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Prologue
Tenth Moon of the Year 1542: Rhosan-Ingolan Border
Trees whipped by, black monoliths slowly thinning. Dawn was a grey promise on the horizon, little light, but it served to illuminate the twisting forms of roots raised from the ground like feet tilted to trip a sprinting figure.
Catrin had not lost her way, even on so cloudy a night, but still ran southward, her thighs aching. Every sound was a pursuer, a hound or a bespelled soldier bent on taking away the book she held pressed to her chest. It was a small thing, insignificant in appearance for all that it had been written by Enyo’s strongest high priest and contained within its pages more magic than the slight acolyte had ever imagined.
The girl could not cast a spell, but she could run. Fleet as a doe, her mother had said, and so she’d been given to Enyo. In thanks to the land.
Praise the Goddess.
Behind her, the imagined sounds of pursuit had become real, the thunder of branches crumbling beneath the force of armored horses. Catrin was angling south and east, cutting through the tangle of the dream Goddess’s wood as though she meant to disappear within it. Ruyaa’s forest was a strange place, thick with fog even in the heat of noon. Now, in the cold light of a change-time, a transition from dark to day, it was coiling and unpredictable. Branches seemed to reach out, trunks to shift. Ephemeral and changeful as a dream.
But still, the soldiers were gaining. Gaining despite the thick foliage, despite the lack of any real path.
Catrin felt the wind from the path of a man’s large hand scrape the back of her neck, fear fueling another hectic burst of speed. She darted behind a protrusion of rock that turned to mist and drifted away to leave her in full view of twenty armed pursuers.
“There’s the little bitch— launch an arrow!” the gruff leader said, only Catrin was away again, leaping over brambles like the young deer after which her mother had called her. ‘My fawn,’ the priestess had said. She would be proud now.
She would have been.
The second arrow caught her in the shoulder, punching through the muscle as if it were nothing. Parchment. Or cloud wisps. But then, Catrin had always been slight of frame. She gave a piercing scream, a little-girl sound that ought to have no place in battle. The men drew up short as though suddenly reminded of just who they faced here. A child devoted to her Goddess. Not a soldier.
“Don’t slow now!” The leader roared, and they were off again with a great stamping of feet and snorting gusts from the horse’s nostrils as they dodged fallen trees and low-hanging branches. Catrin picked up the book and threw herself clumsily forward. She must be fast. Swift as a deer. Just as mother said.
Only she was bleeding thickly now, long ropy black tendrils turning slowly red as dawn made good on its vow. The sun was rising, and with her presence, Catrin’s last hopes of escape would die. The soldiers would have a much easier time aiming in the light.
Still, she carried on. The hope of Enyo’s people rested in these pages, in the resurrection of their Goddess. And it all depended on Catrin getting away, in her keeping the tome from the Ingolan king. The girl was slowing, she knew. But she could not stop. Would not.
The third arrow thunked into a tree, just a finger’s width from Catrin’s head. She could feel the horses’ breath now, hot and wet-sweet like a hay barn after a thunderstorm. They weren’t going to bother catching her anymore, but run her down and pummel her into the dirt.
The first blow of horse hoof struck her thigh, and then Catrin was falling. Falling into the earth itself, it’s great yawning mouth closing after her to blot out the sun. The soil embraced her, hugging her arms and thighs, dragging her down, down, down. In that deep, unconsciousness found her.
When Catrin woke from meadow dreams, she was on the outskirts of the wood, far south of her pursuers, fog licking around her body like friendly dogs. “Thank you, Ruyaa,” she whispered, her voice awed. For who else could have saved her but the Goddess of dreams herself?
Catrin touched her shoulder, wincing at the crumble of dried blood, then cradled the book, turned, and pointed her steps away from the country of her birth. The last place the king would look, after all, was his own capital city.




Chapter I
Fourth Moon, Waning Crescent, of the Year 1819: Ingola
For many in Ingola, spring was a time of happiness and festivities. The tedious grey skies and the close quarters of winter fled from sunny days and bustling markets filled with fresh produce and livestock. Citizens were finally free of the stifling cold and could bask in the glorious spring days and balmy nights. 
It was a time of prosperity and looking forward. Winter had ended, summer would come. Life continued onwards. 
But for Alphonse and her fellow students at Moxous, the School of Magics, spring was not a symbol of hope. No. It was a symbol of stress. When all the blooms had blossomed, and all the fields were sown, the students at the School of Magics tested their knowledge and woe befell the student who did not do her teachers proud.
While Dailion, the capital city of Ingola and prized jewel of the continent, reveled in Spring, Moxous wallowed in it. Students whispered everywhere they went to avoid disturbing fellow scholars who might be avidly studying in the halls and alcoves. Young men and women alike would walk about hunch-backed and bleary-eyed from carrying too many scrolls of notes, too many volumes of text. Sleep deprivation was an artform within Moxous, and to some, a point of pride. 
How many days could one go without sleeping, while still functioning and memorizing? 
For Alphonse, the answer was two days. After two days, she would become flustered and confused, little use to anyone, let alone herself. And she had been at that limit the night before, her amber eyes bloodshot, her hair mussed and escaping the veil that should have hidden it.
The words scribbled in her usually tidy hand had been blurring before her eyes, her head pounding and her thoughts cloudy. So even though her roommate, Coralie, was wide awake and reading frantically, Alphonse had blown out her lamp and gone to sleep.
She was all the better for it now, her thoughts coherent and sensible as she walked down the stairs in the massive library toward the older vaults, the catacombs as the students affectionately referred to them. This part of the library held all things forgotten and was precisely the place a fellow student would go to get a leg up on competitors.
Her friend, Etienne, would want such a leg up because he was one of the very few vying for the coveted position of High Sorcerer’s Apprentice. Every three years, Moxous would accept presentations of research by their brightest students. Only three would be selected to join the Masters to continue their learning and eventually become High Sorcerers themselves, which took great dedication to achieve. 
It was this dedication and curiosity that led him to be so very ahead of his peers.
Alphonse listened to the soft scuffing sounds her plain leather slippers made on the worn stones, carefully balancing a steaming cup of energizing tea in one hand and a roll stuffed with egg and cheese in the other. 
One more flight of stairs and she’d be able to begin her search for Etienne. 
Despite the catacombs being so far beneath the stacks, the wide-open nature of the library tower afforded a light and airy atrium that shone down to even the unremembered vaults. It had never felt dank, dark, or disturbing to Alphonse, though many students said as much. To the observant visitor, the catacombs held an abundance of delicate sensations. Dust motes swirled in the light filtering down from the higher reaches of the tower, tomes of every color and description lined shelves of scrolling woodwork in a feast for the eyes, and pages whispered in their quiet, shushing language whenever there were studious fingers to prod them. 
No. She found the space to be serene and peaceful. Devout almost. 
Aside from all the stairs, one had to climb up and down to reach the catacombs. Those she could have done without. 
Finally, reaching the bottom level, Alphonse paused, listening. Sometimes she could make out the scratching of his quill, or a faint humming as he read to himself. That was only true if Etienne was near the stairway. If he was further in…
Alphonse couldn’t hear anything, and so she turned to take the row of shelves that would lead to the table
she had found him at last time. It was always best to check his previous location, just in case he hadn’t exhausted it yet. 
✶

Etienne stooped over an enormous tome, its yellowed pages but a few inches from his pale eyes. He had an elbow propped on the table and his forehead resting in the palm of his hand, long fingers clenching and unclenching his hair as he read. He was only distantly aware of tension in his chest, the quickening of his heartbeat.
He was close. He had to be.
High Sorcerer Jean Seyrès was blithering on about the ingenious methods he had devised regarding the research of the old world in a tiny, cramped script—Etienne swore to every god he knew that he would never flatter himself so when he became High Sorcerer—but between the narcissism and self-magnifying hyperbole, there were hints of the book Seyrès had uncovered. Etienne sketched out some approximation of its contents in disjointed phrases, diamonds in the rock of the dead man’s prose: “tales of the Old World,” “accurate depictions of the Old Gods,” and most importantly, “keys to understanding the end of the Old Gods and the birth of the new.” This was what he was looking for, a book he had only seen the barest of allusions to in other research. He fidgeted restlessly, tension keeping his shoulders high and tight. He’d long ago ceased to feel the ache in his cramped muscles.
Then, disappointment. Seyrès reached the end of his self-important ramble without ever mentioning the gods-damned title. Etienne thumped the book closed and flung it angrily to the end of the laden table before him. 
Still, there was a thread to pursue. Seyrès had briefly mentioned an assistant, a man Etienne knew by the name of Marcel Léger. Though Léger had never amounted to much as a scholar (perhaps thanks to his blathering idiot of a mentor), he had recorded much of his work with Seyrès in several small volumes still held by the library, some of which should be somewhere in the piles of books and scrolls spread out before Etienne. 
He stood up and rummaged through them in a feverish sort of abandon, tossing books he didn’t need into haphazard piles until finally, an unimpressive, soft leather journal lay nestled in his hand. Etienne unceremoniously shoved a collection of scrolls out of his seat and sat back down just as the sound of light footsteps reached him from the entrance to the catacombs. He ran a hand back through his hair in annoyance, a feeling that would have remained had just about anyone else stepped into view.
“Alphonse!” he said. “I’ve found it, or nearly. I know I have—if only one of these self-important, conniving, political twits would name the book in their gods-damned essays!” He stopped breathlessly and opened the little journal, dropping it onto the table in the spot Seyrès’s tome had previously held.
❀
Alphonse took one look at Etienne’s manic expression and shook her head. How long had he been down here? Hours? Days? When was the last time he had eaten? Slept? 
“Here,” she murmured, soft and soothing, as she handed Etienne the tea and the baked good, gesturing with a flip of her wrist that he should drink and eat. A small, amused smile traced her mouth. She had always found Etienne’s enthusiasm endearing rather than tiresome, though he could ramble at times, and often at length. 
And his preferred reading material was beyond dry.
Her gaze flickered down to the journal that was eliciting so much excitement now—a dead student’s personal mumblings. Of course, he’d care about such things. 
Reaching for the journal, Alphonse felt the delicate condition of the pages and winced. If Etienne were going to read this, he’d have to be so very careful. Exercising such precise care would set her teeth on edge, gently turning each page, touching as little as possible. 
Scholars. 

“And once you have found it, as I know you will… Then what?”
Etienne set down the porcelain cup with a clatter, swallowing a mouthful of hot tea. “Then what?
“Alphonse, this could reveal the fate of the Old Gods. It could shed light on the war with, and subsequent fall of, Rhosan. We’re talking about the chance to understand exactly how the world we live in came to be, and—can you imagine?—there might be actual magic of the Old Gods contained within these pages.” Etienne looked up at Alphonse, clenching a fistful of his hair as though willing her to see just how much more important this was than little things like meals and sleep. “We could change magic. Change it completely.”
“I rather like magic how it is…” She nudged the pastry, half-forgotten, in a silent reminder that he should eat. The Old Gods could wait a few more minutes. 
“The better we understand magic, the more we can do with it,” Etienne explained, eyeing the offending pastry. 
“So this journal is… How old? Was the student alive during the time of those Gods?” A frightening thought. From what Etienne had told Alphonse, the Old Gods were quite brutal and barbaric in their ways. What would it have been like to live amongst them? 
Terrifying, no doubt. 
The scholar picked up the pastry, took a large bite of flaky dough, and washed it down with tea. “No, Léger lived some hundred years after the Old Gods’ fall,” he said with a slight wave of his hand. “From what I can tell, the years right after the fall of the Gods were marked by turmoil. Few writings survived from then, but Léger and his mentor claim to have found one, though neither bothered to write the damn title down.”
Etienne took another bite of pastry and chewed angrily, glaring at the book, though he seemed to remember his manners a bit more readily with food in his system. “Thanks, by the way,” he said, lifting the roll.
“Mm?” She had been gazing at the old journals, wondering if that apprentice, all those years ago, had ever thought for one moment that someone like Etienne would be scouring his entries like a mad man, that their musings would be intriguing enough to devote time to. 
Alphonse could hardly imagine some healer in the future doing just that to her journals. 
“Of course,” she nodded in response to his appreciation. As vague as it was. 
She and Etienne had been in all the same beginning classes at the School of Magics, entering the academy together at age eleven. Neither were from Dailion, and both had been scorned by the local city children who had grown up knowing they would attend the coveted school. 
Etienne had been easy to befriend, his companionship undemanding on a shy farm girl like Alphonse, as they partnered up for practice in Herb Lore, Spell Casting, and Mage Law. Even when they divided into separate classes, she for healing and Etienne for the more obscure and powerful learnings of the occult, they had remained close. Almost as brother and sister for the last nine years.
Tugging at the sheer veil she had donned when her monthly courses had arrived at fourteen, Alphonse settled one hand delicately on the journal in question. “I’m excited about this news, Etienne, I really am.” She slid the journal slightly closer to herself, away from him. “I do have to wonder though… Have you studied for your Laws of Practical Transformation Exam? It’s in three days…” Her sweet voice was bordering on nervous now. 
Etienne placed his hand on the journal to stop Alphonse from moving it farther away and looked up at her, smiling easily. “That’s days away,” he said and gently pulled the book back. “Besides, this is for my research presentation. Becoming an apprentice to the masters is so much more important than one test. I’m almost done with the research on this, honest. And then Transformation.” 
Etienne rummaged around for a timepiece and opened it with a practiced flick. “You’ve got class soon too, Allee. Though I’m glad you came by. It might have been a while before I remembered to take a break.”
Hesitantly, Alphonse let her fingertips drag off the edge of the journal. There wasn’t much she could do to convince Etienne to study now. When he got into one of these moods, the most she could persuade him of was eating and drinking, and occasionally sleeping. 
If she was perfectly honest with herself, Alphonse knew that Etienne hardly needed to study. He was brilliant. His masters even reluctantly admitted as much. In truth, Etienne stood a fair chance of being a High Sorcerer if he kept on the same path. The title earned one respect and meant a lifetime of  hard work dedicated to the magical arts. 
He really would be fine if he didn’t study for the Transformation exam. 
She, on the other hand…
With a wince, Alphonse withdrew her hand altogether. She’d have to hurry up those many many flights of stairs now. “Finish that pastry and the tea,” she chided him, smoothing her hands apprehensively down the front of her demure, fawn-brown dress. Hardly expecting a reply, as he had already started reading again, Alphonse shook her head and dutifully turned to begin her ascent.
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
On the hour, the halls of Moxous filled with students pouring from dozens of portals lining the walls. They were never precisely loud, especially not in spring, but the shuffling of feet and the whispering of so many grew into its own sort of thrum. 
Usually, Etienne didn’t mind the crowd. He had never really fit in with the other students, aside from Alphonse, but he liked the sounds of all those quiet people in one place. It was as if the academy was a living, breathing thing, as wondrous as it was filled with knowledge if only one had the patience to sift. Or perhaps, if not patience, then determination. Because Etienne certainly had none of the former, a fact he proved again as he raced past clumps of students in the hallway, occasionally bumping into shoulders or elbows. He huffed apologies in his wake, but never stopped moving forward.
Etienne was late, as he often was, having lost track of time while cramming for his Transformation exam later that day. He’d promised Alphonse he would study, after all. And he couldn’t barge into her healing class to tell her about the book, so here he was, sprinting to the room she should be leaving before he lost her in the throng headed to other classes. He was glad, and not for the first time, that she didn’t usually rush out.
Having hurried to reach the classroom, Etienne was disappointed to find the door still firmly shut; it was undoubtedly time for the class change, as evidenced by the students moving around them, so the lecturer must be keeping his charges past time. Etienne sighed. Rushing might be a bit of a bother, but the one excellent thing about being late was that one rarely had to wait. 
He hated waiting.
With another sigh, the scholar settled himself against the opposite wall, out of the way of the press of students. The door there was closed as well, though for different reasons. First-year students had classes that let out later than the main population to save them from that mad rush a little longer. Within the room, a young woman, likely an apprentice to one of the masters rather than a master herself, was teaching a class on the fundamentals of magic. Etienne yawned, but with nothing else to occupy his mind while waiting, he could hardly help but listen.
“Alright then, class, let’s see who’s been paying attention. What are the two steps to using magic?” the teacher’s voice floated through the door.
“Getting magic from the Wellspring and then using it!” a treble voice called, impossible to tell the speaker’s gender.
“And why must we pull magic from its source?”
“Because there isn’t any in our world.” A different student this time, less excited. They weren’t entirely correct either. There was magic in Illygad. It had just been brought here by the mages who pulled it from beyond.
“And what’s the most important thing to remember about gathering magic?”
“Only take as much as you can use, or—”
There. Alphonse’s classroom was finally opening to disgorge its captives, and Etienne stepped forward into the throng to find his friend. “Alphonse!” he called when he caught sight of her. “Wait up!”
❀
Alphonse was murmuring in agreement with Colarie over the uses of valerian root when a voice much louder than the rest of the students called out. Called out her name. Long-lashed eyes fluttered shut in mild mortification as Colarie snickered behind her hand. Anyone who knew Alphonse knew she didn’t like to be noticed in public. 
It wasn’t proper. 
But those same, few people who knew Alphonse also knew she’d tolerate just about any behavior from her best friend. 
Colarie dropped her hand as Etienne approached swiftly and batted her lashes up at him. She was a tall girl, easily five inches taller than Alphonse, but he was taller still, handsome with bright eyes and sharp cheekbones. “Hello Etienne, I heard you argued with Master Estan during the illusions written exam… Something about the properties of the visual field?” She snickered again. 
Alphonse hadn’t heard this piece of gossip and cast a horrified look up at Etienne. “Did you?” she hissed, her soft voice even fainter now that people were looking their way. 
✶

Etienne blinked at Coralie, his thoughts squealing to a stop and changing directions, a bit like a drunk carriage driver. “What, oh, yes. I did. Master Estan’s explanation of the fourth principle of the visual field failed to account for a few small but vital exceptions when dealing with illusions of only two dimensions.”
He looked down at her questioningly. She was blinking rapidly, and it was terribly distracting. Had she gotten something in her eye? There were undoubtedly more natural methods to remove a mote of dust.
“Alphonse, can I speak to you—erm—somewhere else?” Etienne shot a glance at Coralie rather unsubtly.
Alphonse only nodded silently and dipped her head to Colarie in farewell before turning to walk with Etienne towards the unused study rooms. They’d be empty now since everyone would be heading down to lunch. “Did you really argue with Master Estan?” she asked. “What if he gives you poor marks for that, and you have to take the class over? You’d be a year behind, and then we’d have no classes together.” 
Etienne looked down at Alphonse as they walked, noting her worried expression. He was not ordinarily good at understanding human emotion, but perhaps he had just grown so familiar with her that it had become second nature. “I did argue with him,” he said. “The correct answer was just out of my mouth before I’d realized it was the sort of thing that might make him angry.” His mind was always doing that at inopportune moments, working faster than his mouth or inhibitions could keep up. “I let it go in the end, though, because I knew you’d be upset. So you don’t have to worry.” Alphonse’s lips thinned, but she made no reply.
Shortly, they came to a less used hall, on a lower level than most classes, and usually abandoned because of the ever-pervasive damp. Etienne picked a classroom at the end and swung the door open; they weren’t generally kept locked. As the door closed behind them, he rummaged in the bag hanging from his shoulder and gingerly withdrew a book wrapped in cloth.
“This is what I’ve been dying to show you,” he said, excitement creeping into his voice even though he spoke in a whisper. “I found it! The book I was telling you about! And what’s more, there’s a spell inside that will teach us everything we want to know about the Old Gods and what became of them.”
Alphonse leaned forward to stare at the book. “A spell? They didn’t just write it down, like a history? It’s odd, isn’t it? That the author would go to the effort of keeping a journal, but then only put a spell in it to reveal the truth.”
“Because it’s not a history,” Etienne said, his face breaking into a grin as though he could not possibly contain his excitement. “It’s a memory.”
He paused for a moment to let it sink in since Alphonse seemed so unsure. “Léger’s journal was the key. He had the title, the lengths his mentor went through to keep it hidden, clues to the hiding place. I think he must have been afraid that the knowledge would be lost again due to Seyrès’s paranoia.”
Of course, it still had been lost for centuries, but that was beside the point.
Etienne described the steps he’d taken to locate the book, glossing over the bits that had included an after-dark foray into restricted sections of the academy. Alphonse certainly wouldn’t have liked that.
“It takes two to say the spell, but I’m confident it will work,” he went on. “We could do it as early as tomorrow night, and then we’d know, Alphonse! The secret of the Old World would be ours.”
He could be the first mage at Moxous to truly understand what had sparked the great war. The end of Rhosan. The development of Ingola as they knew it.
❀
She had just stared up at him, amber eyes wide as she listened to the gory details of his quest for knowledge. The product, the grungy little book, hardly seemed worth it. But if it really was from the dark times, if it really had been written when Gods and Goddesses had walked these very lands, ruling with magic and brute force…
It would be the most incredible find in Ingola’s long and proud history. 
It would be the most impressive and noteworthy discovery in Moxous’s history too. 
And Etienne had done it. 
Doubt and uncertainty clashed with pride in her industrious friend, making Alphonse gape up at him, at a loss for words. 
He wanted her to recite an old spell to recount a memory of a time so dangerous and volatile historians called it the Age of Darkness? Alphonse shivered. 
“Me? But I’m—I’m not even in the Sorcerer’s studies! I don’t know anything about this type of magic, Etienne. I’ll just mess it up, your hard work…” She actually took a step back, head shaking aggressively in denial. Surely he had some other, scholarly friend who could…
But then, Etienne didn’t really… have other friends. Though thinking that about him made her feel guilty.
✶

Etienne laid the book down on one of the desks in the classroom, taking care to keep the linen between the wood and its delicate spine. He slipped on a glove from his bag and opened the book to the pages containing the spell so that Alphonse could see the text.              
“Take a look,” he said. “It’s a surprisingly simple incantation, though it clearly calls for two people and a few ingredients. All we’ll have to do is a bit of setting up and then take turns reading from the book.”
He looked up from the pages at Alphonse. “I think magic at this time was a bit more straightforward—fewer ingredients. We have everything we need, just about. And I’ll take care of the rest.”
He was unflinchingly confident in his research and translations of the spell. For all he had come from nothing, Etienne had believed his entire life that he was meant to do something great, something henceforth thought impossible, and now he had the chance to share it with his best friend, the only person that had steadfastly believed in him.
It would work. It just had to.
His apprenticeship depended on it.
❀
“Are you certain I won’t just… Be in the way? Colarie would happily do it…” Alphonse knew how pathetic and nervous she sounded, how much self-doubt she had. But this was BIG magic, no matter how Etienne tried to make it seem simple. It wasn’t. 
Alphonse was an excellent healer; she knew that. But that sort of magic just came from within her. She studied plenty, but at the end of the day, she simply was a healer. She laid her hands on the sick, and they became well. 
This was so much more than that. 
But the excited look in Etienne’s eyes had her slowly nodding in agreement despite herself. 
Etienne placed a hand on Alphonse’s shoulder and smiled at her confidently. “Coralie hates listening to me explain my research, and you’ve been there the whole time. Besides, you do just as well as her or better in incantations.”
He turned and secured the book in its wrappings and placed it carefully in his bag, more gently than he would treat most anything else. “I know you’ll do fine, Alphonse. You’re a good mage and a good healer.”
Somewhere far off, a bell tolled, signaling the time. “We’ll have to go for now, but will you be alright to meet me here tomorrow night? I can get everything ready.” 
“Night?” she squeaked. While students over a certain age were certainly allowed about the academy after dark, there was a strict rule about no magic unless sanctioned by the Masters. 
This was definitely not sanctioned. 
One look at Etienne’s hopeful expression had Alphonse sighing. 
“Very well.” She tried for a calm, reasonable tone. 
It came out more as wavering. 
“But you better pass that Transformation exam with flying colors! I’m serious, Etienne, really put in the effort.” They were useless words; his face was already lighting up, and she could see the wheels turning. He was unlikely to think of anything else but the spell until tomorrow night. 
“Of course!” Etienne said, grinning. “And I won’t even argue with the Master.”
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
The empty classroom Etienne had chosen for their incantation no longer resembled a quiet place of learning. He had shoved the desks against the walls, their legs standing rigid in the damp air like things newly dead and haphazardly piled out of his way. The floor was all but covered in a vast, perfectly circular rune chalked in intricate, swirling patterns. Candles in different stages of melting decay stood at regular intervals, casting flickering light onto stone walls.
Etienne stood near the center of this, his feet positioned to avoid any of the lines he had so
carefully
etched onto the floor. He held the book in one gloved hand, his other poised to turn the page, though he no longer read the words inked there. His eyes were fixed on a small pile of supplies he’d left to one side of the room and the dagger lying among them.
Etienne had been over the lists of requirements and procedures outlined in the book dozens of times. He knew them all by heart, knew their placement in the spell, and likely their purpose, but he could not understand why they were required to each spill a bit of blood. It seemed like irrational drivel, the sort of “magic” practiced by the tribal barbarians of The Wildlands, pointless and gruesome.
Still, this spell was new to him. The blood might have some purpose that he had yet to divine, some significance that could keep the incantation from collapsing on itself or harming the casters. His instinct was to include each part required to a spell and trust the original sorcerer until he had experimented enough to refine it.
That didn’t mean Alphonse would like it, though. He supposed he’d just have to tell her why he thought they should keep the spell as it was.
When she gasped, Etienne looked up from his work. Alphonse stood on the threshold to the classroom, her eyes full as she took it all in. Her already pale features were almost waxy in appearance. “Etienne?” she asked, voice no more than a whisper. Her eyes were glued to the dagger, it’s blade gleaming in the almost absurdly romantic light provided by the candles. 
“Come in. Quickly.” Etienne ushered his friend inside with a steady hand on her shoulder. 
Already, she was frightened, occasional tremors visible in her fingers. Etienne felt a stab of guilt. He should have never roped her into this. Gentle Alphonse didn’t really have the stomach for late-night rituals and taboos. Still, he was so close to real understanding. He could taste the truth, held just out of reach, as though this ritual was but a veil separating him from a lover’s kiss. The scholar longed for it with an intensity few would understand.
He had to get Alphonse to help him. No one else could be trusted, and he must go on. To turn back now would mean leaving behind a victory that he had rightfully earned.
“Alphonse,” he began, keeping his voice low and calm. “Don’t be afraid. It looks like something terribly complex, but it’s just a bit of chalk and herbs and candles. We’re going to stand together in the center, say the words, prick a finger, and then receive the memory. It’ll be easy. Over before you know it.”
❀
She recalled the very same words being said to her as she entered her last year of studies to become a healer. All healers ordained by Moxous were marked this way, an indication of their competence and duty to heal. Tattooed on her and every healer who had come through these doors, a mark on the brow. The full womb and healing hands, a circle with a smaller one within its center, two artful brackets holding it up. The ink used to tattoo it white, nearly invisible on her fair skin. Still, it was there. 
And her Master had told her the same thing Etienne said now. ‘A prick … Over before you know it.’ 
That Master hadn’t lied. While the tattoo itself hadn’t been comfortable to receive, she hadn’t suffered terribly during its administration. 
But this wasn’t a sacred mark bestowed by the academy! This was an ancient spell found in a dusty, forgotten book. Not something simple, done in the holiness of daylight, for all to see. No. This was some secret, arcane, forbidden act, and what little commitment she had to do this for Etienne was already sputtering and dimming.
“Blood? The academy doesn’t use blood magic… It’s not permitted,” she murmured, stepping aside even as Etienne closed the door, locking it. Sealing them in. Despite the sweet voice and calming touches he used on her, she could see the fevered look in his eyes. He desperately wanted to go forward. 
“I know, but I’m not sure it is blood magic,” Etienne said. “The blood doesn’t seem to have any purpose in the spell. It comes up last, after the words have already been spoken, after the magic is released. It’s probably just superstitious nonsense left over from the beliefs of the time.”
He looked down at the book and ran a hand back through his hair. “I suppose it might have some stabilizing effect on the rest of the incantation, but I doubt it. Still, we should include it just in case; the academy does advise against altering spells you aren’t extremely familiar with. And it’s so small. Just a prick of the finger. You’ll be able to heal us both without trying.”
Etienne smiled at her reassuringly and carefully set both the bowl of herbs and the dagger in the circle’s center. “Are you alright, Alphonse? I’m certain we can do this.” He held out a hand to her in an invitation.
She had the precise and dismal sinking feeling that she had already stepped off this cliff. That she was already falling but didn’t know it yet. No one to catch her. Alphonse slipped her hand into his and nearly stumbled as they entered the divining circle. The hair on her arms stood up. 
“Let’s just get this over with,” Alphonse murmured, holding her free hand out for the incantation she needed to recite. It was in the old tongue. She wasn’t fluent in the dead language, but any mage within the academy knew enough of it to get by, so many original spells were written in it. 
Alphonse could hear her own heartbeat within her ears as she looked down at the page, at the lines that would unlock this memory. The word for memory in the old tongue was a vague translation, as she recalled. A few hundred years ago, to remember was to relive, to make past experiences real again. If only for a time. And so in modern dialects, the word ‘memory’ was quite different from old. 
She recalled her language master expounding in great detail how crucial nuances were sometimes lost in translation.
Wide eyes flickered to Etienne one last time as he stepped back to his side of the circle, not needing the book since he had likely memorized it all. 
Perhaps it was her imagination, but Alphonse could have sworn a chill traveled down her spine. 
✶

