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	To Dad. Thanks for being my biggest support since the beginning.


	














My First Battle



	 


	Mercy


	I was fifteen. It was a small battle defending a town which I do not even remember the name of. Since I was ten, my royal father had encouraged me to train in archery so I could fight to defend Tarlen from the ruthless rebels we have battled for hundreds of years. All three of my brothers were there under my mother’s request whose constant worry and hesitation toward letting me go into my first battle was annoying all of us. 


	I get to be like my royal father, Justice, Garcel, and Adann; my three brothers who have all been fighting in the war since they were teenagers. I thought. My sword strapped to my side and my quiver over my shoulder. I was with the archers and had to stay there under direct orders of my mother. 


	“If there are any more safety precautions in this ordeal, we might as well not even call it a battle at all,” complained Garcel. 


	Mother would just get a funny look on her face and bite her lip.


	Regardless, I was still there, on the battlefield, watching the rebels come over the hill as I readied an arrow to the string. They looked vile. Like a dirty hoard of animals charging at us in a chaotic frenzy. Some were not even dressed; some were covered in armor head to toe. Many had long unkempt hair and all of them moved like slinking urfanes ashamed to be seen in the light of day. For a moment, I almost felt sorry for the creatures. How in the name of Ellar has the rebel army survived this many years? I wondered. There must be thousands of them if this sorry lot was an example of their military.


	But then, they struck, I watched, amazed to see our orderly lines fall back. But only for a moment until Garcel led a cavalry charge and took the head of one of the leaders, throwing it into the crowd of degenerates. I was not scared. I was proud of my brother who feared nothing and could change the tone of the battle in an instant. I killed several of the swine from my place with the archers but I was getting bored. I longed for the rebel ranks to get closer to me so I could give them a taste of my steel. Adann glanced back at me from his place with the infantry and winked at me. I knew it was my moment. 


	 Jumping away from the archers, I spied a dead horse to give me leverage to see the enemy better. Scared and excited but more excited than scared, I climbed on top of the dead horse so I could see the wild faces of our enemy. With quick precise hits, I took down three swordsmen with my arrows. I saw a soldier nearing the horse of my eldest brother, Justice, who was fighting about twenty feet from me where the battle was thicker. I took my aim as I knew so well to do and my enemy spied me. His eyes widened into huge white dinner plates. “Mercy!” he cried.


	I froze. People talk about freezing in battle but I was of royal blood. Nothing should make me lose my cool in the middle of a fight. I stared at the soldier. He looked young. His wild eyes changed in my mind from savage to lost. What is happening to me? He approached me and I fought to shoot the arrow from my bow but it won’t go. No matter what I do. As if some power beyond my knowledge was keeping the arrow from being released. A spell. I was under a spell. My eyes widened in terror. 


	“Justice!” I shrieked.


	Garcel, from his place leading the charge saw me, frozen in my place. He turned his horse around leaving a trail of pursuing arrows behind him. With his huge sword, he smashed the skull of the boy who called my name and then grabbed me by my shoulder and carried me away from the battle.


	“What is wrong with you?” he bellowed at me, sweat pouring down his face. 


	Tears welled up in my eyes. “It wasn’t my fault!” I cried. “Something happened. I couldn’t move. A spell or something.”


	He rolled his eyes.


	“He called my name.”


	Back at the palace in Whitestone Garcel told the story of my humiliation on the battlefield red in the face with anger. I felt silly trying to explain that I must have been under some sort of spell.


	“You can’t see the enemy as people. That’s what you did, Mercy,” said Adann. “It makes sense if he called your name, you would see him differently.”


	Blushing, I remember that I did start seeing that brute differently. 


	“It can happen to anyone in their first battle,” said the king. “We will try again and next time, don’t be so ambitious.”


	I nodded, breathing a sigh of relief.


	“No,” the queen stood up from her throne beside the king. “You say you felt you were under a spell…” 


	“Yes…but that’s just how it felt. I’m sure Adann’s right.”


	“You might have been.”


	Everyone in the throne room stared at her.


	“Before you were born, I prayed to Ellar to make you special…” she bit her lip. “Merciful and good.”


	“You did this to me?” I cried my face turning red, now from anger. 


	“It would seem,” she said hesitating. “That Ellar gave you the power of mercy, even in battle.”


	“You fiend!” I shrieked. “Now, I’m handicapped from ever fighting in battle again. Did you ever stop to think what I wanted? We all know you have stupid ideas about the war but why did you have to project them onto me? I hate you!”


	From that day on, my life was ruined. I would watch my brothers and father go off and fight against the rebels and I was stuck at home with nothing to do but embroidery and knitting. Justice stopped going into battle as much and stayed home to govern, trying to teach me how to judge cases like he would but all I wanted to do was fight. Father barely spoke to me and I blamed Mother. She made me like this. The worst part of it all was I could still remember the look in that boy’s eyes and remember how Garcel had smashed his skull when he came to save me.


