meltian potions, a radilin ring, a remtite gem,
and a crufer pill. If she was going to carry her wealth with her—and given her
peripatetic lifestyle, that was pretty much the only option—it had better be
small, portable, and incredibly valuable. “I won’t bore you with all the names,”
she said, glancing up at Gourry, “but suffice to say that I’ve got enough here
to buy half the city of Seyruun if I wanted. I think it should be more than
enough to get Gabriev Keep back into operational status. We should even have
enough to hire an initial staff.”


Gourry stared at her, his mouth opening and closing silently
several times. Finally, he found his voice. “Who are you, and what have you
done with my Lina?” he asked weakly.


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Lina demanded.


“After all those times you’ve made me pay for everything,
you’re offering to pay millions to fix something that isn’t even yours?” he
shot back.


Her eyes glinted dangerously. She ripped off one of her
gloves and shoved her sleeve up, exposing the deep red line that twined across
her fingers and up her arm. “Do you remember what I said?” she asked softly but
intently.


Understanding dawned slowly in his eyes.


“‘Everything that I am, I give to you.’” Lina gestured down
at the items arranged on her cloak. “‘All that you are, I claim for myself.’” She
gestured at the room around them. “I told you earlier, this place is a part of
who you are,” she said angrily. “If you reject my claim to this place, you
reject the bond between us.”


Gourry reached down and took her hand, arranging his grip to
align the pattern that marked them both. “I remember what you said,” he said
slowly. “And I remember what I said,” he continued, tightening his grip until
it was nearly painful.


As quickly as it had blossomed, her anger faded. “‘You’ll
never be free of me. Ever.’” She quoted his words back to him.


Gourry nodded, and the strength of his grip eased. “Why?” he
asked.


Lina gently pulled away from him and turned in a slow
circle, her arms spread out. “I want some stability,” she finally said. “Don’t
get me wrong, I’m not talking about settling down,” she said with a small
laugh. “I just want … a home.”


“And?” Gourry pressed.


“I know you,” she said simply. “You were willing to walk
away without a backward glance however many years ago it was, when you thought
that all that was left was you and a sword.” She caught his eyes with her own. “How
long had you planned before those were gone, too?”


Gourry flinched, confirmation enough that her guess was not
far from the mark.


“I know you,” she repeated. “You’re not really a possessive
person, not like me,” she said self-deprecatingly. “But the things that
belonged to your family are different.” She ticked items off on her fingers. “The
Sword of Light. The tapestry. The main-gauche.” She paused. “This keep.” She
paused again. “Can you really walk away from here, knowing that some other
bandit gang will move in, probably before we’re even over the horizon?”


“No,” he answered honestly. “But …” He trailed off,
looking from her to the walls around them. “As long as I thought it was just
me, I never looked back. I never thought of coming back. I never even thought
it would be possible,” he finally said, before another lengthy pause. “I don’t
even know what to think, now,” he confessed.


“I want this,” she said intently. “For selfish reasons: I
want the castle and the servants.”


“Figures,” Gourry replied with a snort.


“And for unselfish reasons, too,” she continued, glaring at
him for his interruption.


“How long have you been planning this?” he asked, ignoring
her glare.


Lina pulled a folded piece of parchment out of a pocket in
her cloak and handed it to him. “Ever since I realized what this was.”


Gourry slowly unfolded the parchment Lina had found hidden
beneath the flyleaf of a book back in Gisella Gabriev’s room. His finger traced
over the drawing of the central hub and its radial lines. “Where’d you get
this?” he demanded.


“You’ll never guess!” she said with a laugh.


“Do you realize this is the original plan for the Keep?” he
asked incredulously. “It’s been missing—”


“For a hundred years?” Lina interrupted innocently.


Gourry gaped at her.


“C’mon,” she said, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “Finding
information like that is child’s play for a Sorcery Genius like Lina Inverse!”


“Lina …” he growled.


“Okay, okay,” she capitulated. “I found it in that smut book
you were reading in Gisella’s room. Remember?”


“But how—”


“The script in the book looked about a hundred years old,”
she interrupted again. “It was an easy guess that the plans had been hidden
that long.”


“Well,” Gourry said slowly, staring at the plans, “as long
as we have something to follow that doesn’t depend on your warped sense of
architectural construction … and you’re willing to pay …”


“I knew you’d see things my way, Gourry!” she exclaimed
gleefully. She scooped up the items on her cloak and stuffed them into a pocket
before rushing toward the stairs. “C’mon,” she called over her shoulder, “we’ve
got a ton of work to do!”