Etienne took a deep breath. His heart was racing away in the same haphazard gallop that preceded all of his discoveries. It was like nervous energy driving him on and on, always to the next, biggest triumph. Now, his long fingers actually shook with it as he raised them to grip the pendant that hung perpetually from his neck. He borrowed some of the energy stored there and lit the herbs in their basin with a thought. Soon, thickly scented smoke drifted in thin tendrils throughout the room, giving the already flickering chamber an even stranger ambiance as the rush of magic rose within him.
With another deep breath, Etienne closed his eyes, gathering his thoughts for the spell. Then, he began to recite, the ancient language rolling smoothly off his tongue in a rich tenor. The candle flames around them responded immediately, dimming and flickering more wildly, as though a breeze rushed through them. When he finished, they stilled but did not brighten. Etienne nodded to Alphonse, a cue for her to begin reading the next portion. The girl’s voice was soft and timid in the cavernous space, but Etienne did not hear her falter. She had always done well at recitations, and some part of him that was not entirely focused on the ritual swelled with pride. 
The next portion was a little more difficult as the two had to speak together, but Etienne began slowly, watching Alphonse’s lips move and bobbing his head in rhythm. As one, they finished the spoken incantation, her soft voice mingling with his. Half the candles sputtered out, and the bowl of herbs ceased burning with the last dripping word, smoke rushing back into the basin from which it had come.
Still trembling, Etienne pressed the dagger’s tip into the pad of his thumb until a single, ruby drop welled beneath it and fell into the sigil below. He shuddered and leaned across to pass Alphonse the dagger to do the same.
❀
Without intending to, Alphonse gripped the dagger’s blade too hard. Not a drop of blood, but an entire spattering from her sliced fingers fell onto the designs below. She was shaking so much that her control was wholly shattered. Wincing, she watched the smoke, which stayed contained and yet alive, dancing beneath the basin’s lip. 
Would the memories appear before them as a painting? 
Instill in one of their minds?
Be spoken aloud as a story being told? 
Could they—
Alphonse’s racing thoughts screeched to a halt as the temperature in the room dropped suddenly. A near-silent explosion sounded within the bowl, reverberating through the room, through their very bones. Even if she had wanted to run, Alphonse found herself rooted to her spot. Frozen with terror. 
The smoke writhed and burst
out of the bowl, spreading to cloak the entire circle with its noxious smell. The healer’s eyes burned, and tears slipped down her cheeks when something stepped out of the smoke. 
It was human in shape, but not in appearance. Long supple limbs, contours, and valleys identified it as female, hair rippling down its back in living waves. But its skin. Its face. It was terrible to behold. 
Eyes as dark as night, pupilless and foreign, looked over Etienne and Alphonse. Sinful lips pulled back in a triumphant smile, cunning and merciless as it lifted its hand to examine itself, uncaring that it was completely nude. 
Why would it care? Its body was the epitome of perfection.  
Its skin was like molten rock, slate grey on the surface, with cracks of lava red, orange, and yellow, thrashing beneath. It’s very flesh was alive. 
But even as Alphonse saw this, she could also see through the creature. It wasn’t corporeal. Wasn’t whole.
A memory? 
The creature seemed to realize this at the same time Alphonse did, for that smile turned to a snarl, and the glorious, beautiful, ghastly being turned towards Etienne. 
“Eet tein karak Enyo ahoint?” 
The voice that came out of that memory was even worse than its appearance. Alphonse clapped her hands, one still bleeding, to her ears to try and drown it out. To no avail. 
Sharper, again, the creature repeated itself, stepping towards Etienne in a demanding manner. 
“Eet tein karak Enyo AHOINT?!” 
That voice was the crashing of an avalanche and the screaming of wind through treetops in a storm. It was the slither of scales against stones and the cry of an eagle. 
“Who— what are you?” Etienne stammered. “Tell us of the Old Gods, of your origins!”
Alphonse actually moaned in terror as the creature snarled at the boy’s demands. Glowing from that fire within, it stalked over to Etienne. It was nearly as tall as he, and it peered into his face with unblinking, cold eyes. It scanned each and every inch of his face, neck, shoulders, torso, pelvis, and legs. It snorted. 
“Monan.” It seemed an insult, and the creature cruelly laid a burning hand upon Etienne’s chest, above his heart, in dismissal. 
Alphonse could see that shadow hand and could see Etienne through it, and yet steam and smoke were rising from its touch. The smell of cooking flesh. 
The healer gagged. 
The creature turned from Etienne, careless that it had just marred his skin, and those terrible, pitiless eyes landed on her. Alphonse gasped and jerked back. 
“Etienne!” she cried, unable to escape the circle as the creature stalked closer. It was giving her the same careful studying it had given Etienne. Would it burn her too, in retribution for disturbing its slumber? They never should have tried this ritual.
Whatever it saw in Alphonse, it nodded, reaching out that same fiery hand. 
“No,” Alphonse gasped, even as those phantom fingers stroked her cheek. Alphonse closed her eyes, waiting for the searing pain to strike. Instead, all she felt was pressure and a warm caress. 
A blinding flash of light, even visible through her shut eyes, burst through the room. And then all was quiet. All was dark. Each and every candle had been burned down to the very base, melted and disfigured. 
The blood, their blood, was gone. The creature had disappeared, taking the smoke along with it.
Alphonse let out a trembling sob, crumpling to her knees. 
Stumbling steps echoed against the stone floors as Etienne rushed to her side. Alphonse felt his hands brushing carefully against her face, his fingers trembling as he pushed aside her veiled hair, checking to make sure she was alright. Only she was not alright. Not at all. His breaths were rapid and irregular as Etienne cradled her to his shoulder. She heard his shaking voice above her head. 
“I’m sorry, Alphonse. I’m so, so sorry.” 
All Alphonse could do was weep against him, her entire body shaking with uncontrolled sobs. When she was finally able to pull away, the healer held her own cupped hands over his horribly burnt chest, the
flesh
blackened and revealing layers of fat and muscle below. 
Tears continued making their way down her cheeks and dripping onto the floor between them as green, soft, light radiated from her hands over Etienne. She knit the skin together carefully, repairing the nerves and muscle until he was whole. 
Sniffling, she removed her hands to reveal a scar, the mark of that hand over his chest, bright red against his normally alabaster skin. Even if Alphonse had wanted to erase the disfigurement, she couldn’t. Whatever magic the creature possessed insisted, fought her every which way of the healing… 
He’d be marked forever. 
In truth, perhaps it was best that Etienne have a reminder of the cost of ambition and curiosity. 
Swallowing, Alphonse found her voice to be weak and hoarse, barely able to speak. “I’m going to bed,” she croaked, lifting her amber eyes to Etienne’s face for one breath before darting away. Tears still slipped out of her eyes without her bidding.




Chapter II
Fourth Moon, Waning Crescent: Thloegr
On a cliff above the valley where she had spent her entire life, Delyth watched the sun rise. The world around her was hushed, in that quiet breath of time when the animals of the night retired to their dens, but before the day’s creatures began to stir. There was a bustling town waking far below her, visible as a square scar cut into the green and white patchwork of the valley, but she couldn’t hear it from here. 
Here she was absolutely alone. Free of the stares of villagers and priests alike. Free to let the cold wind of a mountain spring send her dark braids streaming behind her. Free to stretch her arms high and her wings out to either side just as far as they would go. Here, it didn’t matter how much space Delyth took up.
But it couldn’t last.
In the town on the valley floor, there stood a temple, stone-walled and ancient. It was by far the tallest building, and from its center, there rose a tower, blunt as an old tooth. It looked down upon everything around it from slits in its uppermost room, a room that held an old, wide-mouthed bell.
When the great bell tower rang out that morning, Delyth heard its peals even from her distant perch.
She had heard the great bell only a few times in her life. Twice, it had rung for the old seer, Cerys, and visions of a rapidly approaching future marked by gods not seen in hundreds of years. Once, it had rung out of desperation, a call for aid when the village was attacked by raiders.
Either reason was enough to send Delyth leaping from the cliff face, her dark wings cupping air with the snap of tightening leather. She did not love the people of the village. Many were cruel and fearful of her since the raiders’ attack years ago. However, she had been raised by the warrior priests and priestesses of the temple and would protect them with her life, either from human enemies or future calamities. 
The road leading into the village was bare. No warriors of the temple or of roving bands dotted its grey dirt surface. She didn’t hear the sounds she associated with an attack— shouts and the stamping of booted feet. Perhaps the bells rang for some news from the temple? It seemed odd, though. Seer Cerys had passed the year before, and there were no others to take up her mantle.
Delyth folded her wings neatly along her back and straightened her shoulders with the air of someone soon facing an enemy, for all that she was only walking into the town where she lived. It was a point of pride that she would not let the stares and whispers of the others that lived there affect the way she carried herself. She was near six-feet tall and well-formed. She would not stoop for them.
She noticed the grimaces of the few who saw her step onto the main thoroughfare, though most of the villagers attention was blessedly turned away, to the commotion of followers flocking to the temple. Delyth took her place among them and swept towards the great stone building, ignoring the dingier shops and residences along her way.
The temple itself was brimming with voices and the slap of boots against stone. Armored warrior-priests stood alongside healers and acolytes. High priests raised their voices above the din in argument, but their leader, High Priestess Anwen, the Voice of Enyo, stood silent on a raised dais in the center of the main worship hall. Her hands gripped the long, brutal blade that had hung from the mounts behind her for as long as Delyth could remember. Anwen searched the faces of those gathered, and while Delyth watched, their eyes met, honeyed gold on blue. When she turned away again, the halfbreed shuddered.
It was difficult to tell what could have occurred to stir up the temple’s inhabitants so, but as Delyth began to pay more attention to the voices around her, she picked up a few common phrases: Calamity, the call of Enyo, Cerys’s visions coming true at last.
Unease rippled through Delyth’s belly, and she pulled her wings tighter against her body. She had little idea of how the priests could know that the events Seer Cerys had spoken of were unfolding without the seer herself to tell them, but she supposed it wasn’t her place to know. At heart, she was simply a warrior, destined to serve the Goddess with her strength rather than her mind. Still, she thought it must have something to do with the great, black blade clasped in Anwen’s hands, dark even against the warm brown of the High Priestess’s skin.
Delyth shouldered her way closer to the dais, many of the priests and acolytes alike moving out of her way to avoid brushing her skin. As a whole, they were less wary of lepers, but she gave no indication that she had noticed.
She’d gotten about to the middle of the room when High Priestess Anwen raised an arm. The slight woman had to prop the sword against the stone in front of herself to do so, as though it was too heavy to comfortably hold in one hand. It took a bit of time for the farthest away to see, but soon everyone had turned towards the back of the room in a wave of silence and uneasy faces. Delyth shifted and rested her hand on the space where her folded-steel dagger should have hung, belatedly remembering that she had not brought it with her when she’d left that morning. It was a senseless habit, anyway. This was not the sort of danger that could be addressed with blades.
With the followers eyes upon her, the High Priestess dropped her hand and looked out across them, her expression serene. 
“Last night,” she began, her voice carrying clearly through the room, “Calamity, the sword of the Goddess Enyo, fell from its place upon the wall, burying itself blade-first into the mortar between stones. All who touch it can feel the blade’s hunger.” She paused, as though giving her audience a chance to wonder at just what this could portend. Delyth’s own sense of dread grew, worming through her chest like the roots of some creeping vine.
“Our Goddess lives,” Anwen said, and the room again erupted in chaos.
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Delyth slept fitfully that night, so she did not wake before dawn to slip away for a few moments to herself. Instead, she still lay on her belly beneath leaden wings when a brisk knock woke her. She pushed herself up groggily and answered the door in the simple breast band and trousers she had slept in.
A wide-eyed acolyte stood in the doorway, small and narrow-shouldered. She had red hair that she’d pulled back from her freckled face, and she was looking up at Delyth with her mouth slightly parted. The halfbreed crossed her arms over her bare stomach.
“Yes?” she said gruffly, uncharacteristically bad-tempered from lack of sleep.
The girl seemed to shake herself. “I’m to take you to the High Priestess.”
Delyth blinked in surprise, her sleep-addled mind struggling to keep up. “What— I… One moment.”
She slipped back into her room to tie on a clean, sleeveless jerkin and pull on simple boots. It took her two tries to get her belt fastened correctly, her fumbling fingers belying her anxiety. Delyth had only ever spoken to the High Priestess in passing, just one of the few hundred followers she presided over. It was too strange, too soon after the wakening of Enyo’s sword.
Now dressed, Delyth hurried to exit the room, overturning a small bedside table in her haste. She didn’t pause to pick it up, instead opening the door on the now somewhat alarmed acolyte. 
“Alright then,” she said and managed not to slam the door behind her. The acolyte wisely didn’t ask questions, but turned to lead the way—not to a private chamber, as Delyth had expected, but to the great hall in which the High Priestess had made the address before. 
The room was emptier than Delyth had ever seen it: on the far end, just before the dais, the High Priestess stood along with her Chief Swordbearer, leader of the warrior-priests, and her Chief Mender, leader of the healers. Between them and the door, halfway down the long room, was a rough, wooden table flanked by five heavily armed warrior priests. In the center of the table lay the sword of Enyo.
The table was notched and the guards ruffled as though they had just come from fighting. It didn’t make any sense—warriors didn’t draw steel in the temple, but the wary manner in which they watched her approach told another story.
Delyth halted several feet away and slightly to the left of the rough table, as though uncertain of her right to approach it. She was close enough to see that the High Priestess and her seconds had been in the midst of some heated discussion, but they broke off before she could glean the nature of what they were saying. If anything, seeing them argue only made her more apprehensive. They had never presented anything less than a united front before.
The Swordbearer spoke first. “Delyth, welcome,” he said, genuine warmth in his dark oval eyes. Rhys was a man the halfbreed both liked and trusted because he cared for little but courage and ability. Others might consider this abysmally single-minded, but it meant that he had always accepted Delyth, either for her courage or for some of the other obstacles they shared due to circumstances of birth. Because of him, a few of the other warriors accepted her as well. 
“You’ll be wondering why you’ve been summoned.” By contrast, the High Priestess was as unreadable as ever. “Approach the table, and we will explain.”
Delyth obeyed the High Priestess, pulling her wings tight against her back in the only visible sign of her discomfort. The warriors around the table tensed as she drew near, for all that she made no aggressive movements and kept her hands clasped before her. She was unarmed, and though these people served the same leaders that she did, their wide stances and narrowed eyes were setting her teeth on edge. The very air within the hall balanced on a blade tip.
“I’m sure you know of the visions granted to the late Seer Cerys,” Anwen started. “Her glimpses of the future to come were shared among the temple as a symbol of hope. There was, however, another—”
“I can not sanction this!” Chief Mender, Emhyr, cut her off. “Not the mongrel. It— This will be a slaughter. Is she even a priestess of the temple? She—”
“Emhyr!” Anwen exclaimed, her voice like ice, but he only paused a moment.
“Cursed Realms, she’s not even human.” 
The last word struck Delyth like a physical blow, and only some instinct of self-preservation kept her from reacting. This was one of the leaders of her faith, someone she would die for.
“Anwen, if I may,” Rhys was saying. “Delyth is a priestess of the temple and has been for seven years.” He turned back towards Delyth. “How many years have you served in total?”
She swallowed, but her voice didn’t falter. “Twenty-five, Chief Swordbearer.” Her entire life.
The High Priestess nodded sharply. “Emhyr, either hold your tongue or leave. Now, as I was saying: Cerys was given a third vision only days before her death. A warrior of this temple will wield Calamity in service to Enyo’s vassal. Your Chief believes you worthy, but first, you must show that you can master the sword.”
Delyth understood with sudden, terrible clarity: this was a test, one that those chosen before her had not passed.
How many had failed already? Was she here as some last effort?
Rhys spoke again, interrupting her thoughts. “Take the blade,” he said, and the other warriors drew their weapons.
Delyth swallowed again, her heartbeat accelerating with the rush of adrenaline through her veins. Was she going to have to fight them? To prove herself through battle? 
She looked down at the blade, such a brutal instrument. It was a bastard sword, black from tip to the rough jewel at its pommel, a thick blood channel carved down its center. But despite the menace etched in its appearance, something about the weapon called to Delyth. Made her eager to touch it, to wield it. 
She could almost taste rust, smell the blood already consumed by Calamity.
And Swordbearer Rhys had commanded her to take it. 
With trembling fingers, Delyth reached out to grip the wire-wrapped hilt, to lift it, dark and heavy, from the table. Every muscle in her body tensed with the contact, a tight embrace. No weapon had ever felt so right in her grip, no other weapon so gleefully deadly.
The sword was hunger.
It was laughable how easy, how glorious it would be to slaughter the five men guarding her. Delyth could see herself dance among them, carving limbs from their bodies in a shower of crimson, plunging Calamity in and out of their still-beating hearts until the channel at its center overflowed with blood. She would bathe in it, tear into their throats until it dripped from her gums.
It was Calamity, and so she would be.
But still, Delyth did not stir. The warriors had made no move to engage her, and these were people she knew, people she had fought with when the village was under attack. She did not want to kill them.
Though if she did, they would never again insult her or grimace out of her way. No one would mistreat her again. It’d almost be a sort of freedom.
A wild sort of abandon. Diving off a cliff.
Delyth took a huge, shuddering gasp of air, and then another. 
She was not a monster. These people could not make her into one—hadn’t they tried for years? This fucking sword would not best her either.
Trembling with effort, Delyth gently laid the sword back down on the table, though for several long seconds, her fingers would not unclench from around the hilt. She had to peel them away, her body protesting, her very blood. She had to give away the slaughter. 
She was no monster. Refused to be.
And so, Delyth finally broke contact with the blade, leaning against the rough wood just long enough to gulp more air before straightening again.
To a man, the warriors lowered their weapons, but Delyth paid them no mind. The High Priestess was smiling all the way to her honey eyes.
“Delyth, Warrior Priestess of the Temple,” she said. “I name you Champion to the Vassal of Enyo.”




Chapter III
Fourth Moon, Waning Crescent: Ingola
A few hours after the incantation, Etienne had stood before a mirror in the room he shared. It was dark except for the single candle he’d lit, but he could see himself clearly. He had discarded his shredded tunic so that in the center of the mirror, framed by the pale skin of his chest, was the mark of a single feminine hand.
He had shoved the book into the bottom of his trunk in the hopes of putting the whole thing behind him, but as the days passed and Alphonse’s behavior fluctuated, he finally gave up pretending that everything would go back to normal. He would be marked for the rest of his life, and though his friend had escaped physical harm, he feared that the incantation had caused her some deeper injury.
At first, the changes in Alphonse seemed reasonable. Dark circles under her eyes, solemn and quiet moods. The entire day after the ritual, Alphonse had stayed abed. At times she seemed to avoid looking at Etienne all together, no matter what he did to mend the rift between them. 
But as the days passed, Etienne started to notice more oddities. More strangeness from Alphonse. Despite studying attentively to assuage Alphonse’s fears that he would not pass their exams, she seemed absent-minded or even uninterested in classes altogether. 
He caught her staring off into the distance on more than one occasion, completely lost and unresponsive to his attempts to regain her attention. Othertimes, Etienne would look up from his own scrolls or books to find Alphonse’s eyes locked on him with an eerie stillness. 
Still, he had hoped this was just part of her recovery process. The shock of dealing with that creature… There was no telling what profound impact it might have.
With a week passing and two days after the last set of their exams, Etienne had hoped things were changing for the better.
Settling in at the table he and Alphonse shared with Colarie during lunches, Etienne looked around for Alphonse, who was late, when Colarie plunked down in front of him. 
“You will not believe what I just overheard Master Yuan and Master Dega saying.” 
Colarie was a bit of a gossip, so chances were she had actually been eavesdropping. Still, she was practically quivering with excitement at the news. She shot Alphonse’s empty seat a questioning glance before plowing on. “Alphonse’s practical exam on spell casting and summoning? She summoned a live snake into the room!” For a healer like Alphonse, summoning something so complicated as a living creature was unheard of. Objects, plants… Certainly. 
But a living, breathing animal? 
“That’s not all! Master Yuan was telling Master Dega that for the written portion of Laws of Healing, she didn’t write a single thing down. Just stared at everyone in the room and then fell asleep on her paper.” 
Colarie reached for a cup of cold water, shaking her head. “I don’t know what’s going on with her. The other night, she didn’t come back at all. Yesterday, she nearly forgot to put her veil on.” A scandalous thought for someone like Alphonse. “She’s getting so absent-minded. You don’t think she has some romantic tryst going on, do you?” 
“Alphonse has just been over-stressed about the exams,” he told Colarie. “I’m sure the Masters will understand, especially considering her demonstration in summoning.”
Etienne was worried about these changes, though. It was so thoroughly unlike Alphonse to not try on an exam, especially a healing exam, that he almost couldn't believe it. And while she was really quite clever at their required courses, she had never shown an aptitude for summoning. Just what had that thing done to her?
There was nowhere to turn but to the book that had started this whole mess, and he resolved to get to it just as soon as possible. He could figure this out, he could fix it.
Colarie rolled her eyes. “You don’t understand girls at all, do you, Etienne?” she murmured, taking a bite from her lunch plate and chewing thoroughly. “I’ve never seen her this way before. It’s more than stress.” Despite her concerned words, Colarie didn’t actually look all that torn up about it. Rather, she was merely interested. 
“Did you say or do something to upset her?” she asked after a few seconds of consideration. “You can be a real oaf at times…” 
Etienne opened his mouth to reply, then stopped. She was right, of course, about some of it anyway. This was his fault. He shook his head angrily. Yes, it was his fault but she didn’t know Alphonse. She didn’t really care. He stood up abruptly, sending a fork clattering from his plate. 
“You’re right,” he said simply. “I can be. And no, I don’t understand many people, but I do know Alphonse. Find someone else to gossip about.”
He strode out of the lunchroom without a second glance, his shoulders tense. He had to get to the book, had to figure out what was going on.
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

It was becoming difficult to keep track of the days. Half the time, Alphonse felt as if she were in a daze or a dream, sleep-deprived despite the distinct memory of going to bed. Other times, she was on edge, a pressure behind her eyes making her tense and snappish. Not at all like herself. 
As if that weren’t enough, Alphonse was starting to lose chunks of time. Just completely gone. 
She’d go to the library to study, or the dining hall to eat, and the next thing she’d know, she’d be standing in the gardens or lounging on her bed. After losing more than an entire day, Alphonse was starting to think she might be going insane. 
The thought was solidified when she found herself being reprimanded by the masters. Of course, she felt shame and horror over her failure to participate in the written exams, but more so she felt… Irritation?
At her masters! For waxing on and on about the importance of her studies and the misguided attempt to rebel at this time. Truly, ire was welling up in Alphonse, a feeling so foreign and volatile it was all she could do to keep from snapping at the masters. She had to keep her hands folded tightly to the bodice of her dress in order to keep from slapping the older bald man, Master Yuan. Where were these impulses coming from? Never in her life had Alphonse struck another person!
She held back tears and promised to try harder if they would only give her another chance. The masters said they would talk it over and sent her on her way. 
Alphonse hurried from their private offices and bustled down the halls, wiping the traitorous tears away hastily before her fellow students could see them. Most already thought her a pushover—
Because you are.
Alphonse stopped in the middle of the hallway, looking left… right… Who had said that? But no one was paying her any attention. No one was near enough to whisper into her ear…
But that voice. 
That voice most certainly hadn’t been her own…
Had it? 
Swallowing down her fear, Alphonse resumed her flight, seeking out the only source of comfort and safety she knew. 
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
Etienne was crouched on the floor of his room when a timid knock sounded on his door. He had both hands deep in his trunk, pushing aside sundry belongings for the wrapped book that lay at its bottom. At the sound, he dropped his things in irritation. Didn’t anyone have anything better to do than bother him today? There was important work to be done.
He opened the door almost brusquely, but the irritation melted out of him at the sight of a crying Alphonse. Her cheeks were pink with embarrassment, eyes wide and glassy with tears, dark circles under them speaking of her exhaustion. 
“M-master Yuan and M-M-Master Dega are considering h-holding me b-back a y-year!” she wailed, the tears escaping finally and dripping down her face. 
He looked at her, stunned at the news that she might not continue on with him. They would still be at the same school, of course, but it had always been him and Alphonse. The only memories he had of the days before befriending her were dark ones.
After a moment, he snapped himself out of it. Staring at her certainly wouldn’t help. “Come in,” he said simply and placed a hand on her shoulder to gently lead her inside. With the door safely closed behind them, he shoved a few scrolls and clothes off a chair for her to sit in.  He sat on his bed. There wasn’t all that much furniture.
“I’m so sorry, Alphonse,” he said. “Tell me everything. You said they were considering it? Maybe there’s still something we can do.”
❀
Sitting in the chair, Alphonse huddled against herself, hugging her arms about her belly as she continued to sniffle and weep. How could things get any worse!? “I— I don’t know what happened, but they were saying— I didn’t write anything down and…” She gasped, scrunching her eyes shut as if that would block out the truth of the matter. “Then I disobeyed orders to summon a stone from the gardens. I brought in a snake. I don’t know why I did that! I don’t remember how I did it. I just— It seemed… ” This was where it would sound genuinely insane. “It sounded… funny to me. To summon a snake.” It hadn’t been a poisonous one! But the master had not been pleased. 
Furthermore, when he told her to send it back, she failed to do so. Whatever part of her that had known how to bring it into the exam simply refused to recall how to banish it. 
Eventually, it had been worked out, but the harm had been done. 
Her masters now thought she was insolent and disobedient. Traits that no one in Moxous tolerated. 
“I’ve never summoned something alive!” she squeaked, eyes peeling open to look at Etienne helplessly. “Now they are saying I need more discipline. More time to learn the laws and…” she trailed off, pressing her lips together unhappily. 
She had to tell him everything. If she stopped talking now, she’d not admit the full truth to Etienne. 
“I’m not remembering things and… and I keep sort of— waking up places I don’t recall going and… and…” She lowered her voice despite being the only two in the room. 
“There’s a voice,” Alphonse winced and tapped her forehead. Where the voice was from. “Etienne. I think I’m having a breakdown. I think I might be going insane. The pressure of Moxous is too much. I’m not strong enough.” It was a relief to say it aloud now. Even if it was terrifying. 
Carefully, Alphonse gripped Etienne’s hands, her own touch shaking.  He looked at their linked fingers, hesitant and pale. Her words had disturbed him, she could tell.  “Alphonse,” he started gently.  She knew the tone. It was one he reserved for bad news. “I don’t think you’re going insane, and I certainly don’t think Moxous is too much for you.”
He couldn’t quite meet her eyes, his gaze drifting to the single, small window that lit the room with late afternoon sunlight. She let her gaze follow his. Any other time, it would have been cheery. With exams done, she and Etienne might have had a bit of time to enjoy a day like this. They had many a year before.
It felt as though that was lost to them now, all of the innocence of childhood gone in one ill-conceived night.
“That… creature we summoned,” Etienne started haltingly. “You saw what it did to me— my chest burnt down into the muscle with just a few seconds of contact… she—she touched you too, Alphonse. Maybe the damage was less physical, but she could have hurt you in some way we don’t understand.” Finally, he met her eyes, speaking more quickly now as if to lessen the horrible nature of those words. “I’ll see if I can learn anything more from the book, and even if I can’t, I will find out what’s going on, Alphonse. You know I will. We can reverse this you and I. And we’ll convince the masters somehow too. It's you and me, always.”
If the creature had tainted her mind. Made Alphonse’s thoughts not her own… Oughtn’t she go see one of the master healers? Surely they would be able to tell if something was wrong within?
Amber eyes flickered over Etienne’s face, the guilt and remorse there. The carefully controlled features were determined to reassure her and keep her from feeling alone and frightened, as she already did. 
If she saw a master healer, they would want to know why her mind was injured so. How. 
And inevitably, it would come back to Etienne and his ancient journal and quest for knowledge, casting rituals forbidden and barbarous… 
He’d be thrown out from Moxous, possibly from Ingola. Their country was strict on magic and harsh on those who studied but did not fall in line. It was dangerous, and Ingola did not want its people to suffer. 
With good reason, these rules and laws had been set in place…
She was paying the price now. 
But Etienne was a scholar and a sorcerer. His masters had hardly discouraged his restless mind from seeking out answers; rarely did they punish him for going beyond the bounds of reasonable curiosity. 
No. 
In fact, they had rewarded his behavior time and time again. Accolades, public announcements of his various accomplishments, knowing smiles as he argued and debated and pushed and pushed and pushed. 
Because they saw greatness in him and knew that greatness needed extra rein to run. 
If he was expelled and outcast— Alphonse could never do that to him. And even if the healers could discern what was wrong with her, it seemed unlikely they would know how to heal the injury to her psyche induced by some strange, terrible creature summoned by blood magic. 
Etienne was her best chance and her best friend. She’d not get him in trouble just for her own sake. 
Alphonse squeezed his hands back in agreement. He would find the answers and a cure. If there was a cure. 
And if there wasn’t, then she shouldn’t be a healer anyway… It would be dangerous and irresponsible. To lose track of time while tending to an injury. To have sudden, nearly uncontrollable impulses to behave oddly and disobediently… 
No. Her duty as a healer had always been to restore health and body. Not harm more people with her incompetence and strangeness. 
“I am so tired. Do you think I could rest here for a while?” She knew he’d start reading right away. She might as well keep him company while he did that. And in truth… Alphonse didn’t trust herself alone. Not now. 
Etienne nodded and stood, vacating the bed so that she could take it at her leisure. “I think that’s a good idea. You can sleep in my bunk.” 
He kneeled down beside his trunk once more and collected the book from it, then, with an almost frantic determination, Etienne seated himself at the small desk to work. Still, she did not move to take his bed, hesitation gripping her tightly. Despite all that had happened, the Doctrines still held priority in her mind.
Not many in Dailion were as traditionalist as Alphonse, but she’d been raised on a farm by parents who adhered to Mother Agathi Doctrines. Mother Agathi was a minor Goddess of fertility, serenity, and harmony. She was a patron to many farmers and herdsmen, people who lived off the bounty of the land.  Mother Agathi intoned that clean, humble, and virtuous followers would live happy, good lives. Vanity and calling attention to oneself were not encouraged.  Letting a boy see her without her veil was frowned upon. Sleeping in his bed...
Many girls would laugh that such a notion would worry Alphonse, but her worthiness was all that Alphonse had left. If she was getting kicked out of Moxous or being held back a year, if she was going insane, then her status as mage and healer was in question. Could she afford to cast aside her integrity now? 
While Alphonse had lived in Moxous far longer than she had lived on the farm with her parents, those lessons still stuck.  She did have friends, many friends, who did not adhere to such things, but Alphonse hadn’t felt the urge to explore more… impulsive routes. 
But Etienne was a brother, her best friend, and his behavior and virtue unquestionable. One nap in his room would not be the end of her. Besides, Alphonse was afraid of what she might do on her own… She needed Etienne to keep an eye on her. 
With a sigh, Alphonse carefully took the veil off of her head, folded it neatly, and placed it on Etienne’s desk. It was a symbol of her maidenhood and devotion to a proper, clean life, and it should be treated as such.
✶