	My family became separated. Justice was close to Mother and would try to be close with me. Garcel was close to Father and Adann followed Garcel around. I rarely spoke to anyone but Justice now. I felt separated like a freak with no means of redeeming myself. All that mattered in my family was the war, fighting it and ending it. Having glory stories told about us. Now, all hope of that was lost for me. And it was all my royal mother’s fault. 


	That was the end of my story as anybody interesting, ever. 


	 




Justice and Mercy


	 


	Shields, swords, and metal armor glistened in the sunlight; my eyes ached from the glare of the battalions of mighty Tarlen soldiers riding away. My face pressed against the glass of my window while I watched soldier after soldier ride out of the gates and over the bridge to Fardmore. I was not with them. Sighing, I backed away from my window and sat down on my bed. 


	The rebels were led by Larcos; the mere mention of him is the epitome of cruelty. Attacking glorious Tarlen cities, he ravaged them for all their riches, took slaves from the greatest of families, and killed thousands. Under threat of death or enslavement, he forced the simple farmers of Tarlen, who would usually pay homage and tax to the king, to be in allegiance with him. 


	City by city, his army desolated the land. Killing, enslaving, and robbing the subjects of the king. The Cansten rebels wreaked havoc everywhere they went. With the terrible but mysterious god, Morglin, on their side, the rebels devastated Tarlen changing it from a mighty nation into a divided land. The rebels were nothing but trouble and I wanted nothing more than to destroy every one of them. But all I can remember is that horrible day when a rebel solider called my name.


	The curse of my name. I, Princess Mercy, one of the greatest archers in Tarlen, was stuck at home with nothing to do but knit and waste the hours away waiting for my confounded brothers to return with all their glorious trophies and mighty tales. My name. My irritating name. How I abhorred it. Mercy. Of all things! Before I was born, my mother pleaded to the god, Ellar. The god who had deserted Tarlen. Blessed with his ear, she asked him to make me merciful. Why she would do that no one can say. So the day I was born, I was named Mercy and since that day if any man, woman, or child pleads mercy from me nothing in my power can stop me from granting it, no matter how much I abhor them. I lie back on my pillows and stare at the ceiling. Paintings of mighty wars, the history of Tarlen documented on my roof; mighty men and women fighting for the right cause; kings on their powerful steeds with their sons at their sides driving their blades into the enemy. The broken blades of the enemy on the ground. Blood. The dying, the dead. The victorious Tarlen king with his sons at his sides. How I wished to be painted on the roof. But I never could because I had to be merciful because my mother, without consulting me, got Ellar to give me the curse of mercy, crippling me for life! 


	The castle and city were in the hands of my eldest brother, Justice, so I decided to descend from my room and go complain to him. 


	As the eldest of the royal family, Justice was heir to the throne to inherit the kingdom of Tarlen. Beloved by all and respected, he was to the point of making the rest of us look bad. If ever Mother needed a ‘good example’ for the right behavior, she would use Justice. It drove Garcel, Adann and I crazy but it was impossible to be angry with him. He had a way of making us feel good about ourselves. He had a way of bringing out the good in us we might not have seen. I’d often wondered if he had the same sort of curse that I had. Never in my mind could I recall a time Justice was not fair and just. If any pleaded to his sense of fairness, Justice would certainly execute it to the best that he knew how. No decision he made could be questioned because it was so wise and fair. He remained the hope of Tarlen in the midst of war and plague.


	I found him practicing swordsmanship with his instructor. He smiled at me when I appeared. “Ah, Mercy, it is impossible to resist smiling at the sight of your beautiful dark curly head.” He kissed my forehead tenderly. “Dare I hope you are seeking me out? Or is there some other purpose you hold for your venturing here?”


	“I merely came hoping to find you unoccupied so as to keep me company during this lonely hour when our brothers have left,” I replied. I had lost all my previous irritation at the sight of him.


	Justice sheathed his blade. “Any excuse to stop this gruesome practice would suffice, but if I were to be riding in the wild fields with the wind behind me and the hills before me, at the bidding of my fair sister, well, happily would I return to be in your presence for as long as you could desire my sorry person.” 


	A smile played at my lips again. Justice could always do that to me, make me smile. 


	He put on his intricately embroidered coat. He looked fine in the deep blue color. “Tell me; is your presence here for a purpose, or merely a whim?” He asked taking my hand and placing it on his arm. He always spoke eloquently like the prince that he was. Whenever he did, I found myself checking my normally rude and coarse tongue.


