Reward: Xp:


Marks:
Gjaeving stretches as he leaves the doors of the main hall, the bustle of the preparations for dinner echo in the emptying hall behind him.  The staff is rearranging the tables, setting them and laying out the food.  The state dinner will be in about half an hour.  Normally he’d be there at the high table, but not with the Vendel representative present, he likes the man, his preference for his Vesten name alone makes him a likely ally.  He sighs as he faces a lonely dinner in his quarters; without the music, stories and other entertainment.  The kitchen maid that makes sure he eats, by pity if necessary, approaches.

“M’Lord, I have a message for you.”  She bows slightly, the reverence of a serf to a noble, not to a king, she knows better with the Vendel nearby.  She holds a small piece of parchment in a roll towards him.  It is tied with a piece of white ribbon; similar to the one that Viljara gave him so many years ago.  The ribbon almost melts in his hands as it is so delicate a feel; it is silk, he recognizes the feel from when Viljara brought some to show all of them. 

M’Lord Gjaeving,

I have taken the liberty of preparing a private dinner for us, if your schedule allows. I will be waiting in your quarters.








Viljara

Gjaeving half smiles, “Thank you, Ilsa, I shall attend to this at once.”

Gjaeving enters his chambers, there are two dinners laid out on a straightened table.  The quarters has been cleaned and organized a little.  Only two candles on the table and a small fire in the fireplace light the room; being the height of summer, the fire is not needed for heat, but it makes wonderful atmosphere.  When the door closes, Viljara stands from in front of the fire.  She is wearing a white silk chemise and the overdress is one of the ones she wears in Thean courts.  It is a deep green raw weave silk with Vesten knot work embroidery.  She smiles as she walks towards him, “I hope you don’t mind.”  After waiting for his approval, “I thought since you have taken the first step toward reunification, perhaps we should start making sure you are ready to deal with the rest of Theah.”  She motions to the table and he notices that it is set differently than he has ever seen in Vesten, though he has seen similar in Vendel.

He takes her hands and kisses them. “I am now prepared to deal with just about anything.” He holds her chair for her. “There was less tension than I expected, but there were still some members of the council who were less than pleased with Master Skaardal’s presence.”

Viljara’s eyebrow goes up, “Skaardal?  That is a Vesten name.”  She sits, “Perhaps you are better prepared for the courts of Theah than I expected.”

“The Skaardal’s are one of the great family names in Vesten brewing.  Our guest allows foreigners to use the shortened version of his name, but he insists on using the full Vesten name the rest of the time.  He is a merchant, but he has not forgotten the old ways.  I don’t think everyone is willing to give him the chance to prove that, though.”

She looks down a little sheepishly, “I guess, you can number me among that group, I wasn’t.”  She plays with her dinner a little.  While the table is set as in court, the meal is definitely Vesten, most likely the same that is being served in the main hall.

“I suggest you at least take the opportunity to sample some of his brewing, he has brought many different drinks including a few bottles of mead that would normally only be served to the highest members of the Guild Council.” He takes a bottle out from under his robes and places it on the table. “I have had occasion to eat in more civilized ways during my time among the Vendel.” He removes his robe and sits down at the table.

She offers her glass, “I can live with some mead, I have been getting mostly beer, ale and wine recently.”  She sips it, “Not bad.  At least the etiquette lessons will be easy, though I think there are some other members of the council that will be harder to teach.”

“Perhaps he will decide to stay a little longer.  Who can say?”

“Won’t that be hard for you?  Everyone that stays here knows, you’d have to keep yourself hidden while he’s here; and then there’s always the chance of someone slipping.”  Her etiquette is perfect, with a twist of the Crescent (she doesn’t use her left hand if possible to avoid it).  While they eat she explains some of the finer points and differences between the various cultures.

After a time, he begins to grow impatient with the lessons. “There will be time for these lessons later.  A lot of time has been lost between us, and more will yet be lost.” He finishes eating and puts down his silverware. “There have been troubling signs of late, have you noticed?”

She stares at her plate, “Yes,” She shivers slightly at the memories, “Disturbing dreams, a mysterious island, dark ships…” She trails off.  “I don’t know which are worse, the maddening ones or those haunting ones.”

His gaze shifts to nowhere in particular. “An island sinks and another rises.  Everyone wants to believe that what they want is there, but it is not.” His gaze returns to the room. “There are so many here still so blinded by their hatred that they cannot see that there must be a better way.” He pours himself another horn of mead. After pouring it his gaze wanders again. “I have dreamed of a swamp where slow death travels on the wind, and foggy vales where legends still live.” He drains the horn. “I also dreamed I traveled to Freiberg with your father, and of one who was torn apart being whole again, swallowed by a shadow.”