While Alphonse curled up, Etienne turned his attention to the book. It looked so innocent: simple brown cover, yellow pages, tidy script. He had studied hundreds like it, though perhaps none quite so old.
And yet within those bindings, lay terror.
He shuddered, stooped by the responsibility he had taken on. He must save Alphonse. There simply was no other possible option. 
She had meant so much to him and for so long.
And he, with all his intelligence, had hurt her beyond his understanding.
Etienne read well into the night, his elbow propped on the desk—though carefully avoiding Alphonse’s veil—and his forehead resting in his palm. He scribbled in the notebook on his lap with careless speed until the tips of his fingers were black with ink. Only occasionally did he look up to check on his friend, where she lay sleeping peacefully, curled beneath the quilt she had made him three solstices past.
At first, the book had seemed to hold no new answers. His second reading was much the same as the first: the Old Gods were bound in their temples to prevent a repeat of the Great War. The author of the tome was dismissive of the people who had banished the Gods, calling them extremists or excessively cautious… the word was difficult to understand, maybe excessively cautious meddlers? The author had, however, managed to preserve a memory of the old world from those who would have seen it completely destroyed.
As Etienne continued to re-analyze his translation, however, he began to find repeated instances of the word “vassal” spread throughout the text, as though the memory needed some host to live in. In his original interpretation, Etienne had simply assumed that those who would experience the memory would be, in a sense, it’s vassal. It would live in their memories.
However, if the memory was not a mere memory, but a shadow of the past living again….
Etienne well remembered the language classes in which his professors had explained the double meaning of the word.
If that was the case, then the spell had summoned some living relic of the past, an entity who had likely chosen Alphonse as its vassal.
Etienne’s heart was ice, but he continued reading. The author of the text had gone into some detail about the banishing of the creature in a temple by the name of Thlonandras. It required a relic, a basin. 
If they could get there, Etienne could rebind the creature, releasing Alphonse from its clutches.
If they could get there.
The temple was high in the mountain range that lined the north-western border of old Rhosan, now called The Wildlands for its lawless inhabitants. It would mean leaving school and trekking through inhospitable lands populated by innumerable dangers.
Etienne looked at Alphonse, her face calm and gentle in sleep.
It would be worth it. If it saved her.
By the time the bell chimed five of the morning, Etienne had ceased his frenetic study. He had turned to look out the window, his pale face dimly lit by the light of the setting moon. It was still quite dark. 
He had worked out, as best he could tell, the path they would need to take to the temple in the mountains, cross-referencing the notes in the books with the locations of known ruins and landmarks. There was nothing he could do now but wait to tell Alphonse what he had learned and hope that she would trust him to rebind the entity they had unwittingly set loose. He knew that he would stop at nothing now. She had to be freed.
Then, without so much as a warning stir, Alphonse sat up.
Etienne blinked in surprise. “You’re up early,” he said. “I know what must be done.”
Her pupils dilated and contracted several times before flickering around the room. There was something carefully calculated in her gaze as she sat up, letting the quilt slither to the floor without trying to catch it, fold it up, and put it back. No. She just let it fall on the wooden boards, collecting dust. 
Alphonse turned to survey his room once more. She looked at him, but it wasn’t Alphonse looking out of her eyes.
She stood, hands running over her neck and shoulders, then down the length of her torso in an almost… Sensual manner. They stopped at her hips and then brushed over her straight grey skirts, frowning at the sturdy material in distaste. 
Etienne stood up. “Alphonse?” Unease gathered in his chest. Was this the entity in control, the darkness he had unleashed?
Without a backward glance, Alphonse headed towards the door, pulling it open and striding out. Not a word said. 
When she stepped out the door, he followed her, calling out her name. “Come back! Your veil…”
He tried to grab her arm, to stop her physically. He’d never before been so grateful for her small stature. “Where are you going?”
Amber eyes darted towards his hand on Alphonse’s arm, then flickered up to his face. While they were Alphonse’s eyes, there was something astoundingly different in how she held them. 
They were opened, wide, almost too wide. And she wasn’t blinking… 
The way those eyes—now more like glinting copper, moved with steady predatory ease up his wrist, forearm, shoulder…
Throat. 
It lingered there for several heartbeats before slipping up to his face. 
A foreign smile came to her lips, peeling back from her slightly sharper upper canine teeth, then revealing the rest. Not a pure snarl, but it wasn’t Alphonse’s gentle beam.
Etienne shuddered. Seeing that feral, predatory creature looking out of Alphonse’s eyes… It was utterly wrong, a violation of everything she was.
And while it did frighten him, it also made him angry.
“I know you’re not her,” he told the thing looking out of Alphonse’s face. “You don’t deserve that body. You should have stayed in whatever hell you were banished in.”
Etienne tried to tug Alphonse back towards his room, but she was far stronger than he remembered. He couldn’t seem to get her to budge.
“Give her back to me!” Real desperation mingled with the anger in his voice now, and though no one had seen them yet, the sounds of sleepers stirring behind their doors were clearly audible.
She looked down at his hand again, at the tugging there, and her eyes—flames, not flowers— traced the slope to his mouth. Her head tilted, a mountain lion considering an injured deer.
But just as it seemed it would refuse and resume whatever it had previously been doing, Alphonse sucked in a shaky breath. 
She exhaled and blinked. Looked around. 
Confusion colored her brow, and she looked up at Etienne in bafflement. She didn’t have to say anything to make it clear that she had no idea how she had gotten here… 
All of the tension in Etienne’s frame went out of him at that little, shaky breath. He let his hand slide off of Alphonse’s wrist and sighed in relief, his eyes closing for a moment. “This has got to be confusing. Come back inside, and I’ll explain. You’ll want your veil before anyone sees you anyway.”
He led the way back to his room and dropped into the chair at his desk so that Alphonse could have the bed, then jumped back up again to drape the blanket she’d made him around her shoulders. “You were only… not yourself for a few minutes,” he told her, trying to sound reassuring. “No one saw you.”
She was still trembling. Etienne was at a loss for what to do. Even if he could bind this creature once more, Alphonse was going to suffer. There was nothing he could do to protect her from the thing inside her head.
He had never felt so terribly inept.
And how did you tell your best friend, the person that was closer to you than your own siblings ever would be, that she was possessed by an ancient shadow you had convinced her to summon.
For a moment, he just looked at her, then dropped back down in the chair.
“I… was wrong.” Etienne supposed that the simple truth was all he could give her. “The thing we summoned… It wasn’t a memory. It was a shadow of something from the old world that needed a host to live again.”
He looked down at his ink-stained hands, weak and useless. “I can rebind it, but not from here. It has to be done in one of the temples left from the old world, high in the mountains of the Wildlands.”
❀
The weight and warmth of the blanket weren’t enough to reassure her as Etienne’s words sunk in. A creature from the old world, living beneath her skin. Sharing her heart, her mind, her body. Like a parasite. 
Alphonse immediately felt herself to be dirty. She cringed and smoothed still-trembling hands over the blankets at her shoulders…
Etienne hadn’t known. Had acted too rashly. He’d been swept up in the excitement of discovery and too focused on the chance to be apprenticed to a master sorcerer.  He hadn’t thought ahead of what might happen with his discovery. Now, she was infected. 
Some internal part of Alphonse wailed at the thought, at the realization that her body was not her own. Not anymore.
But the calm, nurturing side chided her for her anger at Etienne’s hasty mistake. No one had intended this to happen. And Etienne had clearly stayed up all night finding a solution. There was a solution. 
A solution that had them trekking across their land and into a hostile, vile territory that knew no peace and no order! 
The small, terrified part of her that shrieked these thoughts trembled while something laughed in the dark corner of her mind. That something liked the idea of the Wildlands. 
Alphonse shuddered, her voice hollow when she finally spoke. 
“There is no other way?” She was near pleading. She would do anything to not have to go. Anything. To not have to face this. 
He held out his hands, helpless. “I can look, Allee, but in all my research, I have only come across one single book dealing directly with the workings of the old world. It could take years if there’s even another to be found.”
He rubbed his face with his hands, desolate and exhausted. “I’ll try, Alphonse, if that’s what you want me to do, but this binding ceremony at Thlonandras… I think it's the fastest, surest way to get rid of it.”
The healer heaved a massive sigh, shaking and trembling with the effort to keep herself together. To keep herself from cracking apart. For this… this… thing to tear her apart. 
If Etienne believed this was the best way. The surest way. 
Her face was void of color or light as she nodded, feeling as if she were condemning herself. But wasn’t she already condemned? 
Darkness was living within her. She was losing little pieces of herself. She was likely going to be held back within Moxous, if not expelled.  Waiting for Etienne to find some shred of a clue, to search and search and search the catacombs, all while she woke up places she had no recollection of going to, did things so truly unlike herself, lost minutes, hours, days… 
That wasn’t a life. 
They could skip the summer semester. Take a break, travel to the Wildlands and back, and resume their studies in the fall. 
“Alright. Alright,” she whispered, barely able to force herself to say it. “We’ll go.”




Chapter IV 
Fifth Moon, Waxing Gibbous: Ingola
Blood slipped down the padded portion of Alphonse’s thumb, beading and gathering at the base of the digit. Amber eyes flickered as she watched the blood trickle and pool there, forming one large drop that would surely succumb to gravity’s pull, continuing down her forearm. 
Such interesting stuff, blood. 
It
made up much of the human body. Of most bodies, human or otherwise. It was thick and hot and set her teeth on edge. The very sight of it made her skin crawl and her mouth moisten. 
It hadn’t always. 
Years of training as a healer had made Alphonse rather immune to the effects of blood. Just another factor of the body, just another facet to study and understand. Command. 
How she had taken blood for granted all these years…
But now. 
Now she couldn’t help but watch raptly as it started to trickle down her wrist. Something behind her heart stirred at the sight of the flowing droplets of viscera, and impulsively Alphonse pushed back against the feeling. She knew that feeling. It wasn’t a good one. 
The
desire surged stronger against her will, reaching for the blood, for the open cut, the slice in her own flesh Alphonse had deliberately caused despite her best efforts… One moment watching as Etienne bartered for a ride on a wagon bound for a small town near the border to the Wildlands, the next pressing her thumb so hard against a rusted nail on the wagon side that she pierced her own flesh. 
Now, in the back of the wagon, swaying gently with the movements of the oxen pulling them, Alphonse neither could heal her bleeding thumb nor allow herself to do more. To taste the blood. To rub it over her brow and across her throat as the impulse urged her to do. 
Trapped in her own body,
Alphonse only watched its course, mesmerized by the progress the red stuff made. 
The sickness, the impulse, whatever it was housed within her body, had grown bored with the pastoral scenes and slumbered for a time, only to awaken suddenly and viciously. During those times, it was all Alphonse could do to not snap at Etienne’s rambling, if good-natured, observations. 
Or worse. 
At times she nearly felt herself attacking Etienne, slapping him or… biting. Other times she felt the creature fixate on Etienne with such acute attention, Alphonse wondered what precisely she—it— would do to her friend. Devour or bed him? 
That thought deeply disturbed her, as Etienne was a brother to Alphonse. 
She mostly felt in control, but those instances where it slipped or where she was gone entirely… Those were the most terrifying. 
One moment walking down the road that eventually led to the Wildlands, the next bathing in a pool of spring water, clothes sodden and clinging to her form, bronze locks plastered to her veil… 
One moment curling up to sleep in the bed of a small wayside inn, the next standing in the back garden, staring up at the moon, starlight kissing her face and hands, nothing on but her nightgown… 
One moment eating an uninspiring but filling oat bran, the next snapping the neck of a live rabbit… 
That last memory, in particular, made Alphonse shudder. From what she could tell, she had literally caught the poor creature with her bare hands. How she had managed to be swifter than a hare was beyond her. 
She and Etienne had eaten well that night, at least. 
But now, with a ride taking them closer to the Wildlands, Alphonse wondered how much of her would be left when they made it to the temple. Would her symptoms worsen or plateau? Would she continue to have these blackouts and strange urges? 
The blood continued down her arm, starting to drip onto the wagon bed with a steady rhythm, and the sickness inside purred. 
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The wagon had been a stroke of genius.
It wasn’t much faster than walking, of course, but after days of trekking through northwestern Ingola, Etienne was more than willing to rest his blistered feet. He let them swing from the back of the wagon and leaned back on his hands to enjoy the relative peace.
It was a warm, sunny spring day alive with the scents of tilled earth and blooming things. Birds called in the distance, and the low thrum of insects made for a lazy accompaniment to their slow progress. The land around them was still often populated by farmland, though the gentle plains of midwestern Ingola were gradually becoming rolling hills the closer they got to the Brig’ian Mountains.
For the first time in days, Etienne felt as though he could relax. Alphonse was tucked behind him in the wagon, not eating through their funds in the capital or wandering off in the woods. He could breathe easy and satisfy his curiosity for the lands away from central Ingola, where he had spent his entire life.
Here in the northern part of the country, they had even started to see small ruins. This area had been a part of Rhosan in ages past, a fact proclaimed in cairns, crumbled temples, and the wary looks on the faces of natives. They were just passing a simple cairn, constructed of rough stone blocks dusted in moss. It had likely stood as long as the road had been here, a marker for travelers between the nations for centuries.
Excitement brightening his face, Etienne turned to tell Alphonse about the cairn when he started in horror. She was sitting against one side of the carriage, curled between the sacks of flour their driver was hauling from his mill. One arm was raised to eye level so that she could watch a thick drop of crimson travel slowly past her wrist.
“Alphonse!” Etienne scrambled haphazardly to her, reaching out to take her wrist in his hand. He pulled a clean handkerchief from his pocket and began to mop up the blood. It was clear on further inspection that she had torn open the pad of her thumb.
“What d—” Etienne was interrupted by the miller calling out roughly from in front of them.
“Don’t move ‘round s’much. Bothers the oxen.”
Etienne crouched beside Alphonse and studied her hand. Thankfully, he didn’t think the honest old man had seen her. “What did you do to yourself?” he asked, worry contorting his features. “Why didn’t you heal it?”
It was difficult not to get frustrated with Alphonse. Every day was like this, constantly being on edge for the next strange impulse the creature would have, and yet, even as the feeling appeared in his chest, guilt smote Etienne for having it. She was going through this because of him. The least he could do was be patient with these strange symptoms. 
“Do you remember it?” he asked, more gently this time.
❀
“I wanted to see the blood,” she murmured, trying to pry her hand back from him, tongue darting out to lick her lips in anticipation. Etienne’s meddling was distracting her from fighting the sickness’s demands. 
Just a taste. 
It crooned. It sounded so reasonable. 
Alphonse winced, pushing back, and the voice growled but grew dimmer. 
She took her injured thumb in her free hand and covered it. Green light radiated out from her healing touch, and the slice was mended. “I’m sorry, Etienne.” She mumbled, having recognized the irritation and alarm in his face. She knew being near her now was… Tedious. “I’m sorry.” 
Etienne let her go, leaning back with a sigh. “You don’t have anything to be sorry for. We’re both still learning about this. What does it feel like?” he asked, though a little timidly. 
Astoundingly, Alphonse managed to smile at Etienne. Even at a time like this, he could still be curious, inquisitive. She bumped her elbow against his side, teasingly. “You aren’t supposed to ask a lady those sorts of questions,” she murmured, humor making her wan face glow from the inside. 
She looked beyond, at the fields of wheat and barley they were passing. How they swayed in the spring breeze, green and bright, not yet the customary golden-brown of summer and harvest. 
New. 
What did it feel like? It was difficult to put into words. It was difficult to know. Half the time, she didn’t feel anything at all…
“Well,” she tried for an answer, placing her recently healed hand above her heart. “I feel it here mostly. My heart beats faster, or slower… and it’s heavy. Or there is intense pressure, and I think it’s going to stop altogether.” She swallowed. That was mostly when the sickness fought her tooth and nail to get out. 
“Other times, it’s here…” Alphonse tapped the center of her forehead, the faint tattoo marked there. “I’ll hear a voice, and it’s not my own. It’s… it’s hard and strong and defiant and brave and… cruel.” That voice frightened her more than her heart-stopping. 
“But mostly, I just have an instinct, and I want to follow it. It’s not until after the fact that I realize… I realize it wasn’t my instinct.” 
And then there were the times when she felt nothing, thought nothing, and just… left her own body. She’d wake up somewhere new, or doing something she’d never done before… Other times she wasn’t gone, not totally. But it felt dizzy and blurry and much like a dream. 
“I’m changing. Every day I feel it.” Her voice sounded distant to her own ears because she knew that there was nothing she could do. Even if they healed her of this sickness, forever Alphonse would be irrevocably altered. 
Her eyes shot to Etienne’s face. 
“Are you jealous?” 
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Etienne opened his mouth to answer with a resounding no and then stopped. Hesitated.
Was he jealous?
He had listened to Alphonse’s descriptions of what the entity felt like with rapt attention, cataloging them against his own observations of her changing behavior. He wanted to understand the shadow that had infested his best friend. He wanted to understand what it was she was going through.
Did that mean he wanted to experience it himself? Etienne rubbed the hand-shaped scar on his chest.
He considered for a moment what it must be like: the confusion of waking up in strange places, in acting in ways that he would not normally, in struggling with the impulses of his own mind. Etienne shuddered. Who would he be if he could not trust his mind?
“No,” he said firmly. “I’m not jealous. I just want to understand.”
He turned back to the view outside, his consciousness warring inside him. There was a small voice somewhere deep in his thoughts that wondered if somehow Alphonse might learn more than he could because of the shadow in her mind. It wondered that, if he had been the one chosen, he might have been able to use the entity rather than being controlled by it.
Mentally he shook himself. It was that same pride that had set them on this path. He had made the mistake, had let himself become so convinced of his own abilities that he would put his dearest friend in harm’s way for the sake of accolades and an apprenticeship.
Etienne turned back to Alphonse. “Do you think it would help to talk to me about the impulses? Then you could know if they were yours before you acted on them.”
Her cheeks turned a ruddy pink color. “I could try…” she finally muttered, not sounding all that convincing. She was silent for a long moment.
“Have I… have I done anything—ah—untoward to you, Etienne?” 
Etienne cocked his head slightly to the side, bewildered by Alphonse’s sudden embarrassment. Was she genuinely self-conscious about the impulses of another creature? They could not be her fault. Besides, he had known her since they were both eleven, awkward and pubescent. What could she possibly have problems sharing with him?
He was almost hurt by her hesitancy. He knew it was his fault, but still, he was just trying to help. Etienne blinked at her for a few seconds, struggling to understand. Anything untoward? Oh.
Oh.
Briefly, an image of Alphonse standing in front of his bed in the light of the setting moon flashed in his mind, her hands traveling almost sensually down her own body.
He reddened, just as embarrassed by the question as she had been.
“No,” he told her, his voice cracking. “You haven’t made any, uh, advances.” Etienne swallowed, but he didn’t look away. “I wouldn’t accept them if you—if you had.”
Wait, that hadn’t sounded right. He didn’t mean to insinuate that she wasn’t very—very nice.
“What I mean is, well… It would be wrong. Because it wouldn’t be you, so you couldn’t have a say. And well, Alphonse, not to say you aren’t quite, um, nice, but you are rather like a sister to me, so…” Etienne trailed off hopelessly, pink to the tips of his ears.
Alphonse’s face was beet-red. She held up her hand, which was trembling with horror. “Just. Stop. Etienne.” She looked as if she might faint with the pain of enduring this interaction. 
He swallowed. He had just made it more awkward.
“I need a nap,” Alphonse said, turning away from him and resting her veiled head against a sack of flour. 
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
The next two days of travel were surprisingly more comfortable than the first had been. For whatever reason, Alphonse seemed better able to control the impulses of the creature residing within her. Etienne wished he understood why, if only to make this journey as easy as possible on Alphonse.
There was of course, always the option of trying a spell to bind or control her. He had brought with him enough supplies to cast any number of such spells, and there would be places to buy more along the way.
Still, the idea left a sour taste in Etienne’s mouth.
This was Alphonse. His oldest friend. He didn’t want to cast layers of thick magic around her, like a wild animal that needed caging.
Thankfully, these last few days had been so calm that he hadn’t needed to think much about what it would be like to ensorcell his best friend. They had made good time, and already they were entering one of the few towns on the border of Ingola and the Wildlands. It was much like the other towns they had been through, nothing more than a few buildings surrounded by farmland: a general store, a tavern, a tailor, a butcher…
Of course, the first place Alphonse went to was the butcher.
She stood in the window, staring up at the raw meat on display there like some starving animal. Was this the creature again? Etienne looked uneasily between Alphonse and the pork loin hanging from the storefront and put a hand on her arm to gently pull her away. “That’s not your impulse, I promise.”
It must have been a slow afternoon for the butcher because he walked out at the sight of them in his doorway, wiping bloody hands on his apron. “Is there anythin’ I can get for ya?”
Etienne tore his eyes away from Alphonse uneasily. “Uh, yes. We need a few weeks’ worth of dried meat…” He glanced at the loin. “Pork, if you have it.” Perhaps that would sate the shadow. 
“Alright,” the man said cheerfully enough, though he was unlikely to make as much off travel rations as the fresh meat hanging on display. “Come right on in, and I’ll get that wrapped for you.”
Etienne followed him with another nervous glance back at Alphonse. Surely she would be alright for a moment or two.
When Etienne exited the butchery to find Alphonse in roughly the same place that he had left her, he was so relieved he smiled. Maybe their easy days were going to last a little longer.
With a lighter step, the mage wandered from shop to shop, buying simple bran and dried fruit to round out their provisions, a couple of small tents and furs for the colder mountain weather, and two packs to hold it in. Each time he turned around, Alphonse was nearby, gazing at the town around them.  
It wasn’t until he sat down to add the maps, clothes, and herbs they had brought with them that he realized how long it’d been since he last checked on Alphonse. Etienne looked up, expecting her to be just over his shoulder or looking into the next shop down the way.
Only, she wasn’t there.
He stood abruptly, nearly turning over the supplies he had so carefully packed. “Alphonse?” he called, then again louder. A few of the townspeople near him stopped and turned to stare, but Etienne didn’t care.
He had to find her.
❀
The sun was bearing down on her, warming her skin; the breeze was flirting with her veil and hair; and Alphonse realized, or maybe it wasn’t her, but the shadow, the sickness, that it was spring. 
And that knowledge thrilled her. Absolutely consumed her. Destroyed her. She had to be in spring right now —this very instant. 
Turning on her heel, she simply walked out of the village. No one stopped her, no one said a single thing. Perhaps they didn’t even notice Alphonse walking in an almost dazed state down the road, towards the small forested area to the west of the main path. 
Winding her way through the trees, young trees, she could tell from how the light filtered through their leaves, how they sang when the wind chased through their limbs. This was a young forest, naive and tamed. Groomed almost. 
She hated it. 
She loved it. 
Alphonse walked until she found a small meadow, a clearing from the trees. It was filled with wildflowers, dancing and swooping and bobbing in delight that she had arrived. A little brook chuckled through the center of the clearing, winding left and right, teasing her. 
Alphonse wanted to dunk her feet in that brook, to marvel in its crystal waters. She looked down to take off her sturdy leather boots, only to realize that they were already gone. When had that happened? 
She didn’t care. 
Drunkenly she wove among the petals, dancing and skipping and spinning as she raced towards the brook. It glittered in joy to see her, splashing in a carefree way. Teasing her. Alphonse knelt before the waters and caught a ripple of her reflection. 
And frowned. 
How heinous she looked. Her high necked gown hiding all that the universe had given her. The veil covering her hair, not letting the glorious wind tickle its fingers through it. How awful. How wrong. How sinful. 
Hastily Alphonse straightened up, yanking the veil from her hair, wincing in pain as the pins caught her locks. 
With that disposed of, she cast it to the ground and quickly pulled the laces of her bodice loose, hauling it off her shoulders and freeing her ribcage. 
How much easier it was to breathe now. To take in the scents of the flowers and the sun and the moon and the earth beneath her bare toes. She wriggled those toes, burying them in the sandy dirt of the shore. What a fantastic sensation! How had she not done this before? 
It wasn’t enough. All of her needed to feel it. To be connected with nature. 
For too long, she had lived in darkness. In whispers. In shadows. 
Now she had this body, a strong, healthy body. 
Discarding her skirts by unbuttoning the back and stepping out of them, Alphonse was annoyed to find more layers. So many layers. 
An underdress and then a shift. And then a breast band and a loincloth and—
“Ugh!” She tossed the last piece of wretched clothing aside and stood, face tilted up to the perfect sun. A friend. A lover at times. 
Her rays frolicked over her skin, across her breasts and navel and between her thighs. Everywhere it touched, she felt her body come alive. 
For the first time in three hundred years, she was alive. Awake. 
Whole. 
A triumphant cry left her lips, and she lifted her hands, fisted, to the sky. 
Enyo was free. 
✶

Etienne sprinted back through the village in the direction they had come, both packs bouncing against his back. She wasn’t in any of the shops. She wasn’t between or behind them or gazing, slack-jawed at some cut of meat.
She was entirely gone.
Near the village gate, a couple of sweat-stained men stood smoking, a moment of calm after what looked to have been a difficult day. Etienne didn’t so much as call out a greeting, instead skidding to a halt before them like a madman. 
“My sister,” he panted, gripping a fistful of hair. “Have you seen her? A girl this high, wearing a veil?”
One of them clapped him on the shoulder roughly. “Not to worry, friend, she’s probably found herself some working man for a tumble!” He guffawed at his own poor joke, spraying the air before himself with spittle.
The other man just shook his head. “Give ‘em a break, Colin. You can’t say that about a man’s sister. Besides, we saw a girl like that headin’ out the village but half a sun length ago.”
That was enough for Etienne. He was off again, tearing out of the village after her. He was so focused on getting to her as fast as possible that he almost missed the boot lying forlornly to the west side of the road. Beyond it, there was a copse of trees, a beacon in the otherwise cleared countryside. 
Etienne scooped up the boot and headed towards it, stopping only to collect its mate a little farther along. He found the first stocking a few hundred yards into the wood, stuffing it quickly into the boot. He wasn’t anywhere near as rigid as Alphonse when it came to propriety, but it still felt a bit indecent to hold onto them any longer than necessary.
The next stocking lay on the edge of a meadow.
It would have been idyllic under other circumstances, but as it was, Etienne paid little attention to the wildflowers. “Alphonse?” His voice was laced with panic. “Are you there?”
When he saw her, he froze.
She was entirely naked, her skin bare from the tips of her toes to the crown of her head, and it shocked him so much that for a moment, Etienne didn’t react.
Then, he dropped the boots and slapped his hand over his eyes. “Alphonse, please put your things back on.”
❂
A foreign voice floated back on the gay winds, and Enyo turned to see who had come. Who would join her in the meadow of flowers and sunlight and breezes? Of spring. 
A male. The male. The one who had released her. 
She smiled broadly, showing all of her teeth, and stalked closer to him, holding one delicate hand out towards him, gesturing for him to approach. He needn’t be afraid, needn’t hide his gaze in deference. 
Today she was feeling merciful. 
Today it was spring. 
A welcoming, happy noise came out of her throat. It was difficult to remember speech. It’d been so very long since she spoke. How did she make her tongue form the words? How did her lips shape the sounds? 
It didn’t matter. She hadn’t ever needed words to convey her meaning. 
She stepped closer, looking the male over with obvious interest. Those amber eyes looked like flames shimmering over coals. Hand still outstretched towards him. He need only take it. 
✶

Etienne gingerly peeked from beneath his hands at the sound Alphonse made. She seemed… happy? So far, in all his encounters with the shadow, it had been, at best, hungry. Never happy.
When he looked again, however, it most certainly wasn’t Alphonse standing in front of him. The thing staring out of her eyes looked him up and down, alien and predatory, and held out her hand.
Etienne focused his gaze resolutely on the very top of her head because, damn him, she was very difficult not to look at. But this was his dearest friend, his sister. And what was worse, she wasn’t even really there.
“No,” he told the creature. “That is Alphonse’s body, and you cannot just do whatever you want with it.”
He knew he was going red. He could feel the tips of his ears burning. But that didn’t matter. He was utterly resolved.
The creature’s smile became a storm-cloud frown, the trees around them seeming to tremble. The change was sudden, terrifying. Alphonse would never have glared at him so. She stalked closer, reaching to take his hand, yanking it away from his body.
Etienne struggled to pull his hand back, but somehow, even in Alphonse’s small frame, it far outstripped his strength. He could do little but watch in some mixture of fascination and alarm as she pressed the pads of his fingers against the delicate skin of Alphonse’s cheek, the swell of her lips. In her throat, he could feel the pulse of her heart as though barely contained.
Gods, how much of this could he be expected to endure?
For a moment, Etienne’s steadfastness wavered. His mind traveled down the possibility of giving in to the creature’s desire.
She was beautiful. He did not have to have seen the bodies of others to know that hers was perfect.
He imagined reaching out, touching her skin out of choice rather than the creature’s command, of allowing her whatever desire she asked of him.
And if Alphonse woke?
Etienne retched physically, unable to control the revulsion he felt at the thought. She was his fucking sister in all but name. 
With all of the strength available to him, Etienne flung his weight back and pulled.
❂
Her grip didn’t loosen, but she understood the denial there. She stalked after him as he tugged and heaved himself away from her. 
“No?” she repeated, a hiss through her teeth, barely a word.
Her eyes glinted; the joy was gone. 
If he said no…
With a swiftness that explained how she had caught those creatures with her bare hands, she took his littlest finger within her own, and with a sudden crack, broke it and released him. 
No one said no to Enyo.
As quickly as she had dealt him the punishment he deserved, she was heading back to the stream, back to her clothes. 
Somewhere along the line, her thoughts got muddy and…
Blinking, Alphonse looked around. 
How had she gotten here? Oh no. 
Oh no! It had happened again. 
A little shriek of dismay consumed her as she realized she was utterly nude. Completely bare for the world to see, in some field, her bare feet covered in dirt and bugs and… and… Alphonse spotted her clothes, dropped by the stream, and lunged for them, gasping and sobbing, desperate to redress. To hide her shame. 
“Alphonse!”
With her underthings on and her shift as well, Alphonse paused in her dressing to look around. Someone was calling her name? Someone had seen her? 
Recognizing the voice and holding her skirts and bodice to hide her modesty, Alphonse turned, looking for Etienne. 
He was kneeling where the meadow met the forest, holding his arm to his chest, pain shrieking over his handsome features. 
The healer gasped and started to run towards him. Towards safety. 
Mother, she was so tired of weeping. 
Still, tears streaked down her face as she came to his side, flinging one arm about him, crumbling to her knees. She didn’t have to ask to know that whatever she had done, it was bad. For him to look at her that way. For her to be naked in a field like some… some
heathen. 
“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to!” She wept into his shirt, sobs wracking her body as she clung to his neck with a strength that was all her own.
“My finger,” he gasped, shoving her away and leaving her flabbergasted. All she wanted to do was cry into his shoulder and have him make it all better, and instead, he was treating her like a monster. “The shadow—she… It hurts, Alphonse. Fix it, please.”
Hurt coiled in her breast as she looked at the bent and malformed digit. He said the shadow had done that. It was folded in half, knuckles
nearly touching the back of his hand, bone sticking through skin. 
She had done that. No wonder he thought she was a monster.
Hastily Alphonse held out her hands. Gentle hands that had never, not once, been raised in violence. To think they had done something so gruesome to her friend. Her eyes overfilled with tears once more. 
“I’m sorry.” 
✶

Etienne sighed with relief, the tremors in his body slowly easing. He held up his hand. Turned it over. Moved his smallest finger.
He was whole again.
In front of him, Alphonse was weeping, apologies dripping from her lips like tears. Etienne didn’t answer. She hadn’t done anything wrong.
Instead, he leaned forward and wrapped an arm around her to pull her into his shoulder.
“I hate her,” he said, his words laced with venom. He didn’t think he’d ever said that about anyone before, but he meant it now. She was awful. Strange and cruel. “I will bind her back to wherever she came from even if I have to die doing it.”
“You promise?” 
He nodded into her hair, suddenly exhausted, and murmured his answer just loud enough to be heard through her sobbing. “I promise.”