	“Both. I fear I have become angered toward Garcel and Adann for forbidding me to use my archery skills against the rebels,” I sighed. “So I sought you out hoping to be lifted from my sorry mood.”


	Justice waited in case I had more to say. When he was sure I had finished speaking he began. “The war is not what you think, Mercy.” His low soft tone drew me in with interest. “Gory scenes of b1ood and bones strewn over our once peaceful forest glades, our cities, our villages; these are not sights to be envied.”


	I bite my lip in irritation; Justice has never quite believed that I was under a spell when I froze that day two years ago but merely got a case of bad battle nerves. “It is not the sights that I desire. You know I have seen it once before. But I long for the opportunity to use this skill which I have attained for the good of Tarlen.”


	Justice waited again, walking in silence through the marbled hall of the castle. “You have many skills and gifts, Mercy. Your skill in archery is by no means small but you mustn’t demote the others you possess. Perhaps, while our brothers are away, you may have more chances to work and improve your other skills and gifts for the good of Tarlen.”


	I knew I should listen to Justice. He was never wrong. But I cared little for my other skills and ‘gifts’, particularly the one regarding my name.


	“You may find your other abilities to be of more value in the end.”


	“You are treating me as a child, Justice, as though you were our royal mother,” I said.


	“I apologize, dear Mercy. I was merely making a request. For the love of your beloved brother who is so fond of you, consider what I have said.” 


	I could not be mad at him. “In that light, perhaps, I will consider it.”


	Justice embraced me. “You are an angel, Mercy. A beautiful angel.”


	_____________________________________


	 


	Dinner was dull for Justice came in late and I never speak to mother unless I have to. He had been judging a dispute between two landlords. When he entered, he looked upset. 


	“What happened, Justice?” Queen Laria exclaimed. “Your sad countenance, I fear, adds to the disparity of this table.”


	Justice bowed. “I apologize, Queen Mother. I’m afraid I’m allowing my sorrow over the sorry state of our kingdom and people intrude my countenance.” He slumped down beside me and sighed.


	“What’s wrong with the kingdom?” I whispered when the queen wasn’t listening.


	Justice sighed again. “The greed and oppression practiced in Tarlen is corrupting it, degrading it to a dirty heap of waste, the foul stench choking the inhabitants. The plague which is sweeping the poor families of our nation, the very plague which can be easily cured by merely good food and water is killing many even in the cities.” He glanced around nervously and continued in a hushed tone, “More young boys have disappeared.”


	My heart sank. I felt sick. ‘Disappeared’ meant only one thing, joined the rebel army. I sighed. Now my countenance matched Justice’s. What was Tarlen coming to? 


	_____________________________


	 


	I was awoken in the middle of the night by a loud knock on the door. I stumbled out of bed, put my robe on and opened the door. 


	“Justice?” I said, surprised. “What are you doing at my door at this hour?”


	He breathed hard. His cloak was on and he was fully clad in armor. “The distress signal has been seen from Bellorn. I’m leaving tonight with some troops to try to save the city.”


	“But Garcel and Adann have already left to fight the rebels at Fardmore.”


	“It must have been a decoy; the major attack is on Bellorn. They need reinforcements.”


	“Will you be alright?” Feeling protective, I placed my hand on his shoulder, wishing I did not have to give him up.


	He held my hand there with his for comfort. “I don’t know how it will all fare but I will take care of myself and the troops and aim to return as soon as I can.”


	I nodded biting my lip. I knew he was afraid.


	“Pray to Ellar for me,” he whispered. I embraced him. Then he turned to leave.


	I closed my eyes allowing tears to escape. I was scared for him. I never feared when Garcel or Adann left, only Justice. 


	I thought of what he’d asked me to do. No one ever prayed to Ellar. Not since Morglin came and raised the rebel army against us. Not since a plague began to ravage the poor inhabitants of Tarlen. Not since Ellar abandoned us. Queen Laria and Justice were the only people I had ever heard of who prayed to Ellar or even mentioned him. ‘Perhaps though, I might make an exception for Justice,’ I thought as I watched Justice disappear from my view down the shadowy stone hallway.


	________________________


	 


	Time passed slowly for the next few days. Embroidering, I sat by my window where I could watch for him. I wanted to make something for Justice when he returned from Bellorn. He’d always loved golden embroidery.


	When the sun began to set on the fifth day, I saw a slow party of battle wearied and wounded soldiers trudge over the drawbridge. On a stretcher lay a man, torn and bloodied… I raced down to meet them. I only had to see their faces to know who the man on the stretcher was. Justice.


	They put him down at my feet. I fell to my knees by his side. “Justice,” I wept. He had been stabbed deep in the side and shot in the shoulder by an arrow. He was barely breathing, blood covered his body. I knew there was no hope for him. 