“Stephan said he talked to someone that wore your face in Frieburg, he also said my father was there.  That was near the time that Eisenfurst Trague destroyed the Wachturm and almost took some of the city with it.”  She stacks the dishes, “I wish they could see what war has and is doing to other countries.  Areas that cannot even feed the people that live there, people gone mad with hatred of their brothers…”

“Yes, Stephan.  I vaguely remember a conversation by a fire.  Still it was a dream, though perhaps it was a dream shared.  Put the dishes outside the door, someone will be along for them.” He stirs the fire. 

The silk swirls delicately around her as she moves, Gjaeving watches her hungrily as he did the last time she wore silk.  She joins him by the fire, her fingers starting to work on the knots in his shoulders.  “So much weight you bear, I wish I could take some of it for you.”

“You have your own burdens, and I expect you will find them to be enough without adding any more.  Still, right now, the winds are calm.  Let us take the time that Grumfather gives us, for we do not know when it will be over.” He leans back into her.

She puts her arms around him and kisses his neck, “I suppose we could start with getting rid of some of those knots in your back.”  Her tone turns playful, “I forget, you said no more lessons, I guess you don’t want to know why the Vodacce men keep courtesans.”

“One needs only to have seen Natalia to know that.  Still, as you said earlier, some lessons are easier than others.”

“I have been studying with Natalia and have been told I am a good student.”  Her hands start to pull his shirt out from under his belt, “You up for a lesson in Vodacce culture?”

“I’m ready.”

“Then take off your shirt and lay on the bed face down.”  She goes to her pack for a bottle of massage oil.  She straddles his thighs; the soft silk brushes his sides as she tucks the skirts out of the way.  The oil has a soft musk scent and his head swims slightly as he melts into the bed at her touch.  Her gentle touch spreads the oil as she prepares for a proper massage and then she freezes.  The oil makes the scars on his back more obvious and she inhales sharply as she sees the extensive crisscross pattern made by his father’s whip and she begins to cry.

“Viljara?  What’s wrong?” He tries to look back over his shoulder.

“I knew you were whipped, Jon was almost gleeful at the fact.  I was there that night, outside the council hall; I knew you were in pain.  But I never realized…” a hot tear lands on his back, “…because of me… I’m so sorry.”  She doesn’t move; she seems frozen in place.

“It is in the past, and the past can only hurt us if we let it.  I am not in pain anymore now that we are here in the present.  What happened is what had to happen.” He smiles at her. “Tonight we finish what we started then.  Though this position is going to make it a bit difficult.  As long as you are up there you might as well finish the lesson.”

Slowly her fingers start massaging his back again.  She works out the knots, layer by layer.  While she is working out the tension and relaxing him, she is not trying to put him to sleep, actually quite the opposite.  He melts into the bed and begins to purr.  She shifts her weight and rolls him over, then again settles across his thighs.  Then she begins to work on the muscles in his chest.  His hands begin to stroke her thighs lazily.  She unfastens the waist of the skirt and shifts allowing her to pull off the wrap around garment.  The chemise is only thigh length, leaving her legs almost bare; it is made of a refined silk and brushes against his skin seductively.  She settles back in a bit higher, as she works on the tight muscles, her hips work on him in another way.  His purrs quickly deepen into low growls of pleasure, despite his arousal, the rest of him is very relaxed and it takes a force of will to move even the slightest amount.  Once she is happy with the effectiveness of the massage, she begins to kiss his neck; her chest pressing against his.  She keeps the foreplay slow and maddening, kissing, biting and licking as she slowly escalates the arousal.  His growls get more insistent as he begins to find the effort to move and take a more active role in the act.

They collapse onto the bed, a tangle of limbs and both too tired to move.  All their energy was spent in their act and they happily snuggle together as they catch their breath.  Sleep comes quickly to them both, a deep nearly dreamless sleep but only nearly. 

Viljara hears a female voice chanting something in the distance and makes her way up onto the deck of the ship.  Her crewmates all show signs of being dead for quite some time, though they continue to work at their assigned tasks.  As she walks to the rail, she can tell her heart does not beat, and she breathes only to speak.  She hears her gravely male voice say, “She calls, the traitor is with her.  I shall answer the call, and the traitor shall die.  Nothing else matters.” He shouts, “Bring us about, twelve degrees to port.  Best speed, and man the sweeps.  The Revenj shall not protect him from me.” He/she smiles. “The honored dead hear you and answer Captain.”  

Viljara snaps awake, her heart pounding. She is not on board a haunted ship, she is next to Gjaeving.  Gjaeving is also sitting up, he also looks slightly frightened and is breathing hard. “You OK? Or did I startle you?”