Chapter V
Fifth Moon, Full: Thloegr
Calamity was a constant pressing weight between Delyth’s wings. It was too long to be worn at the waist and so had to be strapped atop her leather jerkin and the grey wolf’s pelt she wore across her shoulders. She couldn’t feel the horrible hunger of the thing, protected as she was by a simple scabbard and the layers of fabric over her skin, but she knew it was there. It was as if the sword was heavy with malice, pulling her thoughts towards it again and again.
It’s call was heady and thrilling, but she’d proven already that she didn’t have to listen.
Instead, the halfbreed filled up her lungs with bright, mountain air and watched the landscape beneath her grow more flat and green with each passing hour. She had never flown so long, had never been so far from the village.
And it was rapturous.
The whole of Thloegr was spread out beneath her. There were no sounds but the rush of wind in her ears as she coasted on thermals, no people to crowd her, no small spaces to fit herself into. She could stretch and stretch, and there was no direction denied to her except homeward.
The first night, Delyth slept in a hollow at the base of an ancient pine, a blood rune inked in it’s bark to wake her if anything larger than a hare approached. Despite the chill of a spring night in the Brig’ian mountains, she slept easily, one flight-sore wing draped over her curled body.
But then, she had always been well suited to the cold.
Early the seventh morning, Delyth left the mountains behind, their forms no longer visible on the horizon. On the ground, it was a breezy spring day, perhaps windy enough to shake the trees and send hair whipping about her face, but in the air, she fought tooth and nail for every mile, the headwind batting her around as easily as a cat playing with its prey. It tore at her wings, sending her spiraling or spinning back, head over heels. She was nothing in its path, her strength minuscule.
The sword was another nuisance. She touched the hilt every few hours to check her direction, allowing its desire to be reunited with its mistress to guide her. The regular shots of its feral thirst for blood left her feeling drained and angry. She found herself doubting her own ability to complete this quest. If already the thing was such a burden, how long would she be able to resist its call? 
Perhaps the High Priestess had been wrong to trust her. Perhaps the true champion should have been someone even stronger.
Who was she to think herself worthy to carry the sword of the Goddess?
Still, there was nothing to be done, but to keep moving onward. Some mixture of virulent pride and sheer stubbornness kept her from turning away from her task. Delyth would go until she physically could not lift a foot to take a step, though eventually, the halfbreed had to concede to the sky. She was a strong and swift flier, but its power was proving too much. She didn’t descend so much as fall, opening her wings only at the last moment to avoid being thrown back into the sky. 
It was afternoon, clear and windy at ground level. The weather this far south was warm, and around her, bushes and brambles sprouted from the forest floor, uninhibited by snow. The tops of the trees rustled in the same breeze that tugged at her hair. Songbirds twittered in the distance. Delyth took a few deep breaths, and though she was battered from the morning’s rough flight, she found a serenity in the calm surroundings that mimicked that of the cliffs above Glynfford. 
It was a serenity, though, that could not last.
After her desperate descent, Delyth had little idea of where she was. She could have been blown well to the east or west, though she was reasonably sure she had managed to make more progress south towards the vassal, if less than she would have liked. She was going to have to let the sword direct her.
Delyth took another breath and wrapped her hand around the hilt.
The sudden shock of savage desire was becoming almost familiar, but for some reason Delyth couldn’t divine, she seemed to feel less of it. She could still sense the sword’s need to be reunited with Enyo just as strong as ever, but the effect on her own emotions was markedly less pronounced.
Gods, she wished she knew why. It’d be a blessing to be able to handle the weapon without the full brunt of its hunger beating down on her, but for the moment, Delyth focused on the direction of Calamity’s intent.
It pointed her west, even a bit north-west.
Delyth’s belly tightened with a mixture of excitement and anxiety. She must be close now if she had been traveling in a straight line towards the vassal only to pass them. She swallowed.
Shortly, Delyth would meet her Goddess as well as the person she had chosen as vassal. It was almost too big a concept to grasp. Would Enyo be kind? Cruel? Would she accept Delyth’s service? The priests had claimed that their Goddess was a wise protector of the land, but there was nothing in their teachings about how she would treat a halfbreed.
What would Delyth do if the Goddess preferred not to have her as champion? Where would she go?
She took another deep breath. There was nothing to do but continue on. She would not turn away so close to the end of this part of her journey. Without another moment of hesitation, Delyth drew Calamity and flung herself into the air above the treetops.
Afternoon had not yet passed into evening when Delyth found the road. It was little more than a dirt track carving a scar through the forest, but she was grateful to land and walk nonetheless. Though less severe than flying altitudes, the air above the treetops was still fraught with wind, and Calamity was not improving Delyth’s exhaustion. The malice of the sword had frayed at her earlier peace like a sharp knife on rope.
Still, she did not sheathe it. 
She was close now, so close that Calamity could tell the vassal
would soon walk round the bend in the road ahead.
Delyth straightened her shoulders and strode forward to meet them. 
✶

For Etienne, boredom was by far the worst part of their travels. He found that he did not mind walking, and the heat of the late spring days did little to bother him, especially given the wind that had picked up since that morning. Instead, he found the lack of anything to do or study or learn absolutely frustrating. It was as if existence had slowed around him.
To combat this, he told Alphonse about the cairns and ruins they passed, about the history of the area, and most recently about the changes in the territory of the two kingdoms after the Great War. Half to amuse himself and half to distract her. Allee seemed tired, her shoulders slumped, and her pace lagging.
“We’ve actually been in the territory originally governed by Rhosan for days,” he was explaining. “But after Rhosan’s defeat in the—”
“Etienne,” Alphonse murmured hastily from behind him. She must have slowed without his noticing. “Someone is coming.” 
At her tense whisper, Etienne stopped abruptly, his pulse leaping. He hadn’t expected them to encounter anyone this soon. The roads leading between Ingola and the Wildlands were few, narrow, and poorly kept. 
They should have been empty.
“We can either hide in the treeline or continue on as if nothing is amiss,” Etienne said finally, keeping his voice low. “I can’t hear them, so I doubt there are many people.”
Unknowingly, his pace had slowed, evidence of his uncertainty. He looked down at Alphonse and then back towards the bend. Perhaps they ought to do something, just in case. There was no telling what sort of people would be traveling on an old road leading deeper into the Wildlands. 
Etienne pulled his bag off his shoulders and reached into it to grab his cache of supplies. There was so little time to prepare. What could he do to protect them? Put up a shield, summon a weapon, create an illusion?
The first option was probably the easiest, but even as Etienne began to assemble the supplies he would need, a figure appeared from around the bend.
The woman was something from a nurse maid’s tale, told to scare children into behaving. 
❀
Her heart, which had been thrumming away nervously in her chest, stilled at the sight of the… Creature? Woman? Being, who approached. To Alphonse, she looked massive—black hair braided and wavy and half piled in a messy knot on top of her head. The woman was some sort of Cabot. A mixture of human and creature. Alphonse had seen some in Ingola, but never one with wings. 
Those wings, in particular, caught Alphonse’s attention and kept it. Presumably, they weren’t just for ornamentation but actually sustained flight.  But, even as large as they were, how could those wings hold up the weight of the woman? Birds had hollow bones, she knew this from her anatomy and structure classes, and bats were equally lightweight… 
This woman looked to be solid muscle and bone, nothing delicate or fragile. She had furs and leather and blades strapped to her body, and Alphonse added their weight to her estimation of what those glorious wings could carry. 
How did she fly? 
She must be immensely strong. 
The healer, rooted to the spot, stared as the winged warrior approached. Amber eyes flickered over her face, blue eyes, dark paint circling her lashes and tracing lines down her cheeks… 
The warrior was perhaps the most striking creature Alphonse had ever seen in her entire life, and even the sickness within her seemed stunned and silent. 
༄
At the sight of the pair of travelers around the bend, Delyth stopped. She had built the vassal up so much in her mind as this epitome of a warrior Goddess made mortal flesh, that she thought the human Enyo chose would be wild and powerful and threatening.
Instead, she almost felt disappointed.
Perhaps it was the malicious influence of the sword still gripped in her hands, but to Delyth, both of them looked so fragile. The male was tall and pale with blond hair that looked as though he spent much of his time pushing it haphazardly away from his face until tufts stuck up at awkward angles. He had pleasant enough features, she supposed, but his eyes were wide in surprise or fear. It was stupid to give away so much emotion, so plainly. She could be an enemy.
With some effort, Delyth sheathed the sword. She no longer required it and it was fogging her senses. 
The girl was standing still, though where her companion had seemed frightened, she stared without qualm. Strange, because she was even smaller than the male, slim and narrow-shouldered. Her face was soft and delicate, her hair mostly hidden behind a veil. To Delyth, she seemed fawn-like, beautiful and wide-eyed.
They were nothing like what she had been expecting.
Delyth slowed as she neared them. “Which of you is Vassal to the Goddess Enyo?” They just looked baffled, so the warrior sighed and repeated the question, this time in the common tongue. 
The girl glanced at the boy and then shook her head, eyes returning again to Delyth’s wings. “I apologize, warrior, we don’t know of whom you speak,” she answered, her voice soft and lilting.
Delyth blinked, struck by sudden and uncomfortable uncertainty. The sword had led her here, to these two. She doubted any others were near, and the High Priestess had been clear; Calamity knew only Enyo.
Could the vassal both carry the Goddess and be unaware of her? 
Delyth looked between the two in some confusion. The girl stepped closer, prompting the boy to call out a name in some agitation. “Alphonse!” He reached out for her arm but didn’t touch her.
She, on the other hand, just looked up. Delyth met the girl’s amber gaze and tried to remember the last time anyone had looked at her so frankly and openly. It had definitely been some time, and then it hadn’t been a stranger.
“It's you, isn’t it?” Delyth said, her low voice a touch softer. She wasn’t sure how she knew, but she became more certain as she spoke it. Perhaps, it was the sword. “And you don’t know?”
The pupils of those amber eyes widened and then contracted, focusing intensely on the warrior until something shifted within. Nothing tangible, nothing overly clear… It was just that one moment she was the doe, and the next a wildcat. 
Her eyes found Calamity over Delyth’s shoulder, and something about the way she smiled sent waves of unease rippling through the priestess’s belly.
“Calamity,” the girl purred, not in common but in the old tongue—a language few, but priests spoke any longer. 
The halfbreed kneeled but did not unsheathe the sword. “Yes,” she said in the same language.
“I carry Calamity in service to the Vassal.”
The boy spoke up, his voice laced with anxiety. “She wants the sword, can’t you see?” He gave no indication of having understood Delyth’s words. “Don’t give it to her. She’ll kill us both.”
Delyth ignored him. She was not chosen by the sword to die at the hands of the one she served. Instead, she looked up at the vassal for some acknowledgment or command.
✶

Etienne reached towards Alphonse as hands once made for healing, now gauntlets of war, grabbed for that sword. It practically hummed with anticipation, and pure joy contorted her features, her eyes widening, her lips drawing back in an almost manic smile. Joyful but sickly—off, like something spoiled.
The barbarian reached back and grasped the hilt of the monstrous sword she wore, half raising it out of her scabbard. Etienne lunged forward, despite knowing the risk of injury to himself.
“Alphonse, don’t let her take it!” His voice was desperate now, pleading. He could see her getting hold of the weapon and turning on him, or the Cabot, could see Alphonse waking up with her gentle healer’s hands stained by the blood of either one of them.
“Don’t let her turn you into a monster, Alphonse. This isn’t who you are!”
The warrior woman paused at that, her eyes widening. Had what he said meant something to her? Etienne didn’t care. He just couldn’t let the thing within Alphonse have that sword.
༄
Her fingertips were a mere breath away from the sword when the girl froze, growling and then gasping in fear all in the same breath… It was so strange to hear such dominance and terror conflicting within the same body. 
Then she yanked her hands back in desperation and teetered away from the priestess. Tripping on the hem of her skirt, the girl fell back with a shout of fear and landed hard on her rump. 
All signs of the Goddess within her disappeared. 
“Wh-who are you?” she asked Delyth, her doe eyes wide with terror, and the warrior was left in utter confusion.
Did the vassal fear that Enyo was turning her into a monster? The thought was entirely inimical. Enyo was savage, yes, but also beautiful and powerful. She was the summer storm, the strength of mountains. They had her to thank for the seasons, for the very earth around them.
Beyond that, though, if the vassal and the Goddess lay at cross purposes, who was Delyth to obey? She was a priestess of a temple that solely worshipped Enyo as the greatest of the deities, and yet she had been chosen to serve the vassal, to protect her on the journey she must take.
Delyth knew that the vassal was only vital because of the presence of the Goddess, that her fellow priests would prioritize the Goddess above all else, but she knew too, what it felt like to have others make a monster out of you.
Finally, she slid the sword back into its scabbard and stood, offering a hand to the vassal. “I am Delyth,” she said. “I am a priestess of a temple of Enyo, and I have been chosen to serve her vassal, to serve you.”
The warrior pulled her up easily, and the girl held onto her hand despite regaining her feet. 
“You… you are a priestess? But— But you’re so… impressive,” she finished. “Serve me? But I’m no one.” 
Delyth certainly wasn’t expecting ‘impressive’ to be the girl’s word of choice, but it was a nice sort of surprise. She let the vassal hold onto her hand, looking down at her. “Enyo is as much a warrior Goddess as she is a nature Goddess. Some of us serve with swords,” she said, her low voice patient.
It was difficult to imagine what it must be like to live with the Goddess, to get glimpses of her wild power and have no explanation for it. Delyth thought that if she had lost part of the control of herself, she’d be angry and terrified.
“The Goddess I serve was freed a short while ago,” she went on, struggling to find a way to explain. “She was locked from this world for a time by people who sought to destroy her, but now… Now she has chosen you as vassal. You are not no one.”
✶

This piece of news completely shocked Etienne. The darkness, the creature, the sickness…
It was a Goddess? 
“A Goddess?” Alphonse’s trembling words echoed Etienne’s thoughts, and he understood the shock on her face. “I should sit,” she mumbled weakly, slumping back to the ground in a crumble of brown skirts and dust.  
Etienne rushed to crouch down beside her. Her face was forlorn, hopeless, but all he could feel was relief. Somehow, she had managed to deny the shadow, the Goddess that was sharing her body. 
The warrior—Delyth—had completely misread Alphonse’s reaction. She was looking down at the two of them with something like sympathy, though for all the wrong reasons.
“Alphonse,” she had started, “it is Alphonse, isn’t it? I know this task must feel impossible, but you were chosen for a reason.”
Yes, chosen because he had made a colossal mistake.
Etienne cut in before Alphonse could respond. She seemed to trust the warrior so easily, and he didn’t want her to give away the true nature of their quest, not to a priestess of the very Goddess they hoped to bind away.
“She’s been talking in her sleep,” he said. “Something about a Thlonandras. Can you take us there?”
The warrior glanced at him as if having forgotten almost that he was there. “What is your name?”
When he gave it, she nodded. “My people speak of Thlonandras, though no one has seen the walls of the great temple in generations.” She turned to Alphonse. “Is that where we must go, vassal? The journey will not be easy.”
❀
Alphonse winced at the term given to her by the winged warrior. Vassal. Something holy and important. Something chosen. She wasn’t chosen. She was some giant cosmic joke. An accident. An experiment gone awry. 
And it seemed wrong, so very wrong, to lead the priestess down the path that would inevitably expel her Goddess from Alphonse when surely she was meant to aid ‘Enyo’. But…  
Alphonse gulped, looking between Etienne and Delyth. Her friend and a winged symbol of devotion… 
Etienne’s gaze was wide and steady on her, his chin dipping almost imperceptibly. Yes. They needed to go to Thlonandras. And that was true…
Even if it wasn’t for the reason Delyth thought. 
“Yes. We must go to Thlonandras. Will you help?”
“Of course,” Delyth said. “I am your sword and shield, Alphonse.” Once more, the winged warrior offered the Alphonse her hand. “There is still daylight left. We should keep moving. There is a long road ahead of us.”
With Etienne and Delyth’s help, Alphonse was on her feet once more. She still felt unsteady, her mind churning with the knowledge that the darkness was a Goddess, clawing and biting and fighting to get out. Perhaps it was some relief to know what...Who it was within her. 
Readjusting the straps of her pack, Alphonse dropped the warrior’s hand quickly, feeling guilty to lead her astray. Would Enyo punish them for lying to her priestess? 
Alphonse knew that answer without having to think. Of course, Enyo would punish them if she could. Enyo had proven already she wasn’t a particularly gentle Goddess. But this was her best hope of being freed. Getting to Thlonandras, to the basin. So Etienne could work his magic and set right the wrongs he had made. They had made. 
Don’t give up, Allee. She is a Goddess, but she was locked away once, and it can be done again.




Chapter VI
Fifth Moon, Full: Thloegr
For a long while, Etienne walked in silence. In front of him, the warrior strode purposefully down the road, the sword slapping against her back between the strange, powerful wings. Alphonse trailed behind him. He checked on her from time to time, but now that he knew Delyth was no immediate threat, his curiosity about her formation occupied his thoughts. 
Was she of a different species or only part human, or was this some strain of evolution that had not occurred within Ingola? He had seen Cabot before but nothing like this. Nothing so clearly different.  Her wings appeared almost bat-like, leathery and veined, but he could not discern any other attributes different from Ingolans, except perhaps, her stature and severity of her features.
After another moment, Etienne lengthened his stride to walk beside her. He had to know. Perhaps she would be open to questions. “Delyth,” he asked, “How does one put shirts on with wings?”
The warrior snorted, a half-smile twisting her mouth. “That is what you want to know?”
Etienne considered this. He was reasonably certain that he wanted to know most everything, but that would work for now. He nodded.
“I just have clothes made to accommodate them, little scholar”—Etienne was fairly sure that little was pushing it since he was taller than her—“I assume that’s what anyone with wings would do, though I don’t know for certain. I have never met anyone like me.”
That gave Etienne a whole host of things to think about. Were there others with wings? It made sense that there were. Delyth had to have come from somewhere. Even more intriguing, though, was the idea that she had lived her entire life among regular humans.
“What was that like?” he asked. “Not knowing any others like you?”
Delyth looked at him for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Then, she quickened her pace. “I am done with questions for now.”
❀
It wasn’t until they had stopped to make camp, water in a pot set over their fire, that Alphonse seemed to break out of her silent reverie.  She had debated within herself all afternoon if it was wrong to mislead Delyth, or acceptable to take the warrior’s help to cure herself. 
Alphonse had come to the conclusion that while it was not morally sound to lie, it was more than a grey area when it came to protecting herself. And she most certainly was protecting herself from Enyo. The longer their two presences were battling within her body, the worse she would fare.  
And since she had no intention of harming Delyth besides the deceit, Alphonse was able to rectify the lying. 
Somewhat. 
Guilt still churned in her belly as she watched the warrior settle onto the ground before the fire, her wings rustling slightly with the movement. Alphonse’s gaze traced the lines of those wings, the sweeps and curves, and the manner in which Delyth held them to her body.
They were a thing of beauty. And nightmares. 
The healer within Alphonse longed to examine them and study them, understanding each intricate detail. 
She wanted to touch them. 
Balling her hands into fists in her lap, Alphonse spoke for the first time since meeting the warrior priestess. 
“Priestess Delyth… I—we don’t know much about Enyo…” The Goddess’s presence stirred behind Alphonse’s heart at the mention of that wretched name. Alphonse swallowed in fear but pressed on. “Would you...Tell us more?” 
Understanding the Goddess would surely help her battle Enyo within herself. 
It couldn’t hurt. 
Right? 
༄
“Delyth is fine,” the warrior said. None of the others at the temple had ever addressed her so formally, and she found the deference unsettling. “I am no disciple, trained in the ways of speaking history, but I will tell you what I know.”
For a moment, the halfbreed gazed silently into the fire, her fingers working at the buckles binding Calamity to her back. She shrugged the scabbard off and set it within reach so that she might fold her wings more comfortably. When she was ready, she began the tale in a sonorous voice.
“In the time before kingdoms, Enyo crossed the barrier into this world. We know little of the plane from which Gods come, but that it is a hellish place, fire-brimmed and sulfurous. Enyo was the first to come, though others followed. For this, we call her Un Cyntaf. It means…” Delyth paused, drawing her brows together… “First One? But also swiftest?”
She shrugged, the movement as much wing as shoulder. “Enyo came to this land, long before it was Rhosan or Thloegr, and she found it cold and barren. The wild people who lived here eked out rough lives across the ice.
“Enyo saw this and was displeased. From the bones of the earth, she pulled the Brig Ia Mynydd—the Brig’ian Mountains in this tongue—to protect the land from the frigid cold of the North Sea. In their shadow, she filled the land with deep forests and rich valleys, and the people here worshipped her in thanks for all she had wrought.
“Now, there came a time when other Gods began to follow Enyo’s path. The next was Dilynwr, He Who Follows, who is also called Kirit. Kirit saw the land Enyo had created and was jealous, so he found the people who lived north of the mountains and told them that Enyo had wronged them by not making their land as fruitful as those below the mountains. He taught them the arts of war and showed them the way to Enyo’s people.
“When they came, the Goddess was filled with rage. She had created a beautiful, chaotic world and should be praised for it, not vilified. So when the people of ice attacked, Enyo strode to meet them with a sword carved from disaster itself. She and Calamity flew through the army with the ferocity of a summer storm. 
“None survived. Her people were spared any casualties, so we worship her for the lands bounty and the ferocity to protect what we care for. Enyo is both the joy of spring and the terror of a mountain blizzard, feral and wild and powerful.”
Delyth fidgeted self-consciously and looked toward Alphonse. “Does that answer your question, bykhan?”
✶

“Yes,” Alphonse mumbled, obviously awed, only when she turned to look at him, Etienne didn’t quite meet her eyes. At the mention of spring, his thoughts had turned to the scene in the meadow, to how he had nearly given in. It was a painful memory, but in the moments before he had spoken to the entity, he had seen a glimpse of something that loved the nature around itself.
He turned to Delyth, his face dark and hurt. “Most of the Enyo we have seen—if this is indeed Enyo—is just cruel. Cruel and hungry.”
The warrior cocked her head to one side, as though examining him. “It is not for us to understand the ways of Gods.”
Etienne snorted at that, actually angry. “You could countenance any action with that logic. She could do something absolutely evil, and still, you could say that it was simply not your place to understand.”
“We follow her because we know that she is not evil any more than an avalanche or a storm is. Enyo is a force of nature within this world, wild and feral and above the morals of simple men.”
Etienne scowled. “Tell me that again after she slaughters some poor innocent for getting in her way. At some point, your lack of willingness to act against her will make you compliant in whatever horror she reaps.”
Delyth blinked at his vehemence. “I have faith in the Goddess that she will not act out of any evil impulse.”
Etienne stood abruptly. “Then you are delusional. That creature will do exactly as she likes.” He shook his head. She just couldn’t understand. “I’m going to bed.”
❀
Alphonse kept her gaze downcast as the scholar and the warrior argued, shame making her throat tight, and her eyes glaze over. 
Of course, Etienne was right. He had experienced Enyo’s irritation first hand. Alphonse had merely repaired the damages she had done after the fact. The truth of the matter was, she had little control over the beast within, and when she wanted out, it was all Alphonse could do to walk and breathe, suppressing that hissing, growling thing. 
It made the healer so truly sorry. And embarrassed. 
She felt dirty. 
Her eyes barely lifted to wish Etienne good rest when he stalked off to his own little tent, hardly more than two stakes and a rope taut between them, a heavy canvas material draped over it. 
The fire popped and crackled, dancing merrily despite Alphonse’s mortification, Etienne’s annoyance, and Delyth’s stoic calm. 
The water in the pan was boiling. 
Alphonse reached for it, unthinking, and grabbed the handle with nothing but her bare hand. She realized a moment too late what she had done and dropped it back on the fire, some water sloshing over the edges but most staying within the confines of the pot. 
Gasping, she looked down at her fingers, expecting to see seared skin and bubbling flesh. 
Her palm wasn’t even red. Her slender fingers were undamaged, perfect. 
Breathing unevenly, Alphonse gathered up her skirts, using them to protect herself this time as she poured the boiling water into the cups sitting nearby, already filled with herbs meant to aid digestion and sleep. 
Uneasily she set the pot down and reached for the cups. She was trembling. 
“Do you like tea, Delyth?” She asked, musical voice quivering. 
The priestess did not answer Alphonse’s question. “Already, you change,” she said, her voice gentle. “Yours is not an easy path.”
Alphonse considered that and then nodded in agreement. She had changed. Every day she changed. 
And no. This was not an easy path. 
She eased closer to the priestess, careful to keep her glances at those glorious wings to a minimum, and handed Delyth the steaming tea. A small smile came to her lips as Alphonse settled beside her new companion on the ground, crossing her legs and sitting with her skirts neatly fanned around herself. 
“I grew up on a farm. Etienne was a commoner as well. Our lives were simple. Even at the academy—that’s where we met, the Moxous School of Magics—You studied, and you took the classes your masters told you to take, and you practiced and… and at the end, you were supposed to be set on your path. The way was clear. We worked very hard, but …” She chewed on her plump lower lip, feeling somehow wrong to admit this. Warm-honey eyes flickered up to glacial blue ones, and she let out a breathy sigh. “It was easy. Easy to trust others to show you the way. To just… walk the course laid out before you.” 
Gesturing to the clearing, the tents, the mountain ranges beyond, and then to herself, Alphonse shook her head, eyes grim suddenly. 
“There is no map for this. It’s… it’s very frightening to be so…” Alphonse glanced at Etienne’s tent, the light in her eyes dimming now. “Alone.” 
༄
Delyth listened to Alphonse speak in solemn silence. There was a familiarity in her tale. Though Delyth had never felt as though she had footsteps to follow in, she was very well acquainted with the feeling of walking alone. 
Still, the vassal was not entirely on her own.
“The boy, Etienne, must care deeply about you to undertake this journey,” she said. “These travels must be hard on both of you. People are not so far removed from animals; they both lash out when hurt or frightened.”
She knew that well. All too often, they were frightened of her.
“Also, so long as you walk, I am destined to walk alongside you.” Delyth bumped her shoulder. “So you are not so alone, yes?”
The vassal smiled slightly at that, blushing and looking down at her tea.  “I don’t suppose you could fly us there?” she asked.
Delyth laughed, the sound deep and throaty. “I could perhaps fly you for a few miles on a clear day, but not you and Etienne and your packs. The three of us would not be able to get off the ground.” 
The halfbreed stretched her arms upwards with a weary sigh and took the other cup of tea Alphonse had prepared. “I wish I could, though. I flew here from my village south of the peak on which Thlonandras stands in seven days. I will be impressed if we make it there in two moon’s time.”
She took a sip of the tea, taken aback at first by the herbs' unfamiliar taste, though she eventually decided it was pleasant enough. Just another small reminder of just how different the two Ingolans were from anyone she had known before.
“We have a long walk ahead of us. You should follow Etienne’s example and find your tent.”
With a sigh, Alphonse stood, nodding wearily. “Goodnight, Delyth.” 
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
Clumsy hands brushed over Delyth’s hair, adjusting a few of the braids before moving down her throat and chest, fumbling with the straps that kept her beautiful Calamity tied to the priestess. Enyo snarled internally at the human’s inept graceless body, fingers like frozen blocks. Useless and cumbersome. 
The faintest rays of sunrise painted the sky overhead pink and purple, with swipes of yellow and deep blue. The camp was quiet, and so was Enyo as she finally released the straps that held Calamity to the priestess. 
No!
Enyo shook her head, casting aside the stray thought that belonged to the annoying human. 
Her eyes were intently focused on the task at hand, and her expression tight. 
Goosebumps stood on her arms and neck, the human body unused to the far brisker mornings in  Rhosan. She crouched in nothing but her underdress, despite the chill of the morning,  uncaring of the needs of her physical body. 
༄
Delyth lay on her side where she had fallen asleep beside the fire, her wings folded gently behind her. It had been a comfortable night, so warm this close to the Ingolan border that she had not bothered to cover herself. 
Somewhere, beneath the lighter sleep of near-morning, the halfbreed dreamed of a time long past, of waking to gentle hands smoothing the braids at her temples. Slowly, she became aware of other touches, of insistent tugging at the clothes she wore. Her heart rate increasing, Delyth blinked awake, her face soft from sleep.
“Tanwen?” she asked, confused. Why had they slept outdoors?
But no. It wasn’t Tanwen. It was Alphonse. And it wasn’t clothes she was pulling at, but the straps buckling Calamity’s scabbard to her back. 
Delyth sat up abruptly, knocking her head against Alphonse’s, where she leaned close. The halfbreed pressed her hand to the sore spot. “Ah, sorry, Alphonse.”
The girl’s face was blank and focused. Not Alphonse either.
“Or Enyo…” Delyth added belatedly, but the Goddess didn’t react, her fingers still moving on the buckles.
Delyth knew what Enyo wanted, but still, she hesitated. There was no Alphonse here, just blank focus clothed in a too-thin shift. Her hands moved against the buckles blindly.
The halfbreed knew that the other priests at Glynfford would have already handed Enyo the sword, that if the Goddess made any request, big or small, they would work to achieve it. But Delyth was not one of the other priests. She had been shown all her life that she was different.
Did she want to do this like one of them?
She shook her head. She served a Goddess, not mortals. And that Goddess wanted a sword.
Slowly, as if not to startle her, Delyth pulled Calamity from its scabbard, gritting her teeth at the sudden rush of malice. For once, it would be easy to let go of. The only thing Calamity wanted more than bloodshed was Enyo.
Delyth reversed her grip and presented the sword to Enyo, hilt first where she stood utterly still, her pupils devouring the rest of her eyes until only a sliver of gold was left. As soon as the pommel was presented to her, Enyo lunged for the sword, snake-fast—a predator outmaneuvering prey.
The girl’s tawny hair, unbound and cascading down her shoulders and back in perfect ripples, rustled as Enyo’s hand slithered over Calamity’s pommel, gripping the hilt and lifting the massive blade as if it weighed no more than a feather. 
Rising to her feet, Enyo groaned with pleasure at the contact with Calamity. It seemed to radiate with joy, as well. A spring breeze came barreling through their campsite, tossing Delyth and Alphonse’s hair, shaking the tree branches and tents, stirring up the dust and the fallen leaves. 
It swirled around Enyo, twisting the underdress up and about her body. As if she wore those ancient robes old paintings showed her in, when she was clothed at all. 
The dark steel of Calamity glittered like some precious metal in the sunrise as Enyo lifted the blade, bringing her empty hand up to trace along the contours of that dangerous edge. 
Slowly, so slowly, she started to draw that edge across her palm. 
✶