	“Mercy,” he smiled. “Remember what I said…before I left…”


	I nodded; my face red from weeping.


	“Bare my chest.”


	I stared at him surprised. 


	“Bare my…ow…heart! You need to see…”


	I obeyed and pushed the crimson torn tunic away from his chest and looked. A brand. Gilded in golden letters it read, “Ellar’s”. 


	He tried to smile. “I’m marked…”


	The Queen appeared at his side. She also saw his mark. Tears filled her eyes when she realized his impending death. 


	Confused, I stared at his chest as breath slowly left him. His eyes focused on me as though he were trying to give me something or bind me to a promise. I stared back into his eyes biting my lip, tears streaking my face. “Whatever it is,” I whisper, “I will try to find out what you are saying.”


	My solemn promise seemed to relieve him of some great burden. He smiled as he released his last breath.      


	“No!” I shrieked with every ounce of my being. I embraced his lifeless body. My mother pulled me away from the body and held me while I wept. “No, no, no,” I whimpered into her shoulder. The golden gilded letters flashed over my eyes as his final words echoed in the chambers of my mind. What did he want me to know? What were those letters? What does he want from me?


	














	The Curse of Mercy


	 


	Garcel and Adann returned from Fardmore. When The Queen told them the news of Justice’s death and his final words to them, they left immediately for Bellorn with many troops. In utter rage. I hoped they’d find some rebels, if merely to vent their anger on. I wished desperately I could go with them. I was angry too.


	I spent my days weeping over Justice until the days melded together and they felt like a lifetime of grief. I wept over the many gifts he had given to me. I finished embroidering his coat and hid it among our childhood collections in a secret place adjoining my room only Justice and I had known about. I could not eat. No one could really. The whole kingdom of Tarlen went into mourning for him. He had been the hope of Tarlen. Now, he was dead.


	My maid tried hard to make me eat. I tried to as well, but I could not. All I wanted to do was lie on my bed and weep or stare out my window and pine for him. I wondered much about the mark on his heart and what he had tried to say before he died but it was beyond my grasp.


	Garcel and Adann returned on their horses dragging a man behind them in chains. On his shoulder, I saw the mark of a Cansten rebel. His shirt was torn and his blond curly hair was unkempt and tainted with blood. Other than that, he didn’t look too bad. His build was decent, though not as muscular as most rebels. Possibly, they were bringing him back as a slave. I heard Garcel and Adann were bringing him to the throne room. Curious, I went to discover why Garcel and Adann had brought him.


	“Why have you taken this prisoner here?” the King, my father, asked.


	“He’s weak enough to give us information on the next rebel attack. We intend to extract the information from him in the dungeons,” Garcel replied.


	Mother kept her face lowered. Unwilling to look up. I could tell she was disappointed about the whole concept of torturing a prisoner. I sure didn’t care. He was a rebel.


	The prisoner was silent. I watched his eyes scan the room. He didn’t seem entirely aware of his surroundings. When he realized I was watching him, he lowered his eyes and stared at his chained hands.


	“You intend to torture this man,” said Mother sadly, disapproval clearly marked in her tone.


	“Only until he tells us what we ask, then we’ll kill him quickly,” said Garcel rolling his eyes at her.


	“Justice never tortured anyone,” Mother whispered.


	“Justice could get anyone to tell him whatever he wanted them to!” Garcel’s eyes flashed at the mention of his brother. “As we do not have that gift, we shall have to degrade ourselves to dirtier methods.” He motioned for Adann to follow him and they left with the prisoner being dragged behind them by soldiers.


	Mother fell back onto her chair and sighed. I slipped away. Inside, I was glad they were torturing the Cansten wretch. Death would be too good for the animal.


	_________________________


	 


	Three weeks passed and nothing seemed to change. I pined over Justice and skipped eating for days in a row. I had no friends or family to fill his void. I had taken to staring out my window, or walking the halls of the palace, sometimes going into Justice and my old hideout hidden in the wall; it was where I could best keep Justice’s memory alive. At night, I would slip into my closet and pass into the little door made for a young child. The hideout had a steep path which would lead all the way down to the dungeon if one wished to go. It had once been part of the palace before a king decided to make the halls more majestic and hid that passageway in stone. Justice had been the first to discover it when I was only three years old. He swore me to secrecy and we made many memories there. The passageway was perfect for hide-and-seek, though Justice forbade me to go all the way down to the dungeon. 


	One night, I couldn’t sleep so I decided to go down those stairs. I slipped into my robe and lit a candle. I crawled into the hideout and down the broken stone stairs. I could stand up straight when I was descending the stairs though it was only narrow enough for one person to walk. My footsteps echoed in the dark passageway. It felt exciting to me to explore the secret hall again. Perhaps, I almost felt a semblance of joy since I’d seen Justice’s eyes fade into death.