“More dreams.  The images confuse me and I find them hard to separate without taking time.  One thing is clear though.  A source of ancient evil has returned.  The Isle of the Sunken Eye has risen and its evil will be unleashed.”

“That might explain the undead…”  she is cut off by the door flying open.  Viljara’s mother, Sigrund, bursts in, she is wide eyed and obviously panicked. Viljara quickly fumbles for a blanket to hide her nakedness, she blushes deeply.

“Iiislaaand…shshshee’s gone…”  Sigrund stutters in Gjaeving’s direction.

Gjaeving says, “Take deep breath, then try explaining what you mean.”

Sigrund tries to compose herself as she steadies herself on the table.  “The evil island, I think it is returned, or is about to.”  She takes another deep breath, “She was mad, Vendel, and now the Revenj is gone.”

Gjaeving turns to Viljara. “Yngvild has been having dreams as well, she once told me she thought they were signs of Ragnarok.  Since she lost her Second Mate she has hated the Vendel more and more.  She made it clear what her feelings were regarding a Vendel at Althing, but at some point we have to build bridges.  She is sailing into dangerous waters, and she must be saved from herself.”

“’The traitor’s with her…’  the ship of undead is after someone on the Revenj?”  The question was to herself as much as to anyone present.

“Traitor?”

“The nightmare, I was in the place of the Captain of the Black Freighter and he? Said ‘She calls, the traitor is with her.  I shall answer the call, and the traitor shall die.  Nothing else matters.’ He also specifically mentioned the Revenj by name.”  She has found a blanket to cover herself with.

“Legends of the Restless Dead tell of their single minded pursuit of the reason they have not passed on.”

Viljara nods her mind not entirely there as she reviews the dream. “Someone needs to go after the Revenj, Yngvild has to be warned about the Freighter.” Her voice is measured as if she is sorting through thoughts, “She’s calling for the dead?…”

“The honored dead are said to wait in Valhalla until the time of Ragnarok.  She may think they can be summoned to fight the Vendel.”

“But it is not time for Ragnarok.”  It is a simple statement of fact, “They wait for a specific battle.”

“She does what she feels she must do.  Someone has to follow her, and be ready to help her.”

“Help her against the Freighter perhaps, but not with her other plan, on that point to stop her.”  Viljara shifts to the edge of the bed, “Who would she listen to?  She is one of the most powerful Skaejren, a member of the High Council and not known for her ability to be reasoned with, particularly about the Vendel.”

“If the Restless Dead can hear the call, then so can your father.  He goes where you go.”

Sigrund adds, “I overheard Yngwild to say that at least you had the sense to not eat with the Vendel.  She might be willing to listen to you.”

Viljara looks surprised, “The one that brought the Vendel here in the first place and spends all her time with foreigners?”

“Your foreigners have proved themselves by our rituals, and at least one has voiced similar opinions about the Vendel to hers.  Some are Vodacce, sworn enemies of the Vendel.  You brought Skardaal because you were sent to do it.”

Viljara’s mind races trying to find a reason that someone else, specifically, would be better. Finally she slumps, “Maybe I am the only one here, now that has a chance.  I will need to let the others know I can’t return to Vodacce with them now.  I should be able to get the Evening Star to help me.”  She sighs, “Give me a bit to talk to the others and I’ll head for the harbor.  At least the Star has sailed under the Runes before, that is the only way any ship has a chance of catching the Revenj.”  She digs some travel clothes out of her bag as her mom heads out; this alone makes Viljara relax.  “Crap!”

“Is there a problem?”

“The house in Frieburg is under the control of aVodacce I don’t trust.  Long story, deal Fortunato made to possibly save her life. I have all my stuff with me and I can’t take it all. I was going to leave it in a trunk with some of my childhood stuff at Mom’s, but there isn’t time.”  She puts on her shirt and looks at Gjaeving, “Can you just throw it in a corner somewhere?  I’ll handle a more permanent storage when I get back.”  She has a single satchel packed in minutes, then stops as her gaze turns to Gjaeving, “I hope I can do this.”

“I have faith in you.  That corner can be yours if you like.  Your belongings can stay there as long as you need.”

She stops long enough for a serious kiss, then continues with her diatribe of half thinking, “I need to wake the others and explain, maybe I can get someone to saddle Storm while I do that, I need something to eat…”

“There’s some dinner leftovers, I’ll make sure your horse is saddled and waiting on you.”

“Thank you.  I hope Fortunato can find her, Stephan is committed as well.”  She mumbles as she heads for the camp of the others.

“Have faith in yourself and your friends. I do.” He says as he heads to the stables.

