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While Gale, Merry and Alaric sought the answer to where the Nightingale had secreted himself, Heron and Shea saw to the continued training of Ed. Neither was powerful enough to be considered a wizard herself, but they were strong in the use of their own magics and knew how to channel and train the new Sorcerer in the handling of his powers. By dinner, Ed was thoroughly frustrated in his attempts to actively use his new gifts. For every step forward he made, he felt as though he slid multiples back.

“Nay. You are progressing. We learned these controls as children, when our gifts were first named. That you in so short a time have found the ability to saddle those gifts is amazing, Lord,” Heron assured him

“Ed,” he corrected her. 

The two women exchanged a look. “In private, as you wish, Ed. In the world, you are one of the great lords of magic. It would ill become Alaric's bond women to so address you, unless to acknowledge some deeper connection.”

Shea almost giggled at Ed's startled look. “Indeed, Lord Ed, you would not wish to so shame so good a friend.”

“No. Of course, not.” So good a friend. Yet his doppleganger had surely harmed Alaric worse than his requesting that they call him by name, hadn't he? “Tell me about your ... lord,” he requested, grabbing a piece of ripe, red fruit from the nearby table. The juice nearly undid him as he tried to keep it off the white garments he wore.

For an hour or so, Shea and Heron told Ed of the man who had stood by Eodearas, even though he was heart sore at what he did and what his friend did. In the end, even Alaric stood against the madman and was sorrowed to do so. His ladies had avoided the other sorcerer, narrowly averting disaster time and again. “We were not so enticing that he demanded us, but we knew the time was not long off when he would consider it his due to summon any woman to him, regardless of her bonds.”

“You speak of bonds; magical?”

Shea colored. “Nay ... well, yes, but ...” She faltered and looked to her companion.

“Alaric's family has not often found the one for whom their soul was made. Thus tradition allows the Lord of his people to hold bond mates rather than equals. An equal would have as much magic command as the Lord does. Such women are few0, our skills so frequently lean toward healing, the nurture of all things.”

Ed snorted. “Because you can't melt stone in a rage your skills are lesser than Merry's? Your people are no smarter than mine,”he added caustically. 

“Wisdom is not a function of power,” Heron advised softly. 

He met her deep eyes briefly and nodded. “No, it's not. That reminds me, what do Merry and Gale need to finish breaking her bonds to me? To Eodearas?”

Shea smiled at that. In spite of his pain, his terror, his worry over his own people; this man remembered that Merry and Gale needed to sunder the bonds to him so that they could wed. “Let us go see the adjudicators and find out. In their search for the Nightingale, they may have forgot to finish the deed.”

The adjudicators, lawyers by any other name, were gathered in a dank, musty room at the far end of the palace. Ed sneezed as he entered, causing all of them to look up. The low murmur that had filled the place ceased and all the men there hit their knees, kowtowing to Ed. 

“Get up.”

“My Lord. We are honored to see you today. What do you wish of us?” one of the most darkly clad inquired.

“Merry Nightingale Strakerius needs her bonds to Eodearas severed. How is this accomplished?” He could sense Shea and Heron restraining themselves behind him. What had he done to cause them to get the giggles? His gaze swept the goggling adjudicators. Maybe it wasn't him. “Well?”

There was a flurry of movement and a few moments later the leader of the room handed him a thick roll of parchment. “Sign this, Oh Great Lord of Magic, ....”

Ed stopped the flow of titles he felt coming by taking the roll with a nod and a thank you before escaping with his companions. Unrolling the first few inches he was relieved he could read the language. Much like his own divorce decree, it became incomprehensible the further along he got. “I need my own bloody lawyer,” he muttered under his breath. 

“Heron!”

“Yes, my Lord?”

“Can you tell if this does what it's supposed to do?” he asked as he handed her the document.

“I .. can try.” She took the roll and looked it over slowly until she came to about a foot from the end. “Yes. It releases the bindings and makes the unmaking of the mating legal. Merry will suffer no consequences of the unbinding, leaving her free to wed Gale.”

“What sort of consequences?” Ed asked.

Shea answered him. “If the bindings of Eodearas and Merry were not wholly undone, all children of her mating with Gale would be monsters and would be destroyed upon birth. Even if they were not actually monsters. She could not sit with Gale in his court, she would be no more than a harlot in the eyes of the Council. If they insisted on trying to keep a child of their getting, both would be torn down, stripped of power, and sent to the wastelands, never to be spoken of again. Their names would be purged from the lists of powers and Gale's lands would be fought over, his people becoming the slaves of whoever took and held them.”

“This will keep this from happening?”

“Yes, if Eodearas signs it,” she whispered, her eyes round as she regarded him.

“Then he'll just have to sign it, won't he,” Ed told them with mischief in his voice as he placed the document on the table. For just a moment, he looked frightening like his alter ego as he took pen in hand, checked the nib to make certain it was sharp, dipped it in ink and signed as Eodearas Strakerius.

Merry gasped and grabbed for Gale. 

“What is it?” he demanded, holding his beloved and feeling tremors race through her body. She raised her face to his, tears spilling down to dampen their clasped hands.

“I am free,” she whispered as the tremors stopped. “The bindings, they are broken, as he promised.” She fell into Gale's arms sobbing. She would never love Gale less, but had Eodearas been the man that Edward was ... She mourned for the damage a thoughtless, power mad soul had done. 