She stopped when she noticed that Gourry was not following
her. Ever so faintly, she heard him say, “I told you that you’d like her.”


Finit
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There are so many advantages to writing in a serial format:
relatively short turn-around time between installments (I say ‘relatively,’
knowing that there were sometimes year-long hiatuses between chapters in Flam
Gush) and frequent opportunities for feedback when a newly published chapter
bumps the story on Fanfiction.net or Mediaminer.org.


And yet, there are a few significant drawbacks as well: the
challenge of keeping plot-threads tidy is one of the main ones (especially when
one doesn’t realize at the time that a throw-away comment/character/situation
is going to turn into a plot thread in later chapters), but not far behind it
is the ugly scene: the author knows where she wants the characters to be, but
before they can get there, she needs to figure out how the hell to get them out
of wherever they happen to be. Enter the ugly scene: it moves the characters
where they are supposed to go, and often is ‘good enough,’ especially when
writing is just a hobby, but it’s still one of those scenes that makes me
cringe every time I re-read it.


The lovely thing about internet publishing is that it allows
the author to revise. Flam Gush actually exists in a few different versions.
The original is published on Fanfiction.net. A revision that tidied up some of
the ‘ugly scenes’ was posted on Mediaminer.org in September of 2007, the same
year I finished the story. It is also available on my website
(www.torrencia.net/kaitrin). Three years later, in July of 2010, I completed
the third revision. This one started as a simple attempt to clean up those
pesky typos that always seem to sneak through the beta-reading and copy-editing
processes. It quickly expanded into a larger project, as I realized that I
could do something a bit tidier with those characters who had turned out not to
be throw-aways, to clean up some plot-points that worked—but could work better,
and to really revise those ugly scenes that continued to prick at me whenever I
re-read the story. As I went through the story, I was forcefully struck by how
much I could tell what I had been reading (or watching) around the time I wrote
a chapter, just by particular turns of phrase that were very much borrowed. Many
of those have also been cleaned up to make the language more consistent
throughout. I also added a couple new scenes, including the Prologue. Much of
the general story has remained the same across versions, however.


I’m not sure why Flam Gush, more so than any of the stories
I have written, has seemed so amenable to revision. I do take comfort, however,
in the knowledge that even Charles Dickens, one of the greatest serial writers
of the nineteenth century, revised his stories between their serial release and
full-book publications.
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Most of these questions have not been asked. A few of them
have. The truth is that I just feel a desire to tell the story behind the
story!


Q: Who’s POV is presented in the Prologue?


A: That’s Erik. Filing Sloth urged me to write an Erik POV
several years back, and I took a stab at it, although it never really went
anywhere. The truth is, I don’t really like Erik, so writing his POV doesn’t
really feel all too good. Yes, Erik was originally engaged to Lina, but due to
Luna’s nightmares, the engagement was canceled when both Lina and Ryan were too
young to remember. As the Knight of Cephied, Luna was able to receive prophecy
(see Slayers Novel 3: The Ghost of Sairaag for a description of prophecy in the
Slayers Universe). In this case, the prophecy was that if Lina remained engaged
to Erik, the world would be destroyed by evil, but if the engagement was
canceled, Lina would suffer horribly—wouldn’t that cause you nightmares if you
had to deal with such information as a child of about 10?


Q: Why does Erik call himself Lina’s protector?


A: Because he was the one who prevented the village lads
from playing “I’ll-show-you-mine-if-you-show-me-yours” with Lina when
she was young. He basically beat up or threatened anyone who got too close to
Lina (except for Ryan). Lina only saw his bullying behavior, not the reasons
behind it.


Q: Why does Lina ask Gourry if he is implying that she is
Delilah?


A: This is an allusion to the Tanak (aka Old Testament)
story of Samson and Delilah. God gave Samson great strength as long as he never
cut his hair. Delilah found out why Samson was so strong and cut his hair while
he was sleeping. I took artistic license and decided that since so many things
from our world end up in the Slayers Universe, this story could easily be a
part of the Slayers legends and lore. It was around the point that I first
wrote this scene that I realized the story was going to start delving into the
past history of Lina and Gourry.


Q: How did Gisella and Erik meet?