Etienne woke to the sound of Delyth’s voice. It was morning, sunlight creeping through the seams of his tent like an unwelcome visitor. He lay still for a long moment, just breathing.
He wasn’t angry, not anymore, though last night he had fallen asleep long after the other two had stopped speaking, his mind roiling. Now he only felt heavy, as though the situation he and Alphonse had found themselves in was a physical thing pressing him into the rough fabric beneath him. 
Slowly, he pushed himself up. If Delyth was speaking, then likely Alphonse was awake as well. They would be moving soon.
He pushed open the flap of his tent, blinking in the wan light of morning. It was clear out, birds singing greetings to each other in the distance.
And in the center of camp, just yards away, Alphonse held the dark blade, sliding it across her palm. Etienne seemed to find his voice at the same time the warrior did, and their shouts mingled in cool air.
Delyth was already on her feet when he started forward, but even as she reached out to stop Alphonse, the girl shoved her away and sent the proud warrior sprawling.
Then there was just Etienne, leaping towards his friend. “Alphonse, no!” he shouted. “Your hand!”
❂
Enyo tossed the blade away after discarding the priestess. She had gotten what she wanted after all. The palm before her lay open and exposed, revealing layers of muscle and fat, and beneath that… bone.
Blood. 
Fantastic, glorious, euphoric blood welled up along the wound and dribbled in a stream down her arm and onto the earthen floor before her feet. 
The clearing smelled metallic as she lifted that injured hand, seemingly unaware of what pain should be coursing through her body. Instead, she studied it, enraptured and obsessed. 
Then, so carefully, so tenderly it might have been a newborn babe, she lifted that pulsing hand to her lips. Her tongue flicked out, and like a cat drinking from a bowl of milk, she lapped at the blood. 
At her own blood. 
Even the birds had stopped singing, seemingly disturbed and alarmed by this gruesome sight. 
༄
Delyth’s usually stoic face was slack with horror. She had seen blood before and plenty of it. She’d seen fallen friends bleed out from open bellies. She’d sliced through the throats of enemies. She’d seen it fountain. She’d seen it pool.
Never had she seen anyone mutilate their own body or raise their torn flesh to their lips to sup.
Her stomach twisted. This was an act of violence from the Goddess to the vassal, wrenching in its simple lack of humanity, and Delyth didn’t give herself time to consider the temple’s position on such an act. She just leaped to stop it.
Desperately, the halfbreed wrapped one hand around the delicate wrist and tried to pull it away from Alphonse’s lips, her fingers quickly becoming drenched in blood. The other hand, she braced on the small girl’s collarbone, ready for the Goddess’s strength this time.
“Enyo,” she pleaded, “you need this body. Hasn’t she gone through enough by hosting you?”
Behind her, Etienne pleaded for Alphonse to come back, to banish the Goddess, but Delyth paid him little attention. Instead, she focused her gaze on the wide-pupiled eyes, searching for a hint of gold.
Darkness ate up Delyth’s reflection in Enyo’s eyes, darkness and a flicker of the flame. 
Alphonse had warm eyes, doe-like and open. Enyo’s had embers glittering in their depths. Fire. Infernos. Lava. How the same pair of eyes could be so different?
❂
A small amount of blood had reached Alphonse’s lips before Delyth had wrenched the hand away. Of course, Enyo could have shoved the priestess off, continued as she pleased but…
Her gaze traced the urgent lines of Delyth’s face, down her body, to that hand on Alphonse’s collarbone, ready to ‘stop her.’ Ready for action. A woman after Enyo’s own heart. She smiled, blood in the creases of her teeth, “Beste kran, Ba’oto. Alphonse, et, beste?” and gestured with her bleeding palm, towards herself, and then towards Delyth. 
Enyo had worked out speech, if not common. She spoke the ancient language, the tongue she had given the people of this land. It was guttural and harsh, with soft S’s and strange pauses mid-word.  
The meaning was clear, though. I drink, or you drink. 
“What? No!” the priestess recoiled but didn’t let go. “She’s your vassal. Why do you want to hurt her?” She paused, glancing at the wound. “Why does it have to be me or her?”
Then, Etienne was beside them. “Alphonse, come back!” he pleaded. “You can fight her, I know you can!”
Enyo bared her teeth at the boy, then clenched her fist, making the blood course faster, the drops turning into a stream falling on the ground between them. 
“Alphonse us fa Ruyaa. Alphonse ca’at Krin Enyo.” She looked to Delyth again, pushing her bleeding hand towards the priestess’s face. Towards her mouth. “Meste Enyo. Meste beste Taouk. Yuk.” 
༄
Delyth gritted her teeth and closed her eyes. The smell of blood was thick around her, metallic and cloying. She could feel streams of the stuff slide down her fingers, where she held Alphonse’s wrist. Drip down her forearm. 
That was a direct command from the Goddess she served, had served her entire life. Obedience to the temple and its teachings were all she knew.
Gods, please let Enyo give Alphonse back for this.
“I’m sorry, Alphonse,” she said.
Delyth lifted the smaller woman’s blood-coated fist to her lips and ran her tongue across the delicate fingers.
A low, sensuous moan escaped Enyo, raw and purely carnal. Aside from that, other signs of arousal shuddered through Alphonse’s body. Her nipples hardened, her breathing hitched, her core clenched. 
She opened her fist to allow Delyth to suck the blood from the wound directly and practically writhed in pleasure when she did so. 
Alphonse’s unsullied hand came to cradle Delyth’s skull, beneath that torrent of black hair, pressing her closer, urging her harder towards the slice. 
It all happened very quickly. One moment she was watching Delyth in rapt focus, panting and enjoying herself. 
The next moment, her body jerked, and the intimate sounds changed to those of pain. A yelp left Alphonse’s lips, and she yanked away from Delyth, clutching her injured hand to her breast.  
Delyth let Alphonse go and staggered away, spitting blood. Her mouth and throat were covered in it. It dripped from her chin. Pooled in the hollow of her neck. She gagged, her stomach heaving. Her eyes watered, blurring her vision, but she could see Etienne rush forward to catch Alphonse.
Gods, what had she done?
Alphonse was back. They could get her healed.
But had it been worth it?
How much of herself would she have to sell to serve Enyo?
Delyth backed away from the pair of them, horrified. How would Alphonse ever trust her now? She was meant to protect the girl. Her wings half spread as though to fly, to run away, but she couldn’t just leave them. Not with Alphonse injured. She stood rooted, unable to go forward or back.
Alphonse was staring down at her hand in horror, her entire body was rigid with pain. Slowly, she looked towards Calamity as if even with Enyo gone, she could hear it calling to her. 
“Put it away!” She gasped, tearing her eyes from the blade and back to her hand. “I need my kit. Etienne?”
Delyth darted for the sword. That was something she could do, some way she could make this better. She lifted it easily, without thinking to prepare herself for the blade’s bloodlust.
And then it was on her, and Enyo’s moan was in her ears, and Alphonse’s blood was on her lips.
She stood frozen, torn so many different ways that she didn’t know how to act, what to do first.
For a long moment, she stayed that way, still, trembling.
She took a step towards Alphonse.
And dropped the blade, the heavy thing thumping into the bare earth of the campsite. With trembling fingers, Delyth pulled off the scabbard, already loose from Alphonse’s quick fingers, and shoved the thing onto Calamity.
Behind her, Etienne had already rushed off to get the kit, but Alphonse was barely standing, her body swaying from loss of blood. Delyth left the sword where it lay in the scabbard and went to her, to steady her, though the halfbreed’s hands were hesitant from shame.
“Gods, I’m sorry.” The words came out like a whisper or a groan of pain, and then Etienne was back, the kit grasped in his hands.
Alphonse settled down on the ground, not seeming to notice that she was sitting in her own blood. Maybe it hadn’t been a choice. “It’s alright. It’s alright,” she mumbled. 
With Etienne back and laying out her kit, Alphonse opened her clenched fingers. Delyth could see bone, exposed white and gleaming amidst the smears of red.
How had she not felt that? 
✶

“I’ll just… I’ll just clean this properly and then… heal it,” Alphonse gulped.
She was a superb healer. 
Etienne sat at Alphonse’s side, opposite of Delyth. “Yes, exactly,” he told his friend gently. “You know how to deal with this.” 
He put an arm around her shoulders for support, ignoring the trembling warrior on her other side and trying to banish the image of Enyo slicing Alphonse open. Anger lurked in his breast, wild and hot, but he kept the reins on it tight for the moment. He would help Alphonse first, and deal with Delyth later.
“Take a deep breath. I’m right here. You can do this.” 
Alphonse actually smiled at Etienne.
It was sad and weak, but she clearly wanted to comfort him as well. 
“I know. Master Delphine said I was very good with cuts…” High praise, ‘very good.’ 
With the wound cleaned, all she had to do was the magic. 
Green light faded from Alphonse’s touch as she sighed, eyes flickering open and closed, open and closed. “My veil,” she murmured as if that were her biggest concern. She was half asleep on her feet as he and Delyth walked with her to her tent. 
The pallet within that tent showed what he had missed. 
Alphonse had never slept. It was neatly made. Enyo must have taken over late in the night, but before Alphonse had gotten to even pull the blankets back. 
༄
Delyth stepped out of the tent shakily. The knowledge that Alphonse had been under Enyo’s control the entire night only made the situation feel worse. If she had just thought to check in the night, if she had just woken up earlier, this all might have been prevented.
Delyth knew that she had been exhausted, that she had fought the sky all the previous morning, but it wasn’t a good excuse.
It was her job to protect the vassal, to protect Alphonse. And she was starting to understand that seeing them all alive to the temple would mean protecting her from Enyo as well.
Something she had failed already.
“This is all your fault.”
As if echoing her thoughts, Etienne stood trembling with rage in the center of the campsite, still next to the pool of Alphonse’s blood.
“You gave her the fucking sword. I told you what she would do. I told you she was dangerous.” His blond hair was shoved back from his face, his eyes wild and red-rimmed. 
“I was just doing what I thought I should, what I’d been taught— I—” They were just excuses. And poor ones at that. Delyth should have thought for herself, should have listened to her reservations.
Etienne was screaming now, his face red with anger, his hand fisted in the shirt over his chest. “You let this happen! You let her hurt Alphonse! You drank Alphonse’s blood. You’re still covered in it!”
Delyth stepped back, as though the last few lines were physical blows.
“You—you’re a fucking monster.” Etienne’s voice was lower now, the words tense and stuttering.
Delyth couldn’t take it, couldn’t argue. He was right. He was right about all of it.
She took two running steps towards the sword, scooped it up by the scabbard, and took off, disappearing over the trees.




Chapter VII
Winter, Brig’ian Mountains, Before the Kingdoms of Man
Freedom was cold and wet, but it felt far better than the brush of an Unmaker’s hand.
Va'al stood slowly, snow clinging to the bare skin of his dark body, all sinuous length, and corded muscle. Not a stitch of clothing had followed him from the Cursed Realms, but, for all the cold, he did not mind—the less of that place, the better.
The land around him was white with falling snow, a monotony broken only by the glimpse of rock rising miles above him or a splash of green from a thick-furred tree. Va'al had never seen so little color in his life.
And it was beautiful.
A long, jagged breath escaped him, something like relief for all that he was tense with nerves. Had he been followed? The silence of this plane was unnerving, nothing in his ears but the rush of air. Was this where the others had gone? Or was he alone here?
Va'al turned in a slow circle, searching for anyone else. What would be worse? Life in the Cursed Realms? Or life alone?
A rumbling echoed through the clearing. It grew louder, and with a snapping of branches and a crushing of the frozen underbrush, a small herd of creatures appeared. They bounded gracefully over fallen logs and zig-zagged between one another, arcing hastily away from Va'al and further into the forest. The animals were large in size, though nimble enough on cloven feet, with horns branching from their skulls and thick red fur. Their wide eyes showed the whites as they dashed away, clearly chased by some predator. 
The last animal had bounded past Va'al when their hunter appeared. Where they had been relatively loud, huffing and hurrying to escape, she was fleet-footed and sleek. Wrapped in no more than a fur cloak and blood, she was gleefully sprinting after the animals. 
When she spotted Va'al, she came to a stop so suddenly it was eerie. 
She stood in complete stillness for several heartbeats and then nodded to Va'al. Her eyes were the color of flames and her skin the ashen grey of logs long burnt. Heat rippled from her body, and she approached to sniff at Va'al. Nostrils flared, and then the woman's lips peeled back to reveal a sharp smile. 
“It’s been some time since someone from the Cursed Realms has come through. I thought Ruyaa would be the last of them, crazy dreamer. But here you are.” 
At the mention of the Cursed Realms, Va'al stilled, some old instinct of preservation making him tense and careful in the presence of a creature more powerful than himself.
And she was more powerful. He could feel it, though if it was due to her inherent strength or some source of magic within this world, it was impossible to tell.
“How many have made it?” he asked finally, unsure whether he felt relief at not being alone or fear that this new world would be no better, no different from the one he had escaped.
The woman shrugged, uninterested in the topic. Her eyes were roving over his form keenly, and her smile grew even wider. “A few.  Less than a dozen. Though it’s been over a hundred years since the last came through, and likely she only believed it because she is so… odd. It’s strange that you are here. From what I understood, the Unmakers stopped allowing audiences. How did you know this was real?” she held up her hand to indicate the unmarred land around them. 
“I didn’t.” Va'al shrugged, letting his eyes follow the curve of her gesture. The female had made no move to attack, and he felt himself beginning to relax, at least partially. If there were only a dozen of them here, then surely there would be none with the power to enslave. “But even if it had not been real, it could not have been worse than remaining there.”
He cocked an eyebrow at her interest in his looks and straightened to display himself more prominently. The woman was lovely, for all her power, but she just snorted derisively at his efforts. “What were you, back in the Cursed Realms? A soldier?” 
Va'al shifted uncomfortably beneath her gaze but managed to crack a crooked smile. “What does it matter? The Cursed Realms are behind us now. I will carry none of that place with me. Nothing but my name.”
“Very well.” She didn’t seem to care that he was hiding his past. Instead, she took the furs draped over her body and slung them across his hips. “What is your name?”
“Va'al.”
“An old name. A slave name. They loved naming us terrible things, didn’t they? Thought they were funny,” she murmured. Looking him up and down one last time, she jerked her chin over her shoulder, indicating he should follow. “Not as old as mine, though. Enyo.” 
He looked at her a long, quiet moment, their names hanging between them like motes of snow. Finally, she turned on her heel. “Let’s go.”
❂
For a long time, they walked through the forest, their combined breaths filtering up through the grey sky in little puffs of steam. Her footfalls were silent, and his were near enough. She didn’t mind the cold despite her own bared skin but remembered when she first came to Illygad how strange it had felt to be warm or cold. This body hadn’t been ravaged by war and whippings and everything else. She actually felt here. 
A terrible and wonderful sensation. 
Finally, they came up over the last jagged hillock and stared down into the valley where her people gathered and lived. “Glynfford.” She explained, watching little spirals of smoke avidly. “There are other beings who lived here before I came. Animals and people alike. They aren’t like us, though. Smaller, weaker. Short-lived.” Some humans were visible now, little dots moving around like ants. 
“I live here some of the time, but mostly I stay in the forests. I lived in the stockyards, long enough to wish never to feel another creature’s body against my own while I sleep.” In the stockyards they were pressed together heel to crown, not enough room to fight or fuck or sneeze.  “In the mountains, I can breathe.” 
“All this world and all we have to share it with is a few others like us and a few even weaker?” Va'al took a deep breath, his lungs expanding with the frigid air. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so free to breathe before.”
Enyo smirked and started her descent. It was certainly more simple and freeing than the Cursed Realms ever had been. Here they were allowed to be whatever they pleased, not forced to fight and maim and breed. Not worked and kept as pets. 
“I will say, though, these fragile beings need a fair bit of guidance. I help them; in return, they honor me. It works well, though you do have to share with the others.” The others that had come over. Esha, Ruyaa, Maoz. 
Of course, there was enough space here that it hadn’t been a problem in many many generations. Not since she overthrew Kirit and limited him to the frozen wastes of the north. “They didn’t know much of anything. But they are fast learners, and they don’t ask for much.” 
“They honor you…” Va'al said, his uncertainty obvious. In the Cursed Realms, one did not question those with more magical power. “They are the source of your magic, then?” 
“In a manner of speaking. It’s different here. They live and die so quickly, it’s easier to befriend them and help them. But of course, we are so different than they are, it’s impossible not to notice the discrepancies.” Enyo could rip a man’s head off his body, burn him alive, bring down the very mountains if she so pleased. Humans could do little more than bleed and believe. 
But that was enough for her. And for the others. 
“Come on, I’ll show you my people and give you a few supplies.” And then he’d go off to his own adventures, as they all had. He really was free. Enyo smiled as she traipsed down the path. She loved it here. 
⚀
Va'al followed Enyo eagerly, tearing his gaze from the graceful sway of her hips to the people that rose as they entered the clearing. She was right. They were not a particularly impressive race, but they did recognize Enyo’s power. “Goddess,” they whispered as she came among them, bowing before her. 
It was as though they wanted to make her powerful, wanted to be worthy of her. What help could possibly be worth such prostration, the loss of freedom and dignity?
Va'al shrugged. Perhaps to these creatures, to serve was a sort of fulfillment. To him, though, with all the New World stretched out before him and no one stronger to press him into slavery or obedience, the lure of freedom was too impossible a call to ignore. 
It had gotten him here, hadn’t it? And never again would he bend to any will but his own.




Chapter VIII
Fifth Moon, Full:  Thloegr
Her bones felt heavy as Alphonse sat up from her pallet. Her mouth was chalky and dry, and her hair was… Ugh, it was a mess. But her hands and face were clean and free of blood. So too was her underdress. 
Alphonse smiled at that little fact. 
Etienne knew she didn’t have many clothes, had only packed what she absolutely needed for this trip. Long ago, he had learned a tidy up spell. Mostly since he tended towards ink spills and dripping potion ingredients on himself, but she recognized the work now on her clothing. It almost looked as if her shift had been ironed. Grateful for that kindness, the healer dressed within the privacy of her tent and emerged feeling…well, not refreshed, but certainly better. It was amazing what a few hours of sleep and clean clothes could do for a person’s spirits. 
She stretched her arms overhead and looked about the clearing. Where was her new friend? Where was her old one? Alphonse massaged her hand, still tender from the healing, and frowned. Surely they hadn’t left without her? That seemed unlikely, given she was the reason they were all here… 
“Etienne?” She called, soft voice carrying on the breeze. The sun was high overhead. How long had she slept? 
“I’m here,” he said, standing from a patch of earth a little to the left of her tent. “How are you feeling?”
“Better.” She assured him, flipping her hand over so he could see the freshly healed skin. 
Her eyes traveled the clearing once, twice, three times… But she didn’t find the answers she was looking for. 
“Did…” She hesitated, realizing that maybe Delyth had left because of her. Because of the darkness. The sickness. 
“Did I frighten Delyth away?” 
Etienne rubbed his face with both hands, sighing heavily. “No,” he said. “But I think I did.” He crouched back down, staring at the ground between his feet. “I told her it was her fault, everything that happened this morning. I told her she was a monster…I just— I just couldn’t stop seeing her with her mouth in your blood, and this morning… It was like there was nothing I could do, nothing I knew how to do. I was so scared, Alphonse.”
Alphonse hastily crouched beside her dearest friend and laid her healed hand on his shoulder. 
“She didn’t know,” she murmured, tone imploring him to accept this. “She didn’t know how sick I am, how strange. And after having to— to drink my blood… ” Alphonse actually did remember parts of that.
How invigorating it had felt. How thrilling. 
She remembered the struggle inside her own mind and the iron fist of Enyo keeping her out. And then, of course, the pain. That had finally been what jerked her back into control. Enyo hadn’t known what to do with that sharp pain of Delyth’s tongue against the open wound. 
“I’m sorry you had to see that, that she had to do that. I’m sorry I’m not stronger…” 
“You’re doing everything you can,” Etienne said and placed a hand on her shoulder, but somehow Alphonse felt he didn’t think she was strong enough either.
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
After leaving the clearing, Delyth flew north until she found a spring. It wasn’t much, just a trickle of cold mountain-fed water, but it fell over a small overhang, creating a spray that the halfbreed could duck under.
Delyth tugged off the sword and stripped to her skin, leaving her things out of reach of the fall. Then she plunged under it. She let the stream play over her face until it washed away the blood and the paint alike. She stood there until the cold made her pimple and shiver. She drank until her stomach could hold no more.
Finally, with her hair soaked and plastered to her skin, Delyth stepped from the water and pulled on her clothes.
She had a choice now.
She knew that Enyo was little like the Goddess her people served. The other priests had claimed she was powerful, yes, but also wise and gracious. Perhaps the years of confinement or her new place within a human body had twisted her.
If she left now, she could tell herself that it was because her Goddess was not who she thought, was not who she had striven to serve.
But in a way, that would be a lie. Delyth had been told that Enyo was wild.
She just hadn’t expected to experience it so… viscerally.
And then there was the question of where she would go. Delyth could not return home, having failed. She doubted they would allow her to. Those who hated her for what she was would have new ammunition. Those who respected her for her strength and devotion would have that respect no longer.
And where else was there? No human settlement would accept her.
No, Delyth could not leave.
But perhaps it was best to rethink her priorities.
High Priestess Anwen had named Delyth Champion to the Vassal, not champion to Enyo. She would make it her duty to protect Alphonse rather than to serve the Goddess unthinkingly. This way, she could both complete her sacred purpose and live with herself.
Her teeth set, Delyth
leaped back into the air.
When she returned to their camp, she could see Alphonse and Etienne crouched together, but she could not hear what they said over the rush of wind in her ears. Delyth landed a few yards away with a spray of dust and collapsed her wings against her back. She wasn’t sure what to say. Nothing that sprang to mind seemed fit.
❀
Relief flooded Alphonse as she stood, turning towards Delyth. She knew in her heart that she and Etienne alone stood little to no chance of actually making it to the temple without Delyth’s help. It seemed corralling Enyo was more than a one-person job anyway. 
Furthermore, the brief exchange she and the warrior had shared the day before had been meaningful to Alphonse. She had thought, perhaps, she might make another friend, despite the sickness within her. 
So she was reassured that Delyth had come back. Surely, that meant things weren’t so bad that, with a little help, Alphonse could not mend it? She tucked her hands swiftly into the folds of her plain grey skirt so the priestess couldn’t see them and stepped closer. 
“Delyth, I’m very glad you came back. And I—we—” she glanced at Etienne meaningfully, “wanted to apologize. For attacking you as I did. And for frightening you. And for making you… making you do something you didn’t want to.” She actually turned a bit ashen at this last part. 
She had never in her life forced anyone to do anything. Ever. To think she was turning into a bully and a brute…
Etienne met Alphonse’s gaze and turned to Delyth, his expression calmer than before though still reluctant. “I’m sorry. For everything I said.”
Delyth was still for a moment, her eyes closed. Alphonse watched her take a deep breath. “You weren’t completely wrong,” the warrior said. “I put Alphonse in danger. It will not happen again.” Her face was unreadable, emotions concealed behind a mask that had only slipped because of the morning’s horror. “We should get going. Much of the day has been lost.”
Alphonse winced at that cold tone. Delyth must think her demented. Twisted. Inhuman. 
They were things she thought about herself, so it was only fair. 
The healer turned away, swallowing her disappointment. “I’ll pack up my tent,” she murmured to no one in particular. The sooner they got going, the sooner they’d reach the temple, and the sooner Enyo could be gone forever. 
Good riddance. 
༄
The rest of the day passed mostly in tense silence. Delyth led the group north for several hours, the pace mind-numbingly slow. She had covered all of this ground and more twice just that morning. The atmosphere at camp was not much better. The halfbreed was still dealing with her own guilt, and she did not think Etienne had completely forgiven her. He might never.
She would just have to live with that and do what she could to move forward.
After an unsatisfying meal of dried rations, Delyth finally spoke again in more than the short replies she’d stuck to for most of the day.
“Alphonse,” she said. “I don’t think you should sleep alone again.”
Etienne was nodding. “No. It was too easy for Enyo to keep control all night.”
Delyth glanced briefly at him and then back to Alphonse. “I will share your tent if that’s alright with you. For protection.”
Etienne opened his mouth as though to protest, but seemed to think better of it.
Alphonse’s wide eyes drifted towards the little tent, and then towards Delyth, her wings…  “Won’t you… won’t you be uncomfortable, in that little tent with me?” She asked tentatively, clearly considering the offer.
Delyth actually smiled at that. It was true that she did not much care for small spaces, but the alternative… Her mind turned to the bloody scene that morning. It was so much worse that, in comparison, the discomfort of sleeping in a small space seemed laughable.
She didn’t say that, though. She didn’t think it would make Alphonse feel any better.
“I don’t think it will be uncomfortable, bykhan,” Delyth said gently. “And you do not need to sleep alone.”
The girl pressed her lips together, contemplating. Her glassy eyes flickered over Delyth’s face, searching for something there. “And...You aren’t afraid I will hurt you...again?” Alphonse’s eyes widened even more, as though she was trying to keep the tears welling up from spilling over.
Delyth’s first impulse was to claim that she wasn’t hurt because she had no physical injury, but she understood what Alphonse meant by the word. There was more than one type of pain.
“You have not hurt me,” she said. “I don’t think you ever will.”
The distinction between Alphonse and Enyo was so clear in her mind. Their actions, their personalities, so different. 
“This way, she is less likely to hurt you or me or Etienne. I think it will be difficult to make it to the temple otherwise.”
❀
A single tear slipped down her cheek, and Alphonse hastily wiped it away. “Very well,” she agreed, trying to sound reasonable and brave and… like herself. She mostly succeeded. 
Besides, it wasn’t as if she could sleep in a tent with Etienne—that simply wasn’t proper. And Enyo did seem to have a propensity for harming her friend. Perhaps Enyo knew Etienne was going to do his best to shove her back into whatever damned realms Enyo had come from? 
It would be safer for everyone if Alphonse shared her tent with Delyth. Perhaps they could keep Enyo from further violence with the warrior standing guard? What a blessing that would be. It was nice to think someone would watch over her, make sure she didn’t wander off to dance naked in a river somewhere under the moonlight. 
Something purred within her at the thought, and Alphonse sighed. “I was joking…” she muttered to the sickness within. 
Glancing at Etienne, she knew he could see the relief and gratitude in her features before she turned to Delyth, and with little warning, flung her arms around the warrior priestess in a tight hug. It was cumbersome as they were both seated and side by side, but Alphonse managed it all the same. 
༄
Delyth started in surprise at Alphonse’s sudden hug, but only a beat passed before she returned the gesture, wrapping her arms around the girl’s slender body and pressing her cheek to the crown of Alphonse’s head. Past her, Etienne watched, stiff and uncomfortable, but he said nothing. Perhaps he had seen something in Alphonse’s face that kept him silent now.
Gods, it had been a long time since Delyth had hugged someone. Had touched anyone at all except in passing. But she pulled away after a moment more, clearing her throat. “We should all sleep. It has been a hard day. And tomorrow, we have ground to catch up.”
Alphonse nodded and stood up, brushing her skirts out, so any debris or dirt she had picked up fell off. She placed a hand on Etienne’s shoulder before turning to disappear into her— well. Their tent. 
Delyth waited until the rustling of clothing could no longer be heard and stood to follow her. Etienne stood as well.
“Don’t…” He seemed to struggle with what he meant to say, his voice low so that Alphonse wouldn’t hear. “Don’t overstep. Don’t touch her or hurt her or—or—” He cut off, but Delyth knew what he meant.
“I’m only here to protect her.”
She turned towards the tent and pricked a finger on her glittering, folded-steel dagger so that she could ink a protection ward into the fabric of the tent. It was such a tiny amount of blood, but Delyth still moved past it quickly.
At least now she would wake if anyone entered or left the tent.
Carefully, Delyth settled herself beside Alphonse, tucking her wings in to take up as little space as possible.
“Goodnight,” she whispered into the dark.
“Goodnight,” Alphonse whispered back, her voice warm and faint. It nearly sounded as if she were smiling, if that was possible after such a terrible day. She pulled her blankets over her shoulders tightly and closed her eyes. Quickly, her breathing changed to the slow, deep breaths of sleep, her body limp and heavy beside Delyth. 
It seemed tonight, at least, Enyo would sleep too. 
For some time, Delyth’s eyes glittered in the dark while she listened to Alphonse’s breath even out. Finally, after she was sure the girl was
well
and truly asleep, she allowed herself to drift off.
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
Excerpt from the Journal of Etienne d’Etoiles
Fifth Moon of the Year 1819, just south of the Brig’ian Mountains
It has been ten days since Alphonse and I began traveling with the priestess, Delyth, and though I still believe that the decision to keep in her company was hastily made, I cannot deny that she has been useful. The three of us have fallen into a routine of sorts, based around keeping Enyo sated and out of control.
While the process of discovering those factors most likely to bring Enyo to the forefront has been arduous in extreme, I feel as though we have made decent progress. It helps to think of the Enyo/Alphonse dichotomy in the light of an experiment, to catalog cause and effect for trends. Therefore, I will include, for the sake of easy reference, a list of the factors most likely to bring the Goddess forth:
Factors
In Alphonse
Fatigue
Hunger
Fear
Impressive Scenery
These, of course, had to be learned through a series of failures:
The morning Alphonse had cut herself was one such; we did not ensure she slept, and her fatigue provided an opening for Enyo. Another day, Alphonse fell, sliding down a rocky drop off to one side of the road. Enyo showed up, likely due to some effort of self-preservation, and stayed until nightfall. When passing a waterfall a few evenings later, Enyo became overjoyed and threw herself in despite the freezing water. Delyth, of course, followed her. The warrior never stops to consider better options.
There is little Delyth, or I can do about passing scenery, but we can allow Alphonse time to rest. We can make sure she doesn’t get hungry enough to prompt one of Enyo’s bloody hunting sprees. We can keep her from getting Calamity.
Knowing this has greatly improved the quality of life on the road, so much so that it has almost begun to feel normal, if not exactly comfortable.
There is, however, one other development that bears notice. Enyo has begun to speak.
Though Delyth has regarded this new behavior with unease, I profess that I can consider it in no other light than that of an opportunity. I am going to try to understand the Goddess, if only so that I might have a better chance of banishing her when the time comes. I have and will continue to make an effort to speak to her whenever Enyo is present, though so far, she has not provided me with any information that I did not already know.
I suppose I will just have to come up with more, better questions. No matter. There is little else to occupy me in this monotonous wilderness—
Etienne looked up abruptly at a murmured noise from Alphonse. They had been quiet so far, slogging through roads made muddy by the morning’s earnest drizzle.
She was eerily still for one heartbeat, two… and then she was dashing through the bramble bushes, grabbing dark berries with little care for the long thorns peppered among them. The first fistful was already making its way down her throat by the time Delyth reached her, Etienne on the warrior’s heels.
“They’re just blackberries,” Delyth said, relief plain in her voice if not in the rigid lines of her face, and Etienne felt himself relax as well. Blackberries surely could not do Alphonse too much harm, even in the quantities she was presently consuming.
“Enyo,” he started, as that was clearly who he was speaking to, “why don’t you eat and walk? So that we can reach Thlonandras even faster.”
Perhaps they would be lucky— after all, some days she listened to reason, though other days she would blatantly refuse to do something because it was reasonable. 
He almost sighed aloud when she nodded, and they again resumed their slow journey, Enyo still shoving handfuls of berries into her mouth and Delyth following silently behind. Etienne opened his journal again and scribbled a hasty ‘blackberries’ in his factors column, underlining the word several times.
“My innards are churning,” Enyo complained several minutes later, looking accusingly at Etienne and then Delyth as if they had played some trick on her. 
“Well you did just consume a bushel of blackberries.” Etienne’s reply did little to mollify the Goddess, and when neither he or Delyth could allay her misery, she left Alphonse to deal with the consequences of her gluttony.
Etienne raised an eyebrow and started a new list in his journal, titling it ‘Factors for Enyo’s Withdrawal.’
❀
Alphonse rubbed a purple hand over her stomach as they meandered up the road, occasionally grimacing at some cramp or stab of discomfort. However chewing on peppermint leaves and sipping water was slowly mitigating her illness. The bird calls overhead were the only sound she’d heard in some minutes, their group having fallen into what she wished was a comfortable silence. Alphonse cast furtive glances between Delyth and Etienne. No such luck.
Things were still a bit tense between the two of them. 
“Perhaps we should try to get to know one another a bit better?” she suggested aloud, a little smile tracing her purple lips. “I think that could be fun.” Or like pulling teeth. But she didn’t want to walk in silence the entire way to Thlonandras. 
“What did you have in mind?” Delyth’s voice was a bit gruffer than usual, perhaps because of the poor weather that morning.
“Hmm,” she hummed, tapping one long shapely finger against her lips. “Have you ever played the game, two truths and one falsehood?” It was one that was popular enough at Moxous—perhaps not the most creative of games, though it was a sure way to learn about their companions. “You say two things that are true about yourself, and one thing that is not, and then Etienne and I guess which is false. I’ll start!”
Etienne looked up reluctantly from his journal, but he didn’t argue, and Alphonse beamed at him. 
“My favorite color is blue. I’ve always dreamt of being a healer, and I hate blackberries…” An easy one, as it was clear which was the lie from her mouth smeared with blackberry juice. She smiled encouragingly at Delyth. “Now you guess.” 
✶

