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  Revenge to Redemption




   




  The setting sun’s violent clash of red and orange hues filled the western horizon, casting an ominous shadow over King Geladon’s fortress. They also deepened the colors of the bloody amulet in Asher’s trembling hands. He brushed aside the gore on its face, revealing his family insignia. His eyes were heavy with dread, turning toward the note accompanying it.




  No! he thought in stunned agony. They promised me she would be protected!




  "We tried to spare her," the message read. "But Geladon struck immediately, without awaiting a trial or even an excuse. He knew she hid you during the raid. It did not even matter if you supposedly held her at knife point," The dry paper crackled in the strong wind as his eyes soaked in its contents. "We buried her body this morning. What’s left of her is with him now. It would appear he does not fear the wrath of the Last Exile anymore. You’re obsolete."




  A cold chill settled around his heart as he read the words ‘What’s left of her is with him now.’ Why did he condemn her to such an existence? he wondered. She was neither traitor nor murderer.




  Perhaps the only kind noblewoman in the entire province, hunger and despair had been alleviated wherever she’d walked. It did not take long for him to realize her fate’s true meaning. King Geladon wanted him, the last living son of his dead rival, to know who still held the reins.




  Asher slowly pocketed the message and the trinket, eyeing the fortress’ defenses below. I am not just an Exile, he thought. My family’s fallen from power, but as long as I live he must always fear the prospect of my revenge. Shouldn’t he?




  The air was heavy and thick with moisture, as if it too was gathering its strength for the night’s endeavors. Next to his crouching perch the Issades River spilled over the cliff, rushing along its course through the base of the intimidating citadel to the west. The scholars said it was a fortress no man or army could ever crack. He adjusted the straps on the pack and the airtight container it held. By the night's end, he'd know if the scholars spoke the truth.




  I promised her she would be protected! he thought. Geladon will pay for this!




  From a small sheath behind his back he withdrew a thin ceremonial dagger and sliced his forearm. "As my blood now flows down this blade," Asher swore, "so shall this blade follow the blood of my enemy," The dagger glowed the color of a campfire’s dying coals, and before his eyes he saw a flicker of red in the westernmost tower.




  "Found you," he said, struggling to push the grief of Jasmine’s passing from his mind. He could do nothing for her if he stopped now, even if only to mourn her death. Without her help he would have died as a child. It was only fitting he give his life now to stop Geladon’s bloody reign. As long as it meant revenge, the cost didn’t matter anymore.




  Sheathing the enchanted blade, Asher grabbed his pack and dove headlong into the river below. The icy water enveloped him, cutting off all sounds except the heavy pounding of the waterfall behind him. From beneath the waves he unwrapped his package, letting four heavy rocks fall freely around him, each tied to an end of the square-shaped leather fabric in his hands.




  He passed a shallow portion of the river and stood, scooping a few precious breaths of air from above before submerging himself again. The weight of the rocks formed a bubble of air between the leather and the bottom of the river by holding the ends down to trap the elusive substance. Asher peeked out from under the bubble, gauging the distance between himself and the fortress. In a few minutes the water’s current pulled him past the outer walls toward the large portcullis meant to keep intruders at bay.




  The river deepened, exposing where the large metal barrier sank into the bottom of the river. Asher swam toward it, pulling along his portable air supply. The current swirled here in a few places, covering his body with coarse dirt.




  Where is it? he thought desperately as he probed the murky water along the river bed. If an armored corpse found this by accident, it can’t be too hard to find.
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