A: Erik rescued her. She had escaped from Rezo’s labs after
Lina defeated Shabrinigdu the first time. At that point, she was already
blinded and her sanity was incredibly fragile. She could defend herself
reasonably well, but she was flailing around aimlessly in the wilderness when
Erik found her. Originally he did not know her connection to Gourry, and they
became close companions. Erik was genuinely fond of her.


Q: Why did Gisella believe Lina was responsible for the destruction
of Gabriev Keep?


A: Gisella carried garbled memories of powerful magic
ripping through Gabriev Keep, wielded by someone with red hair and red eyes.
When Erik realized her relationship to Gourry, he encouraged her to think that
her memory was of Lina. Yes, he was fond of Gisella, but everything was
secondary to his ultimate goal of possessing Lina. He thought he could use
Gisella to separate Gourry and Lina, and that he could keep her hatred under
control.


Q: Did Gisella know that she was poisoning Gourry?


A: Sort of. She knew that she was drugging him, certainly.
She thought that what she was giving him would weaken Lina’s ‘hold’ on Gourry
so that he would realize his true loyalties to avenging his family. She did not
fully realize the damage she was causing.


Q: What is St. Anthony’s Fire?


A: This was an ailment that was not exactly common but also
not exactly rare in the medieval period of Europe. Now, it is typically
referred to as “ergotism.” Essentially it is caused by consuming rye
that is infected with a fungus known as ergot (which is chemically related to
LSD—widespread ergotism is thought to have played a contributory role in the
Salem Witchcraze (see Linda Caporael’s article in Science) and other early
modern witchcraze phenomena). The fungus flourishes in cool damp conditions,
and can easily infect an entire harvest in a region. The symptoms of ergotism
include hallucinations, but also dry rot. The chemicals in the fungus cause
blood vessels to constrict, cutting off circulation to the extremities. In the
early stages, a person suffering from ergotism feels a constant tingling in the
extremities, which later transitions to a burning sensation as the tissue
starts to die. St. Anthony was the medieval patron saint of lost causes. Once the
burning sensation started, there was pretty much no recourse, thus the appeal
to St. Anthony, and the medieval name of ergotism!


Q: What ever happened to Elfred?


A: Monara had him dismissed after Erik died, since he had
allied himself with Erik against her.


Q: Why were some of the mercenaries trying to kill Lina in
Levahn?


A: Lucilla hired some of the better mercenaries right out
from under Erik’s nose and gave them different instructions.


Q: Who saved Lina from Relk (one of the mercenaries) in Levahn?


A: Garik. He threw the main-gauche at Relk to save her life.
That’s why Gourry’s attempt to get the other mercenaries to back off by
threatening Garik failed.


Q: Why did Garik have the main-gauche?


A: Erik had gotten it from Gisella. He gave it to Garik with
the orders to plant it as bait.


Q: Whose hair was in the main-gauche?


A: Gourry’s, Gisella’s, and the hair of Gourry’s brother and
father. The removal of Lisielle’s hair damaged a lot of the hair of Gourry’s
brother and father.


Q: What was the relationship between Lisielle and Gisella?


A: Gisella was a copy of Lisielle, based on the hair found
in the main-gauche (this was clear in earlier versions of the story, but
removed in the later version).


Q: Why do you write Gourry as faking his stupidity?


A: Because he often plays the part of the clueless guy to
annoy Lina in the novels. He’ll typically say, “I’m just kidding”
right at the point that she blows up.


Q: Did you know that the canon background for Lina and
Gourry are really … ?


A: Yes. I have read QP/Diana’s translation of Gourry’s
story, “The Thing He Sees Beyond His Sword,” where Gourry is about to
throw the Sword of Light into the ocean and he meets Lina’s father. This story
doesn’t explain why Gourry was about to throw away the sword. I’ve seen things
floating about on the interwebs about a family feud over the Sword of Light.
I’ve never seen the actual source for these stories, however, so I decided on a
slightly different take on why Gourry would throw away the Sword of Light. I am
also familiar with the story about Lina selling pictures of Luna bathing to
make money (this is why both Lina and Ryan comment about how she got them into
such outrageous trouble when she was young). However, there is also a scene in
the Slayers Special Manga where Luna tells Lina to go explore the world and
become strong as she ruffles Lina’s hair. This scene forms the basis for my
interpretation of Lina’s relationship with her big sister.


Q: Who put Lina’s clothes on the wall of Gisella’s room?


A: Gisella. Gourry was right, it was a form of a curse. As
obsessed as Gisella was, though, she didn’t have the focus to make the curse as
effective as the one made by Martina in Slayers Next.
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