	Though I did not mean to, I reached the bottom of the passageway. I heard voices through the wall. Someone shrieking. 


	“Ahh! No! Please! Mercy!”


	Oh no, I felt that hated power on me. It took control of me and forced me nearer. I saw a breach in the wall. Unthinking and unable to stop myself even if I did, I crawled through.


	The voices went on.


	“Shut up you miserable worm!” Whoever the speaker was kicked the wailing man then slashed him with a whip. It tore the man’s flesh; I could hear it. More pitiful shrieks.


	I edged in closer. I knew I was in the dungeons but who was the prisoner?


	I peered through the bars. A man, a big jailer was dragging another man to a grate. The prisoner was naked but he was so covered in blood one would hardly know it. Then the jailer chained the victim onto the grate with crackling flames underneath it. The man did not fight, only whimpered either from lack of strength or spirit. When the jailer finished chaining him face first onto the iron bars, he fanned the flames. More cries. 


	Horror overwhelmed me. I staggered into the light of the flames from the grate. The jailer did not see me. But the prisoner did.


	“Please,” he begged. “Whatever you are. A man or a god. Have mercy on me and kill me.”


	The confused jailer pulled out his whip to make him be quiet.


	He cried out and wept. “If you are Morglin take me as your victim and kill me however you choose,” he choked. His voice growing hoarse and dry. “Or Ellar, if you exist, strike me dead in this moment.”


	“You’re losing your mind!” The jailer shrieked. “Be silent or I’ll cut your tongue out.”


	“Please…have mercy,” he whimpered. His body shook like he was weeping.


	I had no choice. The power was at its strongest. I had to save him. A strange delight crosses my face when I decide how to do it. 


	In a soft low tone, my voice echoed off the dungeon walls. I had a power in my voice from Ellar. If I were granting mercy, I could make the listener do all manner of things. I learned that accidently when I was watching my mother help a sick man. Too bad it only worked when I was under Ellar’s power. 


	“In the stillness of the darkness. As the land falls asleep. Go now. Join them. Into the world of dreams...


	Moonbeams shine down and stars tell silently. That night time has come now and you must go to sleep.”


	The jailer staggered back in surprise. Then fell down on the stone floor. Snoring broke out as I finished the song.


	As soon as I heard it, I rushed into the light. The bars were open because the jailer was in the cell. I knelt down and took the keys from the jailer’s belt and unlocked the captive’s chains as he moaned on the grate. I rolled him off the iron bars with little care for I was in a rush and it was hot. I put the keys back onto the jailer’s belt. With that accomplished, I spied a bottle hiding behind some torture instruments.


	I smiled slyly. “That will explain the prisoner’s disappearance.” I took the bottle and placed it beside the snoring jailer. His open mouth was repulsive with a long thick tongue protruding out of it and drooling saliva dripping down his chin. Putrid creature. 


	I turned back to the poor man lying face flat on the cold earth. In the dim light, I could still easily see his black seared back. His body was marred with marks I did not wish to envision as one on the torture instruments for a long time. I knelt down to him and pushed him over to his back. He looked up at me with half crazed fear in his eyes.


	“Can you walk?” I asked him.


	His eyes flickered to his legs. He bit his lip in pain. “They’re broken,” he croaked. “Please,” he pleaded. “I am in misery. You must have a knife… a blade of some sort. Please kill me. Have mercy on me and…and end my life. I…beg of you to kill me.”


	My heart felt as though it had been pierced by a million spears. What could drag a man so low to beg his rescuer to kill him? New strength came over me and I picked up his limp form. I had always prided myself on being strong. 


	His body was like sticky fire to my hands.


	“What are you doing?” he whispered. His voice all but lost.


	“Getting you out of here.”


	He went limp entirely onto me as I threw him over my shoulder. The hardest part of getting him out of the dungeon was not ascending the stairs but pushing him through the breach in the wall. First, I climbed through then I tried to yank him through. So much moaning and groaning ensued that I was worried we would wake the jailer and I would be caught. But the spell was stronger than I thought. He was heavy but by my strength and the power from my name, I could ascend the passageway. 


	He didn’t say anything. Probably because his throat had grown so dry he couldn’t. His body was hot and wet and dry blood covered me from it. I did not realize the extent until I reached my hideout and saw all the blood stains he’d left on my nicest robe. Completely ruined.


	I set him down on the ground and dusted myself off. He watched me in silence as I scurried about finding things to make him more comfortable. I propped him up with some pillows. With every movement I made him do, he winced. I took the cup of water I kept by my bedside and brought it to him in the hideout. I pressed it to his lips. He pursed them shut but he was no match for me. I forced his mouth open and poured the water down his throat. He coughed weakly and swallowed.