Etienne had never really enjoyed these games at school, though they were familiar to him. He had considered them a waste of time when there were undiscovered magics and explanations all around him for the finding.
Still, he had played with Alphonse a time or two before. He had always had a weakness for her requests, whether it was getting him to stop researching long enough to eat or playing a school game. He sighed and allowed Delyth to answer. Alphonse had made her first go easy for explanation.
“You like blackberries, evidently,” the warrior was saying. “That one is the lie.”She thought for a moment, her angled face inscrutable, her eyes turned towards the trees.
“My favorite color is a honey yellow,” she started. “I have led the dances for my people’s Fall Solstice Celebration, and I have never been in love.”
Etienne snorted. It was too easy. Everything about Delyth was in dark, brutish tones, so he doubted her favorite color was a shade of yellow. “The first one is the lie,” he announced.
“No. You lose.” She smirked.
“Delyth, you were supposed to let me guess as well. Now I know that yellow was not your falsehood.” While Alphonse’s tone was chiding, she was smiling too much for it to have any weight. “I shall guess that you have never led the fall dances. Because dancing in front of a crowd of onlookers sounds terrifying?” 
“Well, I will let both of you guess next time. Still, it did not help you, bykhan.” Delyth was obviously enjoying the game, having stumped both her companions. “The last one is the lie.”
Alphonse smiled encouragingly at the warrior. “Try again, I’m certain we’ll get it right this time.”
“Hmmm, very well. I grew up within the temple I serve, my favorite food is baked apples, and I have always known that I would wield the sword of Enyo.”
Etienne shrugged. “I’m not going first this time. Alphonse?”
“Baked apples?” she guessed without waiting, clearly having a good time. 
Etienne couldn’t see how anyone could know that they would have to wield the sword of a Goddess if that Goddess was banished. Enyo’s reappearance had been entirely accidental. “It’s the last one, isn’t it?” he asked, though with a little less bravado.
Delyth nodded. “You get to go then?”
Etienne wondered for a moment. Alphonse knew everything about him, or nearly. They had known each other half their lives. How was he going to think of something she didn’t know?
“Ummm… I cast my first spell at age three, I have four siblings, and I have never broken a bone.”
❀
Alphonse remembered the broken, bent finger she had healed a few weeks earlier. 
A finger her hands had snapped. 
“I’ll let Delyth guess first since I’ve known you for so long,” she murmured, determined not to let the vivid memory of his pleading for her to fix that broken bone darken the game. She was supposed to be learning more about her companions. She was supposed to be fostering goodwill and— and comradery. 
“Hmmmm, is it the first one?” Delyth asked. “Three years of age seems terribly early to cast a spell.”
Perhaps Etienne had not meant to give two lies. Something about the childhood game must have brought him back to childhood answers. He had not broken any bones before he met Enyo.
“I think you’ve only three siblings,” she offered, giving Delyth an apologetic smile. 
Etienne nodded, relief plain in his face.“That makes it your turn, Allee.” He was smiling at her more freely than he had in days, his face open and uncreased. Likely because she had not called out his mistake.
Alphonse glanced up at the sun, still high enough overhead. They’d walk another hour or two more. “Alright. My family wanted me to devote my life to Mother Agathi—she’s a Goddess in Ingola. She attests that gentleness and piety are the best paths to happiness and a full life.” Alphonse added, uncertain if Delyth had heard of the Goddess before, amber eyes flickering her way with the unspoken question. Mother Agathi must seem rather pathetic to a warrior like Delyth. 
Alphonse actually found herself blushing. 
“I have a betrothed back home, a farmer named Henri. His family owns the farm next to ours. They grow very lovely peaches.” Alphonse swallowed hard, remembering how sweet the peaches back home had been. 
“And… when I was quite small, perhaps five or six years of age, my father had to give me seven lashings with the switch for disobeying his order to kill a chicken from our coop and bring it in for supper. Mother Agathi teaches us that disobedience to one's parents is disobedience to her, since she is the Mother of all. It was my father’s duty to teach me quickly and surely that such behavior would only lead me down the wrong path. Loyalty and obedience—” She cut herself off. They understood, and she didn’t want to preach. 
Alphonse had deliberately picked things about her childhood and past that Etienne might not know about her. They often did not speak of her family, and she wanted the game to be fair after all. 
༄
Delyth had never heard of Mother Agathi before, but she thought that it might explain Alphonse’s conservative dress. Though perhaps not her gentleness. The warrior thought that was something of her own.
She wasn’t sure why Alphonse blushed about the Goddess. It's not like she could help the faith she was raised in. Delyth blinked. That… was true. You could not choose the people you were born—or given to. She shook her head and kept listening.
The warrior did not know Alphonse well enough to know which of the three statements was false, but she did know which she hoped was false.
“Is it the second one?” she asked. Something in Delyth didn’t like the idea of Alphonse betrothed.
Etienne had pressed his brows together, as though this one was a difficult one for him as well. “I’m going to go with the third,” he said
She snorted, or rather as close as Alphonse came to snorting. More like an exhale through her nose loudly. “I’m very good at this game, as I have just stumped you both. My sister, Sephonse, was destined for Mother Agathi. I was never good enough to be considered.” She did seem a bit forlorn about that.  “As winner, I declare you must each make dinner one night this week.” 
Delyth blinked at Alphonse in some surprise. That meant that she was betrothed. To some peach farmer in the soft country of Ingola no less.
Gods, why was that annoying? It wouldn’t change their quest.
“Alphonse, you never told me you were engaged.” Etienne was clearly startled, something that Delyth found satisfying. She wasn’t the only one taken aback.
“It’s not a love match, obviously,” she said offhandedly. “My parents sent me to become a healer from Moxous, our town will need one when Healer Rone passes, and Henri’s parents own the largest farm in the area. They produce crops for most of the neighboring villages, as well as our own. It was decided before I left for Moxous that when I came back, we’d be married. To strengthen the community.
“I haven’t seen or spoken to Henri since I was eleven… He can’t write so…” She shrugged. “No love letters.  It’s common practice, Etienne, don’t look so shocked.” 
Delyth snorted. “You Ingolans claim that the people of Thloegr are barbarians, but even I can write,” she said, just a bit too chipper. “Besides, I won a round too. Only Etienne should have to make dinner.”
❀
Alphonse made no comment on Henri’s ability to write. Her village was poor. His family needed him to work. Had she not been chosen for Moxous, she could have very well been much the same as Henri. 
Instead, she shook her head. 
“Enyo doesn’t like Etienne’s cooking,” she proclaimed, a smile lighting her eyes even though she tried her best to keep her face solemn. 
“Are you sure it's Enyo that doesn’t like his cooking?” Delyth’s voice was lowered slightly, conspiratorial as she smiled down at Alphonse
Behind her, Etienne protested good-naturedly. “My cooking is incredibly nutritional!”
The warrior rolled her eyes. “Not to worry, Alphonse. I’ll make something for you.”
Alphonse was wheezing as she suppressed her giggles, not wanting to hurt Etienne’s feelings but definitely knowing he was… a basic cook at most. 
Sometimes he burnt their meals. 
Sometimes he undercooked them. 
But to be fair, Etienne had never needed to learn how to cook or camp. He had grown up in the city, then immediately entered Moxous, where all chores were attended to by the staff of the school. This journey was like nothing he would have ever experienced before. 
“I would never say such things about my friend,” she defended him, choking on her laughter. “It is most definitely Enyo who doesn’t like the cooking. I love it. I think the bits of bone remaining are… ah… additional fiber.” She winced and then clamped a hand over her mouth to keep the giggles at bay. 
Etienne pretended to be offended. “Fine!” he said with mock severity. “I can see that my abilities are not appreciated by the present company. Why don’t you just have Delyth cook all your meals then?”
The warrior quieted a bit at that but didn’t seem ready to give up the joke. “At least then, the meals would always be cooked!”
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
At camp that night, Delyth insisted on cooking dinner, just to prove that her version of their simple fair would be more edible than Etienne’s. She was rather proud of the result too. It certainly hadn’t been extravagant food, but it had been enjoyable.
She was full and content. It had been a thoroughly pleasant day overall, with only the briefest appearance of Enyo, and the warrior was genuinely beginning to enjoy the company of her companions.
Now, she waited patiently beneath softly whispering boughs for the water Alphonse was boiling for tea. It had only been a couple weeks since Delyth had first tried the strange blend of spices and herbs Alphonse had brought with her, and already she had decided it was one of her favorite times of day, especially when Enyo was not making an appearance.
Delyth took a deep breath of cool night air. Etienne had already slipped into his tent, claiming that the evening was too cold for his tastes even with the steady roar of the fire in their camp’s center and the promise of a hot drink to chase away the chill. 
The warrior didn’t mind, for all she was starting to get accustomed to his company.
“Is it ready yet?” she asked companionably, eyeing the pot in the center of the flames.
“Is patience not a virtue the Temple of Enyo teaches?” Alphonse’s lips quirked upwards teasingly.
Delyth cracked a smile at Alphonse’s light-hearted scolding and tugged her thoughts back to the healer’s question. “Would you believe it if I told you it was?”
The priests at Glynfford believed that winter was an example of Enyo’s patience for spring, that the slow unfurling of every leaf and the long build-up of a thunderstorm showed that Enyo was patient in her dealings with the earth.
Obviously, none of them had actually met her.
Alphonse’s eyes twinkled in the firelight as she leaned forward to peer into the pot. The water was indeed boiling. She gathered up her skirts as a pad to protect her hand and reached for the pot handle, steadily transferring the contents into two mugs, which already had the herb blend waiting. 
Setting the pot back down, she scooted closer to Delyth. 
“There. Now we just wait until it steeps. Do you think you can manage that, mighty warrior?” She teased, leaning back into the shadow of warmth Delyth’s wings created, surprising the warrior—not for the first time— just how comfortable Alphonse seemed to be near her. It wasn’t that many days ago when she had woken up to find the healer pressed against the curve of one of her wings as Alphonse slept.
“I can be patient,” Delyth teased. “It’s only that you make such good tea.”
Carefully, as though Alphonse might startle or move away if she made any sudden motions, Delyth extended a wing so that it curled loosely around the space where Alphonse sat, a living tent of sorts to break the wind.
Alphonse heaved a sigh in gratitude and glanced at the wing protecting her, arching a brow at Delyth. 
“Don’t you ever feel cold?” she asked, reaching up to readjust the veil over her hair modestly. “I wake up sometimes, in the night. Or maybe Enyo wakes me up. But it’s so terribly cold and I have all those blankets, and there you are. Snoozing. Not shivering. It’s amazing, really.” Her eyes on the teacups, Alphonse leaned forward, picked them up, and handed one to Delyth. 
The priestess wrapped her hands around the cup gratefully and inhaled some of the fragrant steam. It had become familiar so quickly.
“I do get cold,” she admitted. “I’ve flown through storms to reach the air above the clouds where it's so frigid that my breaths come in little puffs of steam. Down here, though, it is warm to me.” Delyth took an experimental sip from her cup to see if it had cooled enough to drink, then a larger mouthful when she found that it had.
“You could have told me that you’ve been waking up cold,” she said, a touch self-conscious. “It is a small tent, and my wingspan is quite large. If—if you needed another cover.”
Delyth felt her face grow a bit warm and hoped that the light from the fire was too poor to make it visible.
❀
Alphonse took her time sipping her tea as well, both hands wrapped around the mug, sapping the warmth there. If it was this chilly in the lowlands, then surely the mountain ranges would be terrible. “I… I’m already such a burden. To you and Etienne, both,” she started finally. “I know it’s difficult, being near me.” She sighed and looked over at Delyth, the pain and guilt evident on her face. “I didn’t think it right to burden you further. You’ve already done so much for me.” 
The priestess brushed Alphonse’s arm with her own. “I’m here to protect you,” she said, holding Alphonse’s gaze steadily. “You aren’t a burden. Besides, it wouldn’t exactly be a sacrifice to stretch out a bit.”
It was the last comment that finally convinced Alphonse, and she nodded slowly in agreement. “If it helps you,” she murmured, though she knew it was for her own wellbeing that Delyth had offered. Some sense of obligation to the vassal. 
Glancing at the wing near her, Alphonse let one finger brush along the edge. It was soft to the touch. 
Realizing she hadn’t asked for permission, Alphonse withdrew her finger and grimaced.  “I apologize. I’m a healer, I should know better… I just… I’ve never met anyone with wings. And your wings are very, very beautiful. Interesting.” She’d been itching to examine them for a while now, truth be told. 
But it hadn’t ever seemed like the right time. Not with Enyo on the loose. 
Delyth closed her eyes and turned her face away. “I—it’s alright,” she said after a moment. “I don’t mind.”
The warrior looked back towards Alphonse and opened the wing to its full length. 
Turning in her spot, Alphonse set her teacup down so that she might run her hands, soft and gentle (and thanks to the tea, warm) over the interior of Delyth’s wing. She ran her fingertips meticulously over the arch of bone that was the apex of the wing, then down each spine that created the individual sails.  Alphonse drew the back of her hand across one leathery sail, noticing Delyth’s shiver. The wings must be incredibly sensitive too. 
She had already known those wings were strong, to be able to sustain flight, but now she felt the muscles there. The answer seemed to be that Delyth flew purely due to brute strength. 
An incredible feat. 
She traveled along the top of the wing to find where it met Delyth’s back, then back across to the very tip. Alphonse estimated the wings were easily five feet long when expanded. Each wing. That would make her wingspan ten feet. No wonder Delyth’s shoulders and back seemed so toned. Her core must have been too. And her legs, from carrying such weight. 
Really, Alphonse must seem so very frail to Delyth, barely able to carry her heavy pack all day without tiring. 
“Marvelous,” she pronounced, done with the inspection. Smiling, Alphonse folded her hands in her lap, looking up at the sky with a sigh.  These quiet times before bed were becoming her favorite time of the night. Just she and Delyth, the stars and tea. Simple. Easy. 
Perhaps the only things that were simple or easy anymore. 
༄
Gods, Alphonse’s hands were so small. So gentle.
Alphonse was just a healer, curious at having found something new. Nothing more. Still, it was a strange sort of relief when Alphonse finished. Like some part of Delyth wanted her to keep going.
She swallowed hard at Alphonse’s little conclusion and pulled her wing back in. People just didn’t call her beautiful or marvelous. “We should probably sleep. It's getting late, and tomorrow will be just as long.”
Alphonse nodded in agreement, picking up her cup of tea and draining it. The cold night air had sucked the warmth out of it quickly.  
Delyth sat and finished her tea too, taking her time in front of the fire’s flickering coals while Alphonse entered the tent and changed. When she stood, she stretched and turned her face up to the clear, star-smattered sky above until her breathing was low and deep and calm had seeped through all of the muscles in her back and shoulders.
As always, she pricked a finger at the entrance to the tent she shared with Alphonse and carefully traced the same simple rune into the fabric. The spell was an inefficient one. Tonight’s blood would be spent by the time they packed up camp the next morning, but Delyth did not think she would be able to sleep without the assurance that Enyo could not slip away without her waking.
The ward finished, she stepped through the flap of the tent.
Alphonse was not laying down on her pallet as she normally would have been. Instead, she was standing right by the entrance, and the moment Delyth slipped through the tent flap, she was on the warrior. 
Or rather, Enyo was. 
Her hand clamped around Delyth’s wrist harshly, forbidding her from yanking away. Her eyes, more catlike than Alphonse ever looked, peered up into Delyth’s face and then down to that pricked finger. 
“What do you want?” Delyth growled. Not exactly the response of a dedicated priestess. She needed to get Alphonse back as soon as possible so that she could sleep. Otherwise, this had the potential to escalate quickly.
“Why is it, Ba’oto, that you have not offered me proper tribute?” She asked, voice low, something between a whisper and a growl. “Do you not wish your Taouk to be satisfied?” Those ember eyes tore away from the blood just once, to see Delyth’s face, before returning to the cut.
“You want blood,” Delyth said, her voice flat. It wasn’t a question. Enyo was esurient, after all.
In her mind’s eye, she could see countless morning offering ceremonies in the temple in which she had been raised. Priests dripping beads of blood into a thirsty flame… It wasn’t as though she had not been warned that Enyo demanded offerings.
“Take it, then,” the priestess said.
Enyo chuckled. “Such devotion…” Still, she didn’t drink. She sniffed the blood, clearly excited by it, but she paused. 
Those luminous eyes moved up to Delyth’s face again. “Unlessing you’re offering something better?” 
Delyth ground her teeth together. 
“Will you turn down the blood of a priestess, Taouk?” she asked, her eyes dark and glinting. “I didn’t think it like you to refuse a tribute.”
Enyo was hardly one to argue, and quickly she brought Delyth’s pricked finger into her mouth. Sucking on the wound as one might suck the nectar out of a honeysuckle flower. 
With a popping sound, she withdrew the finger and sighed gratefully. “Moaz’s bloodline always did have such virile life force,” she murmured, running her thumb over the wound. It appeared Enyo was learning some of Alphonse’s magic because when she removed her touch, the little cut was healed. 
Delyth swallowed hard. Gods damn her to the depths of hell. Alphonse’s mouth was soft and warm. 
“I am interested, Ba’oto, in how the Hunter’s bastard ended up in my service. He’d be furious to know this. It pleases me, though…” Slowly she let go of Delyth’s hand, stepping away. 
The halfbreed shook her head, angry, though at herself or Enyo, she wasn’t sure. The Hunter’s bastard? How was that even possible? Delyth was only twenty-five, and the Gods had been banished for three hundred years. Unless she was just a descendant, a part of some bloodline sowed by a God’s careless lust.
Did that mean there were more like her?
Delyth didn’t want to show Enyo how little she knew. The Goddess was already far too crafty at putting Delyth on edge. Instead, she answered her as simply as possible. “The temple at Glynfford is the only life I have known.” She shifted in the small space, crossing her arms over her chest. “Was the offering suitable, Taouk? Will you let Alphonse sleep?” 
Something like ire flared in Enyo’s eyes. “You care for the vassal, but not Enyo,” she murmured. It should have been a question, but it seemed more like a statement. 
“I do not see why… this body…” She slid her hands, Alphonse’s delicate healing hands, up her throat, down her chest, over her arms. “It’s weak. This neck could snap so easily,” Enyo sighed as if belabored by the frailties of her dreadful human form. 
Delyth kept her face impassive and her eyes on Enyo’s rather than on Alphonse’s hands moving across their shared body. There was a draw there that she did not quite want to admit to herself, much less to Enyo.
“There is more to strength than physical power,” she said, her jaw set stubbornly.
“Certainly. Cunning mind… that she does not have. She can barely lie. Raw magical power?” Enyo sneered. “She will not use the magic you and I know that is superior. Afraid of blood. Afraid of sacrifice. Her only redeeming trait would be the pure will of gold. It never ceases to bother me… Constantly it is vying for attention. Demanding I—we—” Enyo cut herself off.
“Goodnight, Ba’oto,” she breathed, settling onto the pallet, eyes wide as she stared up at the top of the tent. 
Delyth smiled into the darkness. Perhaps she ought to have been on Enyo’s side, but something about Alphonse’s gentle courage warmed her from within.
The priestess lay atop the pallet next to Alphonse’s, her shoulders tense while the Goddess had control of the healer’s body, but she went ahead and draped a wing over her anyway. It would keep Alphonse warm and wake her should Enyo stir. 
“Goodnight,” Delyth returned belatedly and without her usual warmth.




Chapter IX
Fifth Moon, Waning Crescent: Thloegr
In the cool of the evening, Delyth sat with her back against a tree and her feet to the fire, the regular rasps of her whetstone filling the clearing. Etienne sat nearby, scratching lines of ink into an ever-more tattered notebook, and Alphonse set about making dinner. The tents were already pitched, the gear stowed. It was pleasant, the routines of the campfire mimicking something like home.
There was a flower behind her ear, just one of the common valley variety, but she reached up to brush it with her fingertips in between strokes with the knife. Alphonse had gone wandering off into a field of flowers earlier that day, but as it turned out, it was her choice to do so. She had explained to a baffled Etienne that the stems of these flowers were good for tinctures to stave off infection, then tucked a flower behind her own ear, his ear, and insisted Delyth wear one as well. 
They had walked the rest of the afternoon to the sound of Alphonse humming an Ingolan song about daisies. 
Delyth smiled to herself at the thought, though the smile dropped when Alphonse’s gentle voice took on Enyo’s demanding intonation. It had been three peaceful days since they had last seen the Goddess.
“Taouk don’t cook,” Enyo pronounced, her tone that of a queen. She then sauntered to the edge of the clearing and peered up into a tree. Supposedly, for the pure pleasure of listening to it murmur as the wind blew through it. 
Delyth shared a glance with Etienne across the fire. “I’ll finish dinner. Will you keep an eye on her?”
He nodded. He’d been a bit self-conscious about dinner ever since the girls had teased him for it, though with Alphonse doing most of the cooking, it hadn’t come up much.
Delyth scooped up
the spoon Enyo had dropped and set about her tasks. Etienne put away his book and followed the Goddess, his voice only dimly registering in the halfbreed’s mind: “What’s so interesting about the tree?” 
✶

“Must there be something specific?” Enyo asked, her voice a lazy drawl rather than the sharp, harsh notes it carried when she was annoyed. She seemed downright content. “This tree has stood here for years and years. No wind has knocked it down; no human tampered with it.” She patted the spruce’s trunk is something close to affection. “It is a very fine tree,” she announced as if giving a blessing.
Perhaps she was. Etienne supposed it’d be like her.
Curling one arm loosely about the trunk, hugging it almost, she swung around to look at Etienne more closely. Inspecting his limbs, his torso, his hair. Her long-lashed eyes, narrowed in the manner only Enyo could do, hovered on his face in particular.
The quiet stretched on between them as Delyth worked. 
Etienne’s immediate instinct was to flinch away, to look anywhere but the hard, alien gaze. Only, he was tired of being the weak one.
Every time Enyo appeared and Alphonse jumped into a waterfall or went charging into the underbrush, Delyth was steps behind, as though she feared neither Enyo herself or any obstacle the land might present. All while he remained. Left to help only after Delyth had done most of the dangerous parts.
Etienne knew he wasn't a warrior, but still. It irked him to have to rely so much on another for the safety of his oldest and dearest friend. Besides, he was going to be a high sorcerer, after all. Already, he knew of magics that few others had delved into. Delyth was not the only one who could stand up to the nature Goddess.
So, with Enyo’s gaze locked on his, Etienne narrowed his eyes and stared back in just as calculating a manner.
Initially, Enyo seemed irked by this eye contact, as though she had enjoyed his fear in the past. But as Etienne continued to gaze into her fiery eyes without flinching, a small, but deeply concerning smile traced her lips. 
She released the tree and approached him, one hand reaching to gently grip the front of his tunic. He swallowed hard. 
He had taken worse.
Much worse…
But Etienne was starting to doubt the logic of his current decision, especially after the last time he stood up to Enyo. He didn’t want to break any more bones. Still, he couldn’t give in yet. Not this easily.
Behind them, Delyth continued to bustle around the campfire, but Etienne didn’t let the sounds draw his eyes away. Instead, he held his ground beneath the increasing scrutiny of the Goddess.
Enyo chuckled, releasing his tunic with a flick of her wrist. 
“I hadn’t realized you had anything worthwhile between your legs, Mandi. What a pleasant surprise to see otherwise.” Her fingertips came to brush up the length of his thigh. “Do you know, it has been such a long time. So very long since I was offered the pleasure of watching…” She smiled, and for once, it didn’t look cruel.
༄
Delyth had all but finished the dinner Alphonse had started when she heard Enyo speak again. It had been silent for a long stretch, and the halfbreed cursed herself for not noticing it sooner. She leaped up and turned to find them.
Etienne was flinching back, his shirt rumpled and his face pale from fear or discomfort. Delyth wasn’t sure. Enyo’s hand—Alphonse’s hand was tracing lines down his unsteady thigh.
“W-watching?” Etienne stammered, and Delyth groaned inwardly. What had he done to get her so riled up?
“Enyo,” she said, stepping closer, “leave Etienne alone. There’s food to eat instead.”
The Goddess turned to look at the food. She sniffed and then turned up her nose. “This body does not require such things.” A downright lie. Alphonse had been talking just minutes earlier about how hungry she was. 
“What will you give me, Ba’oto, to consider your request?” Her gaze traced over Delyth’s fine features and then her bust, down her strong legs. 
Delyth shifted uneasily, but at least the Goddess’s attention had turned away from Etienne. Even after being around Enyo on and off for weeks, it was still unsettling to see Alphonse’s face leer.
“What do you want, Taouk?” she asked. She supposed she could always make another sacrifice of her blood, but Delyth hadn’t told Etienne about that one. It was too close to the first time Delyth had truly seen Enyo. Too like drinking Alphonse’s blood.
“A gift. Give your Taouk a gift.” She gestured between Etienne and Delyth. “Join.” A simple command. 
“No.” Delyth felt more than saw Etienne turn towards her, but her eyes never left Enyo. “Ask for something else.”
Alphonse’s brows, normally pulled together in hidden amusement or arched in delighted surprise, darted straight up her forehead. 
“No? Hmmm.” Enyo shrugged, as if she didn’t care one bit. “This is all I require tonight. The moon is smiling, the curving womb of Esha. I wish to witness two bodies becoming one. You two are the only bodies present at the moment… Unless one of you would prefer to enact such ravishing things with me?” She grinned widely.
Delyth’s anger was deep and cold, a frozen lake at the center of her chest. She had drunk blood, she had given blood, she had begged and bartered and sold much of her pride to please the Goddess. 
That night, she found a line she would not cross.
She would not couple with Etienne, and she certainly would not touch Alphonse with the Goddess there.
“You are an excellent hunter, Taouk,” she said with false levity. “Go find a rabbit warren and watch.”
❂
Enyo’s eyes drifted to a wincing Etienne, his hand pressed to the center of his chest, just where her mark would have been. “You feel the same, Mandi?” she asked. As if she cared for such things as feelings. Her tone was a warning. If they denied her. If they fought her on this...
Etienne paled at the sudden return of Enyo’s attention. “Surely, there is something else you would like, Enyo?”
Between them, Delyth just crossed her arms, her eyes like stone.
“So you will not join each other, and you will not join me?” she clarified, though it was obviously unnecessary. Then she nodded slowly. 
“I will not eat tonight,” she announced, turning away from the two and resuming her studying of the tree. If they would not yield to her what was due, then she would simply make them pay. And the easiest way to do that was to control Alphonse, their sweet little pet, and bide her time until the opportunity struck. 
Enyo had been learning. 
If Alphonse was hungry and tired, it was easier for Enyo to take and maintain control. 
And then she’d make them bleed for this disobedience. 
She had learned from the very best how important obedience was, and she knew precisely which pressure points made people break. Yield. Succumb to her will. Her time in the Cursed Realms hadn’t been a complete waste. She knew how to gain control of weaker beings. She would not be bending to their whims. Never again would she yield. 
✶