	“So what is that supposed to do to me?” he asked when I’d released him. I stared at him in surprise.


	“Is it a brew to make me go mad? For that is entirely unnecessary. Or is it poison to sting and burn my body and make me cough up blood?”


	Dramatic? “It’s water,” I reply.


	“That’s worse,” he moaned. “Then I shall live longer to endure whatever plans you have devised for this unearthly wretch.” He sighed, exhausted. “I had hoped to die of thirst.”


	“You will not die,” I said strongly, bringing in a basin of water and a cloth. The man needed cooling down and to be cleaned off to avoid infection of wounds. His one leg looked like it could be rotting.


	“Then my fears are confirmed. What terrible tortures do you have in store for me? Though, I admit I’d rather be the victim of a captor as beautiful as you rather than that pig-faced jailer.”


	Oh dear, what could I say to this panicky man to calm him down and get him to shut up. I knelt down to him. I could read fear in his crazed eyes. I ran my fingers through his dirty hair to soothe him. He was nearly mad with fear. I wrung out the cloth into the bowl. “I’m not going to hurt you,” I said softly. “I’m merely trying to cool you down from your fever.”


	He heaved a few breaths with effort. “You’re helping me?”


	I smiled and laid the cloth onto his scalded skin. Most of it was bloodied or blackened or both. I watched him relax a little. Through his parched lips he croaked, “Thank you.”


	I rinsed the cloth and continued down onto his neck. I was shocked, however, when I reached his heart. As I washed away the char, grime and blood, I saw a marking on his breast. Like a brand done by iron. It read, “Worthless Scum.” 


	The prisoner noticed I had paused there. “That’s what they did first to break my pride and remind me what I was while they tortured me.”


	“Who are you?” I asked. He somewhat resembled the prisoner Garcel and Adann had brought in three weeks ago. But they had told mother they had killed him within three days.


	“Worthless Scum, if you can’t read my brand,” he replied, bitterly.


	“What’s your name?” I persisted.


	“Raliph,” he heaved a breath. “Look, you aren’t saving anyone worth the trouble. Just kill me and end my misery. I’ve been tortured beyond resistance and pride. Just end my life and I thank you.”


	I bit my lip. “Stop asking to die. You will not die at my hand. So be silent!”


	Raliph sighed. “I apologize. Worthless scum like me should only speak when ordered to.”


	I rolled my eyes at him. This man was not built to be a soldier, theatre was his missed calling.


	I keep working. When I was a child and had a better relationship with my mother, she would teach me healing. I actually saved a man’s life once but I don’t remember his name because I was thirteen but mother was proud of me and that’s all I remembered. Now, despite all the curses I throw at her, I’m grateful for this skill if only because it is interesting to watch someone get better and know I did it.


	“I need to clean your leg. I might be able to save it but it will hurt excruciatingly,” I said in an even tone. “I’m going to sing and make you fall into a deep sleep so you won’t feel the pain,” I said hoping it would actually work the way I described it. This was only the third time I had ever put someone to sleep with my powers. It would probably be better if I had some sort of strong alcohol to numb his pain and wait until he passed out from it but I don’t have enough in my room and our family would not leave their wines out where I could steal them because servants are notorious drunks and would take them.


	With much effort, Raliph shifted his head to look at me from his position on his stomach. “I cannot stop you from doing anything. But I will not sleep. My agony is too great.”


	I bit my lip sending out a silent prayer to whoever might be listening. “You will sleep.”      


	He groaned.


	I began to sing. His body relaxed a little. He breathed deeply in even breaths. Elated, I finish my song and get to work.


	I worked late into the night. While I worked, I realized Raliph indeed had been the prisoner brought in three weeks ago. His hair and his body was the same though he had been disfigured. Garcel and Adann told Mother they’d killed him ten days ago. For some strange reason, I felt anger towards them boil up inside me. I did understand though, they had to take their anger out somehow, what better way than on a Cansten rebel nobody cares about. Still I was surprised they could be so cruel. This torture had nothing to do with getting the information and everything to do with satisfying a dirty desire for hate-induced bloodshed and sick entertainment. I felt dirty simply from witnessing that ugly side of my brothers they never showed to me. Shuddering, I tried to stay on task.


	The darkest hour of the night passed as I finished my final task of popping his dislocated shoulders into their places. He must have been strung up at some point by his arms. I stung that huge gaping wound on his leg with hard alcohol I had recently been drinking and hidden here since Justice’s death. Probably a better use for it when I thought about it. After stitching it up, I took a couple swigs of it. It was incredibly strong and I was tired. That was about all I remembered after that point.


	 














	Angel of Mercy


	 


	I awoke with him staring at me. His looked at me, puzzled. He probably had forgotten where he was.