Etienne looked uneasily at Delyth after Enyo’s pronouncement, but she surprised him by appearing unfazed. “Fine,” she said simply. “But, you picked a poor night for it.”
The warrior strolled back over to the fire and lifted the pot from the flames. “I used almost twice the usual amount of meat and added herbs from my mountain village, the last I’d carried with me. When was the last time you tasted the fruits of a Brig’ian valley?”
She sat eagerly and poured herself a bowl of stew, raising it to inhale its fragrant steam.
It looked as if Enyo might toss the contents of Delyth’s bowl, boiling hot as they were, into her face, but then the Goddess shrugged and headed towards her tent. Clearly, she was going to ignore her mortal companions. 
The fire crackled, and the sun fully set. All the birds and daytime animals settled down for the night. And it was just Etienne and Delyth at the fire. Their cheerful friend long gone. 
For several minutes, Etienne and Delyth ate. Delyth had been right, the stew was unusually good, but the scholar had quickly lost his appetite for her heavy-handed acting. Even after Enyo had abandoned the fire, she had loudly proclaimed the excellencies of her cooking and prodded Etienne to do the same.
Now though, with Enyo still refusing to reemerge, they had both fallen silent. 
Etienne ate slowly so as to keep his hands and mouth busy. He did not particularly want to speak to Delyth, not after Enyo’s latest scene. Still, he was filled with questions.
How in every hell was sex worse than drinking blood? It baffled him that the warrior had been willing to do one but not the other. Not that he particularly wanted to have sex with her either.
Still, it didn’t make sense.
Finally, Etienne looked up to where Delyth sat, determinedly not looking at him. He had to know. Enyo might command them again. 
“Why,” he started finally, “was this the thing you wouldn’t do?” The implication was clear. She had proven she was willing to go to extreme lengths. “I mean, I understand not touching Alphonse. She isn’t in control of her body. But if— if you and I… to get Alphonse back…”
Etienne trailed away at the end. Delyth still wasn’t looking at him. Gods, she could do a stellar impersonation of the statues ringing Moxous.
The warrior started to open her mouth to respond, then closed it again, and Etienne found himself wondering if he’d actually get a real answer.
But no.
She looked him dead in the eye and said, “I suppose we all have our limits.” Then she spread her wings and surged into the air. 
Left with nothing but the crackle of flames for company, Etienne’s thoughts leaped from guilt to anger. 
Who was Delyth to act so morally superior? He was just trying to protect Alphonse, even if it meant indulging Enyo’s baser desires. Besides, flying away was no reasonable means of dealing with any sort of conflict. Was she so poor at expressing herself that she could only resort to leaving?
Flying away while Enyo held Alphonse in thrall wasn’t helpful either. Enyo could do anything. Try to make him do anything.
She was a Goddess, after all.
Not that Delyth could do much against her either. Except, perhaps, piss Enyo off more by blatantly refusing her commands. She was just as helpless as he. Maybe more so.
Because Etienne had magic. More powerful than simple guard runes.
A slow smile spread across his face. He would show Enyo and Delyth alike that he was perfectly capable of finding a means to protect Alphonse. He would just need a way to contain
the Goddess. Nothing even terribly difficult… 
Eagerly, Etienne reached for his bags and began to arrange the necessary ingredients. Iron shavings, perhaps. And clay. He etched them into the dirt at his feet, sweating in concentration. The incantation for her confinement would take some thought… 
Perhaps Enyo grew bored pouting in her tent, or the sounds of Etienne preparing his spell intrigued her, but the Goddess finally made an appearance just as Etienne was putting the finishing touches to his containment spell. 
The ingredients were common enough, elemental runes made of spilled sand. 
Enyo’s gaze flickered over the runes and the crushed herbs, and her lips drew back in a distasteful pucker. “You are making a mess for nothing, mage. These spells are weak. Too complicated to succeed. That was always the downfall of Ingolan magic. Needlessly convoluted and annoyingly frail.” Her voice was chiding as Enyo reached to brush away a line of sand. Just one swipe of her hand and the entire ritual would be ruined. “Not like blood, which can’t so easily be erased. Blood remembers.” 
Etienne curled his lip in distaste for her savage magic. The masters of magic thought little of the use of blood in the Wildlands. It was vulgar. Unrefined.
He could do so much more with just a few simple ingredients, runes, and words. It did take some time to prepare, of course.
But the effects were so much greater.
Etienne didn’t bother to answer her, instead standing to his full height and turning an icy stare towards the Goddess residing within his best friend’s body. He raised an arm in her direction and then said four sharp, foul-tasting words in one of the old languages. 
At first, nothing seemed to happen, but Etienne had felt the rush of magic, the surge of power. He smiled in triumph.
❂
Enyo smirked at the stupid little mage when she felt a sharp tug in her belly. Frowning, she looked down, but nothing was there. “Ha! Your pathetic—” She gasped as the tug turned into a yank, and Enyo stumbled back a few feet. Something was squeezing her tight, yanking her back towards the tent. “You!” She lunged towards Etienne only to find herself unable to do so, tripping over her own feet as the same pulling source yanked her back to the tent. 
It appeared the humans of Ingola had gotten more adept at magic, more refined. Whatever spell he had cast was surely forcing her back towards the tent and confinement, and the Goddess couldn’t think of a single way to stop it from happening.
Not in this feeble body. 
She had underestimated the mage, feeling the compulsion to return to the tent change into something painful and burning. She had to comply. Enyo clenched her fists, nails into the meat of her palms. Not again. She would not be controlled. Never again. 
A sharp pain laced through her mind. “You reeking piece of filth!” She spat out the insults, closing her eyes against the onslaught of daggers in her skull. 
Still, she fought against the unstoppable force, gritting her teeth and digging in her heels. Her progress slowed but did not cease. His spell would shove her back into the canvas tent and safely away from him. 
“I’ll rip out your throat! I’ll bathe in your blood and wear your entrails as a crown. How dare you place your foul wretched—” And the tent flaps closed before her, blocking the mage from view.
✶

If she tried to rip out his throat, Etienne would just bind her again. He’d proven that she could be controlled by his magic, and he would not have to be put in the same sort of terrible position as the meadow or that very evening again.
Goddess?
Hmph. She was nothing to the abilities of a highly trained Ingolan Mage.
Before Etienne’s eyes, the fire had slowly faded from a happy roar to a few flickering coals. It was cold out, the moon new and dark. Only a scattering of half-hidden stars provided any light.
Delyth still hadn’t come back yet, but now, Etienne was perversely eager for her to arrive. Let her see what he had done. Enyo was safely in the tent, and no blood had been spilled or consumed.
Whatever Enyo had been doing in the hours after her initial fit of rage, had been, for the most part, silent. But now, a muffled moan escaped the confines of the tent before Alphonse stumbled out. 
She looked rougher than usual as if she had fought tooth and nail to regain control of her body. Her eyes were wide and hollow, her skin flushed, nearly feverish. Her gait was unsteady, as if Enyo was fighting her even now, yanking on the reins of Alphonse’s mind. Etienne felt a pang of guilt at her obvious exhaustion but shoved it down. This just meant the spell would need to be tweaked to lessen the aftereffects.
“Any injuries for me to heal?” she asked, stumbling to the fire. It was easy to see the desperation in her face. Desperation that had been gone for two blessed days.
“Alphonse!” he said, perking up. “No, there is nothing to heal. You’ll never guess—”
Alphonse’s stomach growled loudly, interrupting him, her face pink. It was clear that she was starving. He supposed his news could wait until his friend was fed. He stood and went to rummage through their packs, digging out a few strips of dried meat and fruit. “Here, eat something.”
She took the jerky and fruit leather and sighed.  “Do you think Enyo thinks I am too plump?” she asked, as she started to chew on the hard, stale jerky.
After several minutes of chewing the cumbersome supper, she spoke again, her tone uncomfortable. “Did… did I say something to make Delyth flee?”
“No,” Etienne said with a sigh. “She didn’t tell me why she was going.”
That was true enough. He didn’t want to lie to Alphonse, but he also knew that any hint of what Enyo had tried to pull this time would only make her feel guilty and awkward. He knew he did. Something about Delyth’s reaction made him feel dirty for suggesting anything less than her stiff denial. 
Still, he couldn’t help but think she had overreacted.
Above them, the sound of leather on wind was audible in the distance. It seemed as though Delyth was returning. “Hear that?” Etienne asked. “She’ll be back in moments.”
And then he could tell them both what he had done. How he had bound Enyo and sent her away. They would have to be pleased.
Alphonse stood tentatively when the warrior landed near the edge of camp. “Delyth. I am very sorry for… whatever I did,” she said, wincing as she turned to look at Etienne, including him in the apology as well. The slight movement seemed to cause her pain.
Enyo was in a foul temper tonight...
And he had likely not helped her mood… 
❀
The warrior laid a calloused palm briefly against Alphonse’s cheek. “You did nothing wrong, bykhan.” 
“Do you need something for pain?” Etienne asked.
Delyth winced a little guiltily. “I can get your medicine kit if it will help.”
Immediately Alphonse was shaking her head. She hadn’t told Etienne or Delyth, but she kept the herbs for pain reduction just for them. It only seemed right that they should have such relief available, should one be injured or aching while Enyo was around. 
“No. No, I’m fine…” She swallowed the lie, feeling terrible for saying it. 
Turning, she led Delyth back to the coals of the fire. Her dry dinner of jerky and fruit roiling in her stomach. 
“What did she want this time?” she asked, just needing some semblance of normalcy. 
“It was much of the same. Tribute, worship, adoration. She spent a while talking about a tree.” Delyth spoke a bit too quickly, but Etienne was nodding as well.
“I would feel better if you took something,” he said sincerely. “You’re looking a little drawn, Alphonse.”
On the other side of the fire, Delyth settled herself next to the healer, wings folded along her back.
“Really. I’m feeling much better.” When Alphonse bit on her lower lip, it was a sure sign of lying. She tried her best not to do it now, though it seemed she was chewing on the inside of her cheek to keep the habit in check. 
“Maybe you should just do what she wants? So you don’t have to fight her.” Alphonse worried they would get hurt, arguing with Enyo. After all, she had broken Etienne’s finger when he had blocked her path…
“What if she hurts you because you won’t do what she wants? I mean, if I have to throw up raw animal again… It’s not that terrible.” 
It had been pretty terrible. 
But maybe she could spare her friends Enyo’s wrath? 
Etienne looked supremely pleased with himself despite the dark topic. “I don’t think we’ll have to worry about that anymore.” He paused as though for effect. “Tonight, I discovered how to contain Enyo. I kept her in the tent until Alphonse returned, so neither of you have to worry.”
Alphonse stared at Etienne as the weight in her heart throbbed. A lance of pain shot behind her eyes, and the healer closed them. Enyo was growling and thrashing around back there, and now she knew why. Etienne had chained her and set off the Goddess’s temper. She supposed she should be grateful that Etienne could lock the Goddess up if he needed to, but Alphonse was paying the price now. 
She fought the urge to clutch her aching skull and instead tried a smile for him. “That’s… incredible news, Etienne,” Alphonse murmured, knowing her tone was pained. Contrary to her wishes, Etienne’s smile dimmed.
Delyth’s brow creased, her eyes on the healer’s dark-rimmed eyes and sallow skin. “Alphonse, are you suffering?”
“Just a bit of a headache,” Alphonse replied hastily, looking away from both Delyth and Etienne. “I’m certain it will go away. Enyo is just… um…  a little upset.” 
“Oh…” Etienne breathed, deflating, and Alphonse’s heart lurched. “We can save it. Only lock her away for the really bad stuff.”
Relief colored the healer’s voice as she replied. “That’s a good idea, Etienne. Only for very bad things and the rest— You and Delyth can just give her what she wants to keep the peace. I understand. I won’t be disappointed or upset.”
“That is the simplest choice, aderyn bak,” Delyth said, making a tent for Alphonse out of one wing. “Doing what Enyo likes often allows us to continue moving forward. And ultimately, that is our most important goal right now—
getting you to the temple. However, the easiest choice is not always the best one.”
She sighed again, looking to Etienne. “I will do everything in my power to see us to the temple, but I will fight to keep my… my humanity along the way. Enyo is only the latest in a long line of those who would take it away.”
For a long moment, all Alphonse could do was curl into the curve of Delyth’s wing and think. A difficult task with her head splitting and her stomach clenching and that heaviness. That weight. That pressure against her heart. 
The sickness wanted out. 
Finally, Alphonse only nodded in understanding. She fought Enyo every day and lost. And each time Enyo took over, Alphonse’s friends paid the price. 
But still, she fought. 
And they would as well but…
“But when we get to the Temple— Enyo…” she swallowed, not daring to look at Etienne, else she reveal their secret plan to remove Enyo from her body. “Enyo wants to go there. She— You— The plan is for her to go there to become more. Isn’t it? To become more like what she was before?” That had been her understanding, the way Enyo obsessed over the temple, the way she insisted they go. 
It wasn’t so she’d be cast back into the dungeons of nowhere, that in-between place she had occupied for three hundred-odd years. 
༄
Delyth sighed deeply for a third time. “The Enyo we have seen is little like the Enyo I grew up worshipping. I think perhaps she was not meant to live in a human body, or else her time bound away has affected her…”
The warrior looked down at Alphonse, where she was nestled close and curled her wing closer around the smaller woman’s frame. “Perhaps there is something at the temple that will make her better. Perhaps she will be able to exist without a human body.”
Across the fire, Etienne looked more exhausted than thoughtful. He gave no indication as to what he thought of Delyth’s musings. “We should sleep,” he said simply and abruptly.
Alphonse barely covered a yawn before she held out a hand to Delyth to be helped up. The warrior pulled her easily to her feet.
“Goodnight, Etienne,” Alphonse said, and they turned towards their tent, Alphonse resting her head against Delyth’s shoulder, their hands not quite touching.
Delyth held her breath, walking smoothly as possible so as not to disturb Alphonse’s gentle veil-draped head on her shoulder, and when they reached the tent, she held the flap for Alphonse to slide in and change.
She made quick work of the ward, allowing herself, for just those few moments, to dwell on the easy, comfortable way Alphonse had curled up against her at the fire. Then, when the sounds of rustling had ceased to come from within, Delyth followed Alphonse inside and curled up on her side of the tent so that one wing draped over the other girl’s pallet. 
“Goodnight, Alphonse.”
❀
“Goodnight,” she agreed, yet didn’t close her eyes. In the near darkness of the privacy of Delyth’s wing, Alphonse gazed instead across the pallet to Delyth. Priestess, Warrior, Friend. Several minutes passed, but Alphonse didn’t close her eyes, didn’t drift off into that heavy sleep usually brought on by a long day's travel. 
Instead, she shifted to cup her hand under her head. She could feel the shield of Delyth’s wing just within reach of her fingertips. 
Slowly, Alphonse reached out to those velvety expanses of skin. She had learned in the weeks of sharing a tent, that the underside of Delyth’s wings were particularly soft to the touch. Strange, since they were so powerful. 
She let her fore finger and middle finger trace the veins of one spine. Then another. A soothing touch, as much for herself and her aching mind as for Delyth. 
“I don’t have very many friends. Most at Moxous thought me… boring.” She hesitated on the word. They had thought her a prude and a blind Mother Agathi follower and many other unflattering things. “Etienne doesn’t care if I am drab to look at. He only cares about my mind. About magic.” He had never made fun of her veil or her plain colored dresses or her modest style. He had never made her feel self-conscious for being soft-spoken. 
༄
Delyth held absolutely, perfectly still from the moment Alphonse’s gentle fingers began to stroke her wings. She hardly breathed. The touch was soothing, unassuming even, but beneath the forgiving darkness of the tent, her cheeks burned.
“I’ve never had many friends either,” she admitted quietly. “People don’t tend to like the way I look.”
It felt a little silly to say it so blandly, but neither was Delyth particularly interested in dredging up past hurts just then.
“Even if I had, I wouldn’t care what others thought of you. I don’t think you’re boring.” Slowly, Delyth reached out across the tent to brush her fingers against Alphonse’s upper arm. She swallowed hard. 
“Do you think that we could be friends too?” The healer’s eyes to Delyth’s face, her lower lip caught between her teeth.
“Of course, we can be friends. I think we already are, aderyn bak.”
Alphonse shivered at the touch and let out a small breath that nearly was a laugh. “What a relief,” she murmured into the
sacred
darkness. “I thought I was the only one who wanted to be friends, that I was making it up in my mind. I didn’t know if perhaps you were only nice to me because you are priestess, and I am the vassal…” 
Slowly Alphonse held out her hand, palm up, and laid it flat on the earthen floor between them. A gesture of friendship. 
Delyth took in a deep, shaky breath and let her fingers slowly trace down the length of Alphonse’s arm.
“No, Alphonse. You are much more than the vassal to me.”
Delyth closed her eyes and placed her calloused palm atop the girl’s waiting hand so that their fingers loosely laced together, and quickly, Alphonse tightened her grip as if this were some binding ritual and now they would be friends till the end of time. Her sweet, hopeful smile was obvious even in the dim light of the tent. 
It had almost seemed that Alphonse had fallen asleep when she whispered into the darkness. “I like how you look.” And with that final compliment, Alphonse did finally drift off to sleep. 
Holding Delyth’s hand. 




Chapter X
Fifth Moon, Waning Crescent: Thloegr
Delyth woke slowly. The patter of gentle rain on the roof was a lullaby, the warmth of the tent lulling and peaceful. A pleasant dream lay just on the edges of her memory. The tasks of the day were calling, but still, she yawned and blinked awake languidly.
Only to find, instead of the soft smile and bleary eyes of a well-rested Alphonse to greet her, Enyo’s predatory gaze. Her expression was decidedly unimpressed. 
“Did you know this body is pure? Untouched? Unsullied? I doubt it’s ever had the hands of another on it. It shivers at the least seductive of touches. She doesn’t even know what pleasure is.” Enyo, sitting cross-legged in Alphonse’s sensible nightgown, leaned forward, glaring at Delyth as if this were her fault. 
The halfbreed threw an arm over her face and sighed. “Thanks, Enyo,” she muttered sarcastically into the bare skin of her arm. “I wanted to know that.”
It was the personal sort of insight that two close friends might share, but it felt wrong in the extreme for Enyo to blurt out such intimate knowledge of Alphonse without her consent. Likely, the healer didn’t even know that Enyo was sharing her secrets, though somehow Delyth felt that even if Alphonse were aware of it, she would pretend not to be.
And so Delyth would pretend as well. Later, when Alphonse came back.
Until then, she had to endure the idea that someone’s touches made Alphonse shiver.
❂
“I was locked away in darkness and silence for three hundred years, and now I am stuck in this inferior, prude body?!” Enyo slammed her balled fists into her knees, making Alphonse jerk in pain. 
Still, she held the leash tight. Alphonse would not intercede. Not this time. Not this time. 
Snarling, she darted to her feet. They were bare as she dashed to Etienne’s tent. 
There the idiot mage lay, snoring and drooling. It was inconceivable that he had locked her away with his pathetic Ingolan magic, and yet he had—for the last time. Enyo bent and grabbed the boy by the front of his shirt, hauling him to his feet and then tossing him bodily from his tent. He landed with a satisfying slap in the mud.  
Prowling closer, she watched as Etienne reached for his pendant, a little trinket to keep him safe. His hoard of magic locked away like some pet. Some slave. Waiting for his bidding.
“No,” she growled, snatching the leather cord about his neck and ripping it. With a grunt of effort, Enyo threw the Ingolan charm into the woods. He’d never find it again. Not without the help of his herbs and chalk and smoke.  Ember eyes darted back to his tent, and Enyo ducked inside. In his pack, where all the ridiculous ingredients the mage needed to produce magic. To contain her. 
Yanking them out Enyo, hurried out of the tent and to the slumbering coals of the fire. The warrior and the mage boy were still reeling in confusion and dismay. Humans. With one final look at the boy who had stepped out of bounds, Enyo viciously tore open his packets of herbs and dumped them onto the sizzling coals. With a thought, she coaxed them back into life. Smoke rose up, and she added his chalk and feathers and anything else those superstitious Ingolans thought necessary to conduct magic. Wet and smoldering, Enyo smiled victoriously. Etienne would not get in her way again. 
Turning back to the pair, Enyo planted her fists on her hips. 
“Worship me,” she commanded, unaware and uncaring of the frigid rain drenching her tawny unbound locks and face. She turned to Delyth as well. “Sacrifice something in my name. Now.” 
✶

Etienne was sitting in the mud, his boots and belt off, his shirt untucked and half unbuttoned. One hand was pressed to his chest, palm flat against the mark there, just visible between his fingers. Enyo stood in between him and a newly-woken Delyth, who, he remarked, had at least managed to leave her tent standing up.
And there, in the fire, smoking and damp with rain, were his supplies. Everything he needed to cast magic. Even his amulet, with its store of power, was gone.
All because he had tested the Goddess once. 
He wasn’t sure if he was angrier with her outburst or at himself for giving away the ability to contain her so easily. He could have used it to keep Allee safe. Or to do what needed to be done at the temple.
He’d just have to acquire more supplies… discreetly. If it was even possible in this wilderness. 
“All we have are travel rations,” Etienne growled. “Go break some small creature’s neck, why don’t you?” 
“Why don’t we start with yours?” Enyo’s grin was skull-wide, but Etienne couldn’t bring himself to rise from the mud. He was useless. All his teeth pulled in one easy swoop. 
༄
Delyth had once seen a mountain lion stalking prey. She’d been in the air, far enough away so that she had not disturbed either cat or goat, but close enough to watch as the lithe creature stepped forwards in silent, coiled power. 
Enyo held herself the same way now, all tense, dangerous focus and bared teeth. It was clear what sacrifice she had in mind. 
Delyth flung herself across the clearing and wrapped her arms around Alphonse’s small frame bodily. Enyo might be stronger, but she’d at least be able to slow her down.
“Here’s a thought, Taouk,” the halfbreed growled. “Why don’t we avoid attacking traveling companions. You do want to get to the damned temple, don’t you?”
Enyo thrashed wildly, head thumping against Deltyh’s chest, limbs flailing. In this moment, she wasn’t a honed warrior but a wild creature, captured and enraged. 
“I will not go! I will not take a single step further. I will never let this body go! I will make her die here. Unless I get proper tribute. Now!” She finally twisted out of Delyth’s encircling arms and spun, facing the warrior. Wrath had contorted her into something… Vile. 
And as if to prove her point, she brought her hand, Alphonse’s beautiful, delicate, healing hand, up to her throat. Squeezing it. Squeezing and squeezing until her face started to turn red, and Alphonse’s body jerked in desperation for air. Even as this happened, Enyo’s grip never faltered, her wide, furious eyes never leaving Delyth and Etienne. 
Delyth scrambled to grab Enyo’s wrist to stop her from choking Alphonse, but she could do nothing. All of her strength was helpless in this case. She would only hurt Alphonse more.
“Fine!” she shouted into Enyo’s face, her own expression red and desperate as Alphonse’s skin changed hue. “Fine! We will get you a sacrifice.”
She couldn’t see anything but Alphonse fading in the Goddess’s harsh grip, her body failing. Delyth would never— could never forgive herself.
Legends had said when Enyo decided something, it was so. 
“There’s a clan,” she gasped. “Aur’draig. It should be near here, on the way to Thlonandras. We can go, get you something worthy.”
Enyo’s grip tightened threateningly but then released. 
Alphonse coughed and gasped, while Enyo still stared from her eyes. Unnerving to see the two, so linked. So bonded. One and the same. 
“Take me. Now. No more delays. No more denying me. I am Taouk. You are?” 
Delyth ignored the Goddess’s question. She was mortal, but she was also keeping them all alive. And she could do without Enyo reminding them all that she was the Goddess.
She looked over Enyo’s head to Etienne and nodded towards the tents. He seemed to get the idea, at least, turning to pack.
“Alright, we’ll go now, but you should know that the townspeople probably won’t worship you in a nightgown. They aren’t used to Goddesses picking up and trying on the bodies of mortals. They’ll likely just think you mad.”
She turned to fling her and Alphonse’s tent into a pack.