	“Am I dreaming?” he asked.


	I sat up, yawned and shook my head. All the blood rushed to my head and I almost fell down again.


	“Who are you?”


	“Mercy,” I replied simply.


	He sighed. “I dreamt…ah…” he winced, “that an angel of mercy came to save me from the dungeons of Morglin. Am I…still there?”      


	My heart tugged at his name for me. Only Justice would call me an angel. A rebel had no such right. “Never call me angel again!” I said, vehement. “Only my brother can call me that. My brother…” I trailed off, the hollowness settling into my heart again.      


	He shrunk back, oblivious to my grief. “Sorry.”


	I sighed. “You are in no dream, Raliph. My name is Mercy. You are in a secret hideout adjoining my quarters.”


	He was silent for a moment. Processing everything. His eyes widened in fear. “No! Please Your Highness, I beg of you, kill me.” He began to weep. “I can bear no more. Your brothers have already taken all strength from me.” He moaned. “Kill me please! Torture me no more.”


	I could not afford to allow him to make so much noise so I covered his mouth.


	“Now,” I began. “Listen carefully. My name is Mercy and I am the princess.”


	He whimpered.


	“Last night, I found you in your cell being tortured. You cried out to me for mercy,” I paused. Unsure whether to tell him the secret of my name. “What I am about to tell you, you must never reveal to anyone. Understand?”


	He nodded slightly. 


	“My name has a power over me that I cannot control. I am under the power of Ellar by the petitions of my mother to be subject to my name. When you called my name and its application Ellar’s power came over me and I had no choice but to save you. Even now I am still working under his power.”


	He made a noise from his throat. 


	“You may speak quietly,” I consented uncovering his mouth.


	“So I am…ow…at the mercy of Your Highness who hates me, but can only help me because of a spell on you from a powerful but indifferent god.”       


	“That is the truth.”


	He sighed. “Then I shall do my best to cause your highness the least amount of inconvenience.” He sounded bitter. I wondered what went on in his head before I told him the secret of my name. He couldn’t have expected me to actually care about him. 


	He winced and moaned in pain. I put my cool hand on his shoulder trying to comfort him. His skin was still burning. I dabbed it gently with the newly rinsed cloth. He breathed heavily. Sweat was beading all over his body wherever blood wasn’t. I traced the W on his brand at his breast. He closed his eyes and bit his lip.


	“My shame is complete,” he whispered. “Here I lay, helpless in the hands of my enemy. Naked and torn. Not an inch of me whole. Branded Worthless Scum, and broken. This, before the most beautiful person in the ranks of my enemies.” He groaned. “Are you sure your brothers didn’t plan for this in order to humiliate me further?”


	I was speechless.


	“I thought…ow…I had no pride left. Perhaps I still maintained a fraction still. I now know that jailer was right, I am a maggot. A worm, not a man. A pitiful creature meant for nothing better than to be squashed under a man’s foot and thrown amongst deplorable and putrid waste until I got into something even worse.”


	I bit my lip. He looked up and met my eyes. Pleading me with his eyes he stared. Why? What was he asking me for? What did he want? Tears spilled down his cheeks and kept coming but still his eyes pleaded. 


	“I would love nothing better than to be killed in this moment and hung, naked in the streets of Whitestone for all to see,” he whispered. “Birds will devour my flesh, slowly…ever so slowly. While I dangle, dead, the putrid scum I am, never to walk Tarlen again.” He sighed heavily. “Could you do that for me?”


	I shook my head.


	“Please!” he shrieked. “Kill me!” He tried to tense his body but he could not move a muscle. “Satisfy every cruel act upon me after I am dead and gone. Feed me to an Urfane for all I care! No one to tell you that you are…are unkind for it was I…I who asked you to…” his eyes began to glaze over his body went completely limp. “Please. I implore you. Please…”


	I stared, shocked and traumatized. Speechless and trembling. What were these strange feelings come over me? Terror of the suffering of another. I breathed deeply and shakily. An unwanted tear spilled down my cheek. Could I truly have pity for a rebel? This bloody mess before me. Did I care? The tear fell down and splattered on his face.


	 


	“No,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry. I have made the most beautiful and divine woman cry. Forgive me…” his hoarse voice spoke softly. His gentle green eyes stared up at me, repentant as if he had committed the greatest crime known in Tarlen. 


	“I am not bloodthirsty, Raliph,” I said wondering if it was really true. “I do not want to see you suffer or be in pain. I do not want to put you to anymore humiliation.”


	His eyes fell. “I don’t know what to do with that.”


	“What do you mean?”


	He sighed. “I wish you were cruel, or bloodthirsty, or merely in a rage for…if you were…I would know what to say. You are too good to belong in Tarlen. Too good to touch the vile skin of this rancid insect.”


	Tears filled my eyes and flowed freely down my face. No. He was wrong there was more cruelty in me than in my brothers. Only a spell kept me by his side. Only mercy. I am not Mercy. But maybe I almost want to be. 


	“Please…don’t cry. I’m so sorry,” he croaked. “Forgive me. I cannot bear the sight of such beautiful tears. Too good for my tainted eyes to behold. Too perfect for this foul pest to watch.”


	“No.” I said quietly. “I am no better than you. There is no such beauty in me as you seem to see. Rest now. Breathe. I will not cry.”


	He sighed deeply.


	He watched me in silence while I puttered around in my hideout trying to keep myself busy sorting cloths. 


	“I hate myself,” he said. 


	“Doesn’t everyone?” 


	“Not as much as I hate myself right now.”


	I did not reply. I did not wish to hear him wax eloquent on my qualities of goodness which I knew I did not have and he wax eloquent on his own pitiable state. It was understandable for a man to be so low, but it was hard to listen to. There is something about intense suffering that makes me want to cover my ears, even when it is not my fault. Perhaps, because if I kept my ears open I would realize how very little I do to stop it. That was how I felt that day. All the time just wanting to cover my ears and eyes and pretend my family and I were innocent of perpetuating the hate that brought this man to suffer so deeply.      


	Perhaps it was the unfounded expression of compassion on my face as I sat in silence beside him, or just the fact that I was a human being with a pair of ears but he began to tell a story.


	“After they branded me and forced me to kill that soldier,” he whispered. “I was young…ten, eleven. My father…ah…was a Tarlen soldier. He was killed by the rebels.”


	It seemed strange to me that he would join an army which killed his father.


	“Mother…was deathly ill. Natalia, Sunfare, and Deulis were too young to help…” he paused to remember. “A man knocked on our door…wanted to speak to me in private…from the rebel army. He showed me his mark. Ow!” He cried out. He had tried to shift but he was in no shape to do so. “I told him to go…he wouldn’t. He promised me that if I served Larcos, my family…they’d be taken care of. I followed him.”


	I listened in silence. My mind took in the information and ran it around my ever busy brain.


	“They held me down…” he closed his eyes as though he could see the scene. “They branded me with iron…told me I could never go back now as a Tarlen citizen. They said if I was found I’d be tortured, enslaved or killed.” He chuckled. “I guess I found that out for myself.”


	My heart tugged again.


	“Then they took my sister…Sunfare…” Tears welled up in his eyes unexpectedly. 


	“…put a knife to her throat…held down a Tarlen soldier…” a sob escaped his lips. “Said if I didn’t kill him…they’d kill her. I killed him.” He stopped. “Since that day, Morglin has haunted my every dream,” he broke off and wept.


	I longed to comfort him but my touch would only hurt him and I was his enemy.


	“I do what they tell me…so I don’t get whipped and my family lives…” He bit his lip trying to stop crying. “…I get whipped anyway…pushed around…I’m weak…” He stopped and drew a few shuddered breaths. “I was going to a village to enlist a few young boys but I was stopped…my mark was seen…” his voice was hollow now. Stripped of all emotion. “They beat me…then took me down to the darkness,” he sighed. “The result is what you see.”


	“I’m sorry, Raliph,” I said, and I meant it.


	“There’s nothing you have to be sorry for.” He closed his eyes and breathed heavily. “You’ve been nothing but good to me. Unwillingly, of course, but still good. No one would be good to me just for the sake of it. I’m not worth it.”


	I almost roll my eyes at him. I’m fed up with his degrading himself constantly. 


	I went to the small door leading into my closet. “I will get you some broth. Lie quietly until I return.”


	He nodded slightly. About all he could do. I turned away. I felt sorry for him, but sorry for myself for getting into such a mess at the same time. Honestly I wished I wasn’t under the power of my name and then again I was glad I was. Part of me wished I was doing what I was doing willingly without the power of Ellar. That was the same part of me that apologized to him for having such a terrible life. 


	“It’s not my fault he has a continual streak of misfortune. Not my fault he was tortured.” I sighed and changed my clothes into a clean nightdress and hung a clean robe beside my bed. I had a plan to get him some broth and raise no questions towards my unwillingness to leave my room. 


	“Why are you doing this Mercy? I mean, you know why, but why are you enjoying this?”


	I crawled into the covers. My stomach growled. I sure was hungry. It had been a long night and the sights I had seen and the words I had heard were enough to make me ill. My face was probably white already. This would be easy.


	I collapsed onto my pillows with Justice’s face in my memory. It was less pillows because Raliph was lying on half of them. I hoped my maid wouldn’t notice.
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