Chapter XI
Fifth Moon, Waning Crescent: Thloegr
It had taken the better half of the morning, and Alphonse’s body shivering with cold before Enyo deigned to dress, but they had finally arrived at the Aur’draig settlement. Enyo paced along the southern road, waiting as Etienne and Delyth debated how best to go in. 
Just Etienne and Enyo? 
Just Delyth?
Just Enyo?
The only thing that kept Enyo waiting was the knowledge that she needed coin to buy the wine she wanted, but Delyth doubted the argument would hold her long. It was not as though Enyo would have any moral qualms about stealing.
“You cannot go into town alone with Enyo,” Delyth told Etienne for the tenth time. “If anything happens, what will you do?”
The scholar was red in the face from arguing. “Well we certainly can’t let Enyo go by herself! We may never see her again! And you— Well, look at you! Is this normal in the Wildlands?”
That stopped Delyth for a moment. No, of course, this was not normal. She was strange and frightening, even in the most strange and frightening places. Had all it taken was a couple weeks in the company of Alphonse and her friend to make Delyth
forget this?
“Don’t mortal men buy prospective bedmates drinks?” Enyo demanded, the implication clear. She did not need their money. She could go in on her own and get what she wanted. 
The suggestion just made Delyth angrier. All she fucking needed was Enyo in a room of men that wouldn’t know or give a damn that the body she resided in could have no say.
“All I need is a disguise!” she barked, her usual stoic demeanor lost to frustration. “Aren’t you supposed to be a sorcerer?”
Etienne blinked. “Oh. Yes. But, there’s not much I can do without the supplies that Enyo burned.”
Delyth growled in exasperation. “Then what can you do?”
“Well… illusion magic requires much less. It only has to work on minds, not the world itself.”
“Then, by the Cursed Realms, would you do something before she goes into town alone?”
Etienne murmured to himself for a
moment, eyeing Delyth, almost accusatory.  “At least these woods are teaming with datura leaves. I’ll use them to fuel the spell, and their mild hallucinogenic effects will be amplified by the magic.”
He gathered the supplies, crushing the spiky seeds of a plant Delyth dimly recalled as being useful to seers. He painted the resulting paste onto her wings, chanting beneath his breath in nonsensical phrases. It was cold and smelled faintly herbal. When he was finally finished, she snapped at him again. “Well?”
“It's done,” he said. “And we should go now.” 
In front of them, Enyo was already several yards down the road.
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
Delyth fought the urge to glance over her shoulders as they walked through the settlement, only half paying attention to where Enyo was leading her. At most, the townspeople gave them curious looks. No one scowled or flinched away.
Her wings were gone.
There was nothing behind her shoulders, but the wolf’s pelt draped there.
Experimentally, the halfbreed stretched the muscles she would use to control her wings, inching them out towards the sides of the narrow streets. At first, nothing seemed to happen. No one turned around, demanding to know who had brushed them; she felt nothing at all. And then, with a hard knock against an invisible joint, Delyth’s wing sent a jug of milk crashing off its owner’s stand, spilling pure white into the muddy streets. The priestess flinched, but no one turned to demand that she make amends. They could not tell that she was any different from the other travelers passing through. 
She tugged her wings tight against her back a little sheepishly, to keep from knocking into anything again. It was an odd sort of relief to find that her wings were still there, especially after a lifetime’s worth of difficulty caused by them.
In her youth, Delyth had often imagined a life without wings, without the stares and insults of those around her. Now though, it just felt strange. Like some part of her, strange and inconvenient though it might be, was suddenly missing.
Delyth shook her head to bring herself back to the present as Etienne peeled off towards a bustling market to barter for supplies. The Aur’draig clan was laid out similarly to the Mynnyd Gwyllt, a settlement farther to the north and east that she had visited as a teenager. They both had an impressive hall at their center, the chief’s home and gathering place combined, and a large central market. Barracks, smithies, bakeries, tailors, and cobblers had shops ringing outward with the tannery on the outskirts of the settlement. The Aur’draig boasted a tavern and brothel as well, two buildings she did not recall seeing in the Mynydd Gwyllt. Perhaps this settlement’s location closer to the port cities of Aberdwyr and Morpentre meant that there was a greater demand for that sort of thing. There was certainly a greater variety of people. Mixed in with the typical, stocky mountain people, there were the dark-skinned, strong-bodied people of Esha’s lands and the warm, slant-eyed people of the islands. There were even a few whom Delyth could not place—tattooed men and women in colorful garb and intricately braided hair.
She was so consumed with the sights around them, she hardly noticed where they were headed until Enyo stopped before the rowdiest gambling den Delyth had ever seen. Over the top of Alphonse’s head, she stared down every man that so much as looked their way, a silent, foreboding warning. She may be weaker than a Goddess, but she certainly wasn’t about to lose a fight to any of these ruffians. As a rule, they were armed in the typical manner of mountain people. Axes, swords, a few clubs. She saw none among them that posed any real threat, but few stood out: one or two red-bearded fellows with greatswords, and a slimmer, blond man playing dice. She thought at first he was unarmed, but the distinct outlines of knives were visible beneath his clothes.
Enyo was practically preening, fussing with Alphonse’s long tawny hair, it’s waving locks wilder than usual from the unexpected rain washing it had received. And with no veil to tame it, her hair had golden hues, like her eyes in the firelight. The Goddess took a deep breath, glowing as though this was not some hole reeking of spilled ale and sweaty bodies and dried blood, but some sweetly perfumed sanctuary. 
Delyth tried not to breathe in the stench at all, her chest hardly rising with light, shallow breaths.
Enyo’s head swiveled as she followed the form of a scantily clad server who winked at her in appreciation, his wide smile flashing between dark hair and dangling earrings. There were too many interested faces for his to keep her occupied for long, though, and Delyth glared at them all.
“Ba’oto, who looks to be the best playmate?” the Goddess asked, smirking. Ember eyes flickered from patron to patron until finally landing on a slender man. Delyth had remarked him earlier; lithe and sly-faced and quite obviously enjoying a game of dice. “Him. Does he not inspire deplorable things?” 
Enyo didn’t wait for a response but strode through the throng of players towards the dicing man. 
⚄
Tristan was winning. As usual.
He had always had a knack for reading the faces of his opponents, and in recent years it had become an art form. It never hurt to lose once in a while, just to keep opponents coming to the table, but just now, he was enjoying the rewards of his cleverness.
The gambling house was in its usual, festive state of drunken cacophony when the blond gambler reached forward to rake the pile of coins in the center of the table into his waiting purse. The scowling faces around him were just icing on the cake. “Thanks, boys!” he said in a jovial tone. “Your donations are greatly appreciated.”
“Come on, Tristan,” one of his companions said. “Give us a chance to win our money back.”
He might have considered it too, but just then, two of the most interesting people Tristan had ever seen in this lackluster settlement walked into the gambling den.
In the lead was a slim, beautiful girl clothed in a demure dress, though it did not match her face. She stared openly back at the men sizing her up, the attention only seeming to feed her pride. Behind her walked one of the fiercest women he had ever seen, scowling and armed with the sword Tristan had been looking for.
He grinned devilishly.
“Not today,
lads,” the rogue told the men around him. “I’m afraid I’ve got other business to occupy my time, but your drinks are on me for the afternoon.”
The closest man rumbled agreeably and punched Tristan in the arm. “Don’t pay for too many drinks, son. I’ll have those winnings off you tomorrow night!”
The blond rogue laughed good-naturedly and extricated himself from the group. Thankfully, he didn’t have to look for the women at all. They were coming right to him.
Tristan grinned crookedly down into the smiling face of the slight woman, her eyes flashing gold beneath her lashes. She held out her dainty hand, clearly assuming a kiss, or perhaps a bow.
“Hello.” It wasn’t much of an introduction, but the rogue found that he didn’t mind. He bent low at the waist, taking her hand in an exaggerated fashion. 
“My lady,” he purred. “Just who might you be? And you should introduce me to your companion too, of course. I wouldn’t want anyone to be left out.” 
“She is boring, albeit good to look at. I am Enyo.” The girl was glowing, her hand left in his and her eyes roving his form. “I … know you, don’t I?” 
Tristan cocked an eyebrow at the girl, ignoring the sudden flip of his stomach. “Enyo, Enyo…” he muttered as if considering where he had heard the name before. “Now I think I’d remember it if I’d met a girl with the name of a Goddess.”
He led her over to a table tucked in the corner, his hand completely swallowing hers. He hadn’t known quite what to expect, but he certainly hadn’t thought she would be so… so delicate.
Tristan slipped into one side and gestured to the other for the ladies, only to have Enyo gracefully slide into his lap.
The other one certainly didn’t like that. Every line of her angled face went cold as Brig’ian stone.
“Well, you’re a forward lass, aren’t you?” Tristan laughed, signaling for drinks from one of the scantily clad servers. He sat back as they brought it, one hand around a mug and the other comfortably resting on Enyo’s waist.
“Now I may not have ever met an Enyo,” he said companionably, “but I have been looking for one. You wouldn’t be headed for Thlonandras, would you?”
❂
Enyo was peering into the cup and wrinkling her delicate nose when the sound of her beloved temple caught her ear. She turned her head back to stare into the man’s eyes and smiled broadly. “How is it that such a tricky man knows where it is I wish to go? Are you going to take me there, handsome Mandi?” she purred, one hand coming to rest on his chest, feeling the heart beating there. Pumping blood. Thick, slick blood. 
Her fingers contracted ever so slightly. 
Could this human body manage to pluck his heart out? 
How long had it been since she felt flesh squelching between her teeth? The threads tearing as she bit through it? How long had it been since she had the invigorating infusion of raw magic shoved through her veins, the type that could only come from sacrifice and tribute? 
Too long. 
Her mouth was actually watering, her focus snagging on his throat. This body was so weak, ill-suited to all her glory. She needed power. She needed more magic to sustain herself. She needed him.
The man’s grin broadened even as Enyo’s gaze locked onto his neck. “My master has sent me to do just that,” he said cheerfully. “I was to find Enyo and aid her and her companions on just such a quest.”
Enyo paused at those words, surprised enough to stop contemplating his beating heart for a moment. 
“And who, Mandi, is your master?” Even more surprisingly, Enyo glanced at Delyth, brows arching. Was this man yet another disciple of the faith?  She smirked at Delyth’s icy expression and let her hand start to drift lower, across the man’s belly… down, down, down. 
༄
Delyth could not remember the last time she felt so on-edge. The gambling den was too loud, too crowded. Every person that passed by could be a threat. A few of them even looked like they wanted to be. She checked the exits, checked them again. Would she be able to draw Calamity quickly enough to stop any attackers? Would her knife be faster? Perhaps the best option would be to use the space around her. There were bar stools and bottles enough for brawling.
It was a messy way to fight, but she had height on most every man here, not to mention the benefit of truly excellent training. 
One of the men sitting near the door stood, and Delyth shifted in her seat, torn between the people around them and, worse, the man Enyo had lasciviously attached herself to. He allowed her to sit on his lap, his hand on her— Alphonse’s body. He let her trace her hands down his chest, her eyes maliciously turned towards Delyth.
The priestess was tensed to spring from her seat when the man surprised her by stopping Enyo. He lifted the same hand that Delyth had fallen asleep holding the night before to nibble at the fingertips.
Gods, she wanted to kill him.
But he’d stopped Enyo from going further.
“Let’s just say that he’s an old friend of yours,” the man told Enyo, his smile loose and easy beneath blue eyes.
Was he being purposefully vague? Delyth ground her teeth in frustration. How in any fucking hell was it possible that he actually knew who Enyo was or where they were heading? How had he known where to find them?
And why did it have to be in this thrice-cursed cesspit?
⚄
“That’s believable. I had many friends,” Enyo purred, eyes on the man’s mouth. She leaned closer, inhaling as if he were some intoxicating aroma. “And if I allow you to join us, Mandi, what will you give in return? What value do you hold?” 
Tristan’s smile turned into a playful frown, his brows pulled together in overt melancholy. “What, you mean my pretty face isn’t enough to satisfy you?”
He laughed, the sound hearty and warm. Enyo was more exciting than he had imagined, the press of her warm body and the mix of lust and command in her tone equally alluring. How important was it, really, that he impress her companion as well?
The warrior woman was tense and blank-faced, her stare unnervingly fixated on him. Tristan turned his eyes back to the Goddess. He didn’t think he’d take a chance on indulging Enyo. From the looks of things, it might make the warrior difficult.
“I’m not so bad in a fight, though your protector here looks like more than a match for me.”
“She’s as sweet-natured as a doe, I assure you. You just have to know the right leverage…” Enyo flicked his nose playfully and then settled more comfortably into his lap, clearly planning on staying for a good while. 
“Teach me how to play the game you were cheating at,” she commanded, wriggling her rump against him experimentally.  He smiled down at her before pulling his face into a scandalized countenance and pressed a scarred hand to his chest. 
“Cheating? Not I.”He pulled a small cup from a pocket, rattling with wooden dice, wrapping his arms around Enyo so that he could reach the table while keeping her snuggly on his lap. “The game is called Liar’s Dice, and for us to play now, you’d need your own set, but I can still teach you the rules. Besides, we’d need more people than you and your friend here to make it interesting.”
The warrior’s expression did not change at this new development, so the rogue casually ignored her. “Anyway, to start, each player rolls the dice in their cup and peeks beneath to get an idea of what they’ve rolled. Then the fun bit starts.
“Someone makes the first bet: maybe you think there’ll be four sixes or three twos across the table. The people around you either raise the bet or make their own. Then, everyone reveals their dice and those who’ve won their bets get to keep all their dice, and those who have lost their bet, leave one out for the next round.”
Tristan shook the cup, miming rolling the dice and then looking beneath. “Eventually, it gets down to two fellas, each of which have but one dice left. And of course, there can be money bet on individual rolls, who will lose their dice first, who will be left at the end, and on who takes the jackpot.”
He sat back, leaving his cup of dice on the table. “Easy as cake, and I’m not too bad if I say so myself.”
༄
Enyo picked up the cup, giving it a shake so that the wooden dice jangled about. It drew Delyth’s gaze despite the dullness of the subject matter. What did she care about the games of layabouts and thieves?
“So there is no skill involved at all?” Enyo asked, smirking. “And what happens to the loser, at the end? What is the price of losing this game?” 
Delyth met Enyo’s gaze while the gambler laughed behind her, the hope evident in that ember stare. Not young, sweet hope like Alphonse, but dark and old. Hope that the answer was as vicious and feral as the Goddess.
“Isn’t it enough that he loses his money?” the man said, clearly jovial. 
He couldn’t see Enyo’s face though, her eyes.
They had held the same look when Enyo had demanded the priestess drink Alphonse’s blood. Eager, lustful. Perhaps all of this was a game to her. A game for blood and sex and tribute, winner takes all. 
Loser dies.
The rogue launched into what the warrior considered a tedious explanation of all the ways his silly game wasn’t just chance, but also a test of lying, of choosing bets to try and make the other players bet a certain way and lose.
Delyth didn’t listen. She just kept her eyes on Enyo, silent and angry.
The Goddess smiled, perverse creature. She enjoyed Delyth’s ire; it was just another part of the game. 
“I see. How could I have doubted your prowess?” Enyo crooned, turning back to the man. She was docile enough in his arms though even as Delyth watched, the Goddess pressed her teeth to his throat, a python sizing up a meal.
And then, the look was gone. Enyo was bored again. “I will go get a real drink. Delyth, stay here with our new acquaintance. Be friends with him.” 
As quickly as she had slid into his lap, Enyo was gone again. It seemed as if her body was boneless, graceful, but also eerie in movement—like a cat. 
Or a snake. 
❂
Enyo didn’t quite make it to the bar top, which was bustling with action.  She had gotten distracted by a very, very large man. He had a bit of a potbelly, but his shoulders were broad, and his beard was black and curling. 
He had no hair on top of his head. 
Immediately the Goddess caught him looking at her form and smiled, veering off course to greet him.  She licked her lips as she peered up at him. He was a giant of a man and carried an axe—a brutal weapon, meant for smashing and butchering. 
“Show me your weapon, warrior, and I’ll show you mine,” she purred. The man growled in appreciation and reached for the wrong weapon, the one between his legs. His friends guffawed, and as quickly as Enyo had been interested in the man, she was displeased. 
He had barely reached for her hips, clearly intending to feel their supple flesh, when Enyo’s hand snapped back, then forward. She punched him in the face, his nose snapping with a satisfying crunch. Blood spurted from it comically, and Enyo cackled, gleeful as it rained down on her face and hair. 
The giant’s friends jumped to defend their companion from the onslaught of violence, lunging to attack Enyo. She laughed and jumped away, fox-swift, making the men bash into one another and stagger back into others at the tables. 
༄
Although opposite in everything from coloring to demeanor, Delyth and the rogue stood as one the moment Enyo’s fist connected with the leering man’s face. The rogue glanced at her even as they both started towards the Goddess. “You grab her, I’ll clear a path,” he said.
Finally, something they could agree on.
The first man that stepped in Delyth’s way fell to the left hook that landed squarely against his jaw. She heard something crack but didn’t slow. Behind her, she was only dimly aware of Tristan breaking a chair over the man’s head.
Then, the world dissolved into hits thrown and blocked. One of Delyth’s opponents was flung bodily over a card game. Another had his skull cracked into a wall.
She wouldn’t draw Calamity, not unless she had to.
With Alphonse so close to harm’s way, she didn’t think many would survive that bloodlust.
Thankfully, the rogue was there instead. He dodged around a bigger fighter, letting him tire himself out until the rogue could get in and disarm him. One tap from the man’s own club, and he went out like a light.
The rogue tossed the club to Delyth, and then she really started to make progress, knocking heads and throats until few still stood. And then, there was Enyo, laughing her ass off as she wiped at her face, licking her fingertips and dodging swerving brawling bodies with a look of triumph pasted to her features. The priestess gripped her by the arms.
“How’s that for tribute?” Delyth snarled and hauled Enyo towards the door, the rogue carving a path before them.
Enyo let Delyth take her out of the gambling den, laughing the entire way. Her cheeks were high with color, and her eyes overly bright. All but glowing. She watched the others move out of their way and smirked as Delyth deposited her in the quiet safety of the street. 
A slender finger reached up to smear the blood of that first man across her face, tracing idle patterns there, not unlike the ones those fingers had drawn into Delyth’s wing the night before. “Don’t pretend you didn’t enjoy that yourself Ba’oto. A little squabble to get the juices flowing…” Enyo turned towards her new friend, his hair messy, breath fast and light. “He’s a much better fighter than that frail one,” she murmured, perhaps hearing Etienne’s familiar footsteps approaching from afar.
Delyth had the thoroughly disconcerting feeling of agreeing with Enyo, on not one point, but two.
The only thing that came near the thrill of fighting was flying, and even that didn’t leave her blood singing with the raw joy of pitting her strength against another and finding it worthy of the task. She was so full of the rush of it that she didn’t even stop to wipe the blood from her hands. The smell of it was already pulsing through her lungs, mingled with that of sweat and fear. Did that mean she was, on some level, just as bloodthirsty as Enyo?
Delyth wasn’t sure, but she found the possibility deeply disturbing.
By the same token, the priestess had to admit that their escape would not have gone anywhere near so smoothly without the help of the rogue. She sighed and held out her hand to him. “Thanks for that,” she said, a little gruffly. “I’m Delyth.”
The man took her hand, still breathing hard, but smiling. “Tristan.”
Behind them, Etienne approached, a lone figure in a crowd of people edging away. “What in all hells happened?” he asked, mouth agape. His pack was filled to the brim.
Delyth just shook her head and gestured to Enyo. “I think we’ve overstayed our welcome.”
Enyo only smirked and sauntered over to Tristan, snaking her arm through his possessively while smiling at Etienne as if he were the dove and she the hawk. “I am ready to leave this clan,” she announced, as if they needed her permission to move on. 
Etienne looked between Tristan and the familiar faces of his companions. “I thought you were getting her wine!” he said, astonished. “Not a person! What about Al—”
Delyth cut him off. “Cursed Realms, Etienne, not now.”
She was glancing back at the gambling house behind them, where a number of unhappy, bruised men were beginning to stir. She all but pushed him around. “Let’s go.”
“But wait!” Etienne protested immediately. “He’s coming with us?”
Delyth glanced over her wingless shoulder and gave a short nod. “Yes, it seems he is. Now move, Etienne.”
The scholar finally noted the precarious nature of their position in the street and stepped towards the entrance to the settlement, Delyth bloody and sore behind him.




Chapter XII
Fifth Moon, Waning Crescent: Thloegr
Excerpt from the Journal of Etienne d’Etoiles

 
Fifth Moon of the Year 1819, North of the Aur’Draig Clan Holdings
It has come to my attention that much of what I was told of the Wildlands was incorrect. It pains me to admit this as I yet have so much respect for the masters of Moxous, who were my teachers for a decade, but my own experiences cannot be dismissed. We have been traveling for weeks now, and not once have we been attacked, robbed, or inconvenienced by the people of this land.
The Aur’draig settlement was by no means a technical marvel, but it is equal or better than any small Ingolan town I have passed through in terms of organization. In size and diversity, it is a marvel. The people there largely ignored my obviously Ingolan features; they were open and friendly when I came to trade with them. In fact, the sheer number of  different peoples hints that the Wildlands are as used to trade as Dailion and the port cities along Ingola’s western coast.
None of this corresponds to the information Alphonse and I were given at school, that the Wildlands was a lawless, war-torn place overrun with cutthroats of every description. Even the name we gave the lands that once were Rhosan is wrong. The people here call their home “Thloegr.” It means “lost land” according to Delyth, as though to commemorate all that Rhosan lost in the Great War.
If Thloegr is less civilized than Ingola, perhaps it is even Ingola’s fault for the destruction they wreaked during that war. There is still much to research, but I look forward to discussing it upon our return home.
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
The walk from Aur’draig was uneventful. Enyo did not hurt herself or anyone else, did not threaten anyone, run off to eat, kill or swim. She didn’t do anything but luxuriously let her hands wander freely over her new toy, Tristan, and eye Etienne with coy smirks. 
All of which Delyth did her best to ignore. She could not imagine being a prisoner in her own mind while some other consciousness used her body to touch some man she had no knowledge of, no interest in. It made her sick just to think of it.
And yet, interceding could put Alphonse in even more danger. Enyo had proven that she wasn’t above hurting her vassal. 
It wasn’t until nightfall that Delyth was startled out of this grim mood. Enyo tossed a freshly slaughtered opossum into her arms with a snide remark about ruining a perfectly good kill before sauntering off to ‘commune with the forest.’ She was useless while the others made her food, set up her tent, and dug the latrine, but when supper was ready, Enyo obediently held out her hands for her bowl of stew. She’d eat at least.
But there was no sign of Alphonse. 
“Tristan, Crael,” Enyo murmured from Tristan’s lap, her tone practically affectionate. “I always share a tent. Delyth has been my companion mostly, but perhaps you’d prefer the honor?” 
It was only with the greatest restraint that Delyth didn’t scream her objections. 
Thankfully, Etienne seemed to have figured out that telling Enyo ‘no’ was generally a bad idea. Instead, he went for a more diplomatic approach. “Our current sleeping arrangements worked well for all parties involved.”
Whatever. Delyth was seriously considering just castrating Tristan then and there. See how Enyo would like him after that.
Enyo just sniffed in distaste.
⚄
Tristan leaned back, his empty stew bowl on the ground, watching Enyo gaze up towards the night sky. His eyes didn’t follow hers, instead trailing down the length of her back towards his lap.
The others would not really be able to stop her from sharing his tent. He’d brought his own, after all, and who was to say no to a Goddess? It had been a supremely excellent day and one that would only be that much better when they retired for the night.
Or so he hoped until Enyo stiffened against his thighs and her bowl went clattering to the ground.
“Hey,” he started, checking to ensure that none of the hot soup was near his lap. He began to relax when he realized the bowl was empty, only for Enyo to give a cry so out of character that Tristan jumped. What in the Cursed Realms?
“Etienne?” she squeaked, reaching out a hand towards the mage.
Both companions leaped to their feet, Delyth holding out a hand to bodily haul Enyo away from him. Etienne was there only a second later, both of them equal parts relief and guilt.
And where the hell had Enyo gone?
The girl cowered behind Etienne, clinging to the boy’s arm, who, in turn, was partially behind Delyth. “Who is that? Where are we?” She looked around a second after, clearly confused and disoriented. “What day is it?!” Hysteria turned her musical voice into something wretched and weak—the bleating of a rabbit about to be slaughtered. 
✶

Etienne turned to Alphonse, his face tight with concern. It had been a long day for all of them and Alphonse—well, who knew what sort of struggle she had been stuck in while he and Delyth tried to please Enyo.
For a second, an image from that morning flashed through Etienne’s mind: Enyo, her hand clamped around Alphonse’s neck, slowly squeezing tighter while Delyth frantically tried to get her to stop.
Etienne ran a hand back through his hair.
“It's been one day. We woke up to Enyo,” he said. “She was irate and very… persuasive. She wanted to go into town, and we needed supplies, so we went.” —Any more detail and Enyo might figure out that he had restocked a few of his more common magic supplies.
The trip into the clan and the hasty retreat that followed had left Etienne angry. He had heard Delyth’s explanation for not fighting harder to rid them of Tristan, but he disagreed. Surely, between the two of them, they could protect Alphonse.
Did she really see him as that weak? It was only thanks to him that she could even enter the settlement!
“As for him, ask Delyth,” he said and glanced over his shoulder just in time to see the warrior wince. Nevermind. He refused to feel guilty. She could have stopped him.
“I—He—” Delyth didn’t seem to know how to explain it. “There was a fight in town, and he helped me save you. We wouldn’t have let him or Enyo do anything, I swear it.”
❀
Alphonse eyed the man warily as he seemed to watch her as well. He appeared baffled by her behavior, and some part of the healer relaxed at that. He hadn’t known Alphonse was in there. He had assumed Enyo was the only soul within the body. 
That made Alphonse’s grip loosen the slightest on Etienne’s arm. 
She swallowed and winced. Her throat was dry and sore. 
“Delyth?” Amber eyes swiveled towards the priestess. How did she know this man? Besides his helping them randomly in the settlement. It seemed like an odd reason to allow him to continue on this journey… 
Wouldn’t Enyo just be as much a threat to him as she was the others? Another body to feed and protect?
Well. 
Perhaps not protect if he was handy in a fight. 
“That’s Tristan. We met him in the settlement, and Enyo… liked him. He knew who she was and where we’re headed,” Delyth said, trying to explain.
Alphonse flinched as Tristan stood. Not because she feared him, she didn’t think he’d suddenly attack. It was just that she could still feel his arm about her waist, her rear perched so comfortably against his pelvis. 
She was a healer, not unused to the various human conditions and forms but… Alphonse had always experienced them in sterile, clinical settings. 
Lounging about the fire, snuggled up… It was entirely new. And foreign. 
Tristan examined her closely, leaving the healer feeling exposed even with the greater distance between them. She reached up to straighten her veil, only to realize too late it was gone. Whatever the strange man saw, he was surprised. 
“You’re still… there,” he said, more to himself than the others. “The two of you both crammed in there.” 
“Yes,” she answered, understanding. She and Enyo. Stuffed into her body. Fighting and living together as one. 
He whistled low but straightened his clothes. 
“My master knows of Enyo,” Tristan went on, “and has sent me to aid you on this journey.”
“Why does your Master wish to aid Enyo on her journey to the Temple?” she asked, raspy voice quivering still. She felt so weak and pathetic. 
And the night before had been so nice...
Tristan gave her a crooked grin and tossed his hands up. “He just wants to see her returned to her former glory. Isn’t that what you’re here for? Carry the nature Goddess up to the temple and release her? I mean, why else would you bother?”
It was with difficulty that Alphonse held back her shudder. That was not why she and Etienne were here. But it was the reason Delyth had found them, was getting in fights in settlements and hunting Alphonse down when Enyo ran off somewhere to do something insane…
Guiltily she looked at Delyth’s wingless back and away. And back again. What had happened to—no. No, it didn’t matter now. Now, she had to handle the new addition to their group.  
Alphonse couldn’t argue that she didn’t want another Enyo supporter on this journey else they ask why. And she couldn’t reveal her and Etienne’s true purposes without ensuring that those loyal to Enyo, their Goddess, would not then interfere and ensure Alphonse’s failure. 
So she stared blankly up at Tristan and finally, regretfully, nodded. His master, clearly a true believer in the benevolent Goddess Enyo, had sent him to assure success. 
Delyth, a Priestess of Enyo’s own faith, had also come for that very reason. 
There was no other answer available aside from acceptance. 
“Enyo shares my body. I am Alphonse.” She tried for a calm and reasonable tone. It came out mostly as a painful croak. What was wrong with her throat?! 
“That’s a grand name for a little mouse,” Tristan said and refilled his bowl, emptying a spoonful of stew into his mouth. 
Delyth turned to Alphonse, her low voice gentled. “Your neck— Enyo hurt you. It might need healing.”
Alphonse reached up suddenly to touch her throat. Indeed it was swollen and painful to palpation. No wonder speaking had become so difficult. She sighed and looked around for her tent. Their tent. Surely, her bag was in it? 
The man was right, of course. Compared to Enyo, she was a mouse…
Seeing the tent, she hastened to it, finding her bag inside. Perhaps she took a little more time unpacking it than was necessary, but she needed those moments to think. Another man, one who clearly preferred the Goddess. Another warrior. Perhaps that was good.
Though complicated. 
How would she and Etienne keep these devotees at bay long enough to banish Enyo? 
With an herb bundle ready, she returned to the fireside to boil water for a soothing tea. She had already healed the damage done to her throat, but a true healer didn’t just rely on magic to reform the body. 
Her gaze slipped over to Tristan and away. Ashamed. She scuttled around him like the mouse he knew she was and filled the pan she used for boiling. 
“So I’m just curious, Alphonse, but why did you summon Enyo? Could the two of you possibly be any more different?” He guffawed, his expression a little surprised, a little amused, and a little cruel.
Etienne immediately opened his mouth to retort, but Delyth got there first. “Leave her alone, Tristan.” The warrior’s voice was every bit as frigid as her glare.
He just shrugged and leaned back as though unconcerned by the reprimand. “You’re the boss.”
༄
Delyth returned Alphonse’s grateful glance with a smile, but for a long time, no one spoke. There was no sound at all but the pop and crackle of the fire, merrily devouring dry wood.
Alphonse made tea in hasty, bird-like movements, her shoulders tense around her neck. Delyth had no idea of what to say to reassure her, not with the two men looking on, so she just took the cup of tea offered her and watched Alphonse disappear into their tent. 
Her gaze drifted back to the two men, and she sighed. It would have been nice to escape into the skies for a time, to let the rush of cold air clean away the days grime.
Instead, she dropped back to the ground near the fire.
“We’ve got a few rules,” she told Tristan, her voice steely. “And so far they’ve worked out.
“Do not mess with Alphonse. Don’t do anything to her body without her knowledge. Keep Enyo at bay if possible. Keep her from killing, maiming, or destroying when not.” She eyed him warningly. “It makes for easier travel.”
He shrugged, his crooked smile still in place. “You got it, boss.”
Delyth sighed again and finished her tea so that she could follow the healer into their tent.
Alphonse was sitting up on her pallet when Delyth entered. She was already in her nightgown despite the early hour. 
“Your wings are missing,” she murmured, clearly not having any desire to talk about Tristan or the day. “It seems strange to see you without them. Etienne’s magic?” 
“Yes,” Delyth said. “Etienne’s magic.” She didn’t particularly want to talk about Tristan either.
“What will keep us warm tonight?” Alphonse smiled slightly.  “You might roll out of the tent, there is so much room.”
“They’re still there. You just can’t see them.” Delyth had to admit, at least to herself, that it did feel strange even so. “Though, if they were gone completely, I still don’t think I would get lost in all the room.” She smiled a little humorously. It was really a very small tent. 
She settled herself onto her pallet, sitting up with her invisible wings tucked neatly against her spine. Her mouth had gone a little dry and her pulse raced, but she paid it no mind. “Of course, if you’re still cold, we could always sleep closer. These nights are only going to get chillier as we climb higher into the mountains.”
Alphonse rolled onto her back in a swift motion, looking up at the tent ceiling. 
“What if I snore?” she asked, ponderous tone bordering on worried. “That would be embarrassing…”
Delyth laughed, the sound rumbling through their small space.  What a strange thing to worry about! Still, it was so like Alphonse to stew over any inconvenience to those around her. “If you did, wouldn’t I already know?”
Alphonse blushed and shook her head. “I suppose you would… Do I?” She rolled onto her side to peer at Delyth across the way, reaching one hand out to touch Delyth’s shoulder lightly, affectionately. 
“No,” she said and laughed. “Or if you do, it is so slight. Like a sound a bird might make, curled in its nest.”
“How do you know what sounds birds make in their nests?” Alphonse grinned and scooted over, patting the spot on her pallet that was now free. “They must think you are one of their kind.” 
Delyth sat up and slid over, propping herself onto her side so that both she and Alphonse could lie on one pallet. Inches apart.
“If they do, then they must think me big and ungainly,” she said, chuckling. “They scatter when I am near. Even hawks and mountain eagles, though I think they are less frightened than just adverse to company. They are fierce, lonely birds.” She smiled at Alphonse and affectionately brushed a strand of tawny hair away from her face. “Do you think you would like to fly sometime?”
The healer shivered at that soft touch and closed her eyes. There was a crinkle in her lips that surely was a private smile. Laying so close, Delyth could hardly miss the gentle expression, and she felt her own cheeks warm, though she didn’t move to touch Alphonse again.
It was too new, too fragile a thing.
“Is it very frightening? Being so high up?” the healer asked quietly, the soft darkness filling the tent heavy as a warm blanket. 
“I don’t think so,” Delyth said honestly. “I think it feels like freedom. Maybe that's silly, but I just don’t know of any other way to describe it. It feels powerful and limitless—like you could go anywhere.”
“Maybe when… when this is all over.” The quiet between them was comfortable. Natural. “Your pretty hair is tickling my nose. Would it be rude if I laid on my other side?” 
Delyth bit her bottom lip. She wasn’t used to anyone calling her pretty.
Especially not beautiful, kind women like Alphonse.
“Yes— I mean no, it's not rude,” she said, her voice a little hoarse. “That’s fine.” As the other girl rolled over, Delyth tentatively curled up around her. “Is this alright?” She hardly breathed the whisper. “For warmth.”
❀
“Yes.” Alphonse murmured, eyes already growing heavy. How could she be tired!? She had barely been awake an hour…
Whatever Enyo had been up to that day must have been exhausting. 
Briefly, she wondered if her hair was now tickling Delyth’s nose, but couldn’t be bothered to move. The back of her skull rested against Delyth’s shoulder, and the taller woman’s body shielded her perfectly from the plummeting temperatures. 
“I do miss your wings, though,” she mumbled into the darkness. Wrapped up in those gigantic membranes, Alphonse had always felt as if she were cocooned in some safe shelter, far away from the terrible reality of her life. 
“They’ll be back by morning,” Delyth replied. “And I won’t hide them again anytime soon.”
“Good, I like you the way you are.” And Alphonse thought Delyth liked her the way she was too. Even with Enyo. It was a relief to have a female friend who accepted her as she came. In Moxous, many girls seemed to be close friends. Holding hands in the hallways, sitting next to each other in the libraries, giggling and whispering. But Alphonse had never experienced such companionship with other females. 
She had always thought her friendship with Etienne was special and would go unsurpassed. After all, most of the girls at Moxous had at best thought her boring, and more often than not openly dismissed her. They never truly accepted her nor embraced her. 
But now, with Delyth as her friend, Alphonse was starting to understand how much she had missed at school. How lucky she was now to experience this kind of kinship. 
“Goodnight, Delyth,” she murmured faintly, already feeling the tendrils of sleep wrapping about her mind. 
Delyth hummed into the crown of Alphonse’s head. “Good night, Alphonse.”
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
Alphonse hadn’t felt much like writing in her journal the first few weeks of their journey. It had seemed pointless to a degree, as her musings were often dark and self-loathing and had nothing to do with the art of healing. Students at Moxous were encouraged to keep daily journals of what they learned, their own personal thoughts of the subjects, and a log of activities in order to keep their minds well organized. 
A habit instilled in them since the young age of eleven or twelve, Alphonse had been meticulously journaling all those years. Yet when Enyo had taken hold of her body, hold of her life… Alphonse had been lost. She struggled to find the way back to herself and so had dropped the habits that had kept her company for many years. 
But with the addition of Tristan to their group, and with Enyo’s clear fondness for the man, Alphonse suddenly felt the urge to resume that which had been such an intricate part of her. Of Alphonse. 
She had packed the journal, at the bottom of her sack, and there it had lain, undisturbed, for weeks. 
But the morning after meeting Tristan, Alphonse found herself hauling the journal out, along with a charcoal pencil, and determinedly started to write down every fact and detail of her experience. 
A student’s journal had started this entire mess. 
She wanted to make sure her own journal might save someone else from suffering her fate: twenty, thirty, a hundred years from now. 
So, she explained what had happened, how it happened, why it had happened. She tried her best to describe what it was to share a body with Enyo, what it was like to wake up somewhere new, with no idea how she had gotten there. How it felt to know you were harming your friends and strangers alike without any say on if or why it happened. 
Alphonse had filled page after page with the details before she felt some modicum of peace. 
It had been cathartic to get it out. To get her story onto paper, even if her lettering was a mess from trying to walk and write simultaneously. 
Sighing in relief, she handed the journal over to Etienne, with a briefly explaining what it was. She didn’t trust Enyo not to destroy it whenever she came back, and so thought to have Etienne hide it with his own journal. 
When he got back to Moxous, whether she made it or not, Etienne could store the proof of this journey alongside all the other student journals in the School of Magics’ massive library. 
Perhaps to never be touched again.
But perhaps, to save someone from making the same mistakes they had made. 
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
The next evening, Etienne sat next to the fire, picking thorns out of his clothing. Alphonse had healed the cuts and scratches left behind by Enyo’s pranks but had done little to repair his attitude.
Lately, it seemed as though every time Enyo appeared, he was sent flying or thrown into angry shrubs. The Goddess derived a particular sort of pleasure from harming him that even Delyth, who had stood and told Enyo no to her face, did not warrant.
He suspected this treatment was due to his trapping spell days before. He had proven himself an adversary—a true threat to her power. 
But it didn’t make it any easier to bear.
She had just flung him off the path, headfirst into brambles,  laughing as the plants wound around his limbs, digging long thorns into sensitive skin. As though his pain was her favorite sort of entertainment.
Etienne was so angry that when Enyo demanded they watch the moonrise with her, he stayed firmly seated. It didn’t seem to matter. She didn’t protest. In fact, when he looked up at them again, it was just Alphonse standing there, her shoulders held in the small, timid way he was more familiar with. Delyth stood beside her, and while he watched, his long-time friend placed her hand in the warrior’s.
Delyth missed the moonrise over the mountains, but her face was illuminated by it; half surprise, half tenderness.
Etienne’s stomach clenched.
He had noticed the two women getting closer over the weeks since Delyth had joined them, but he didn’t understand it. Couldn’t Alphonse see that she was just making things harder for herself? They would have to betray Delyth and her cause in the end.
He turned away angrily only to find Tristan still seated on the other side of the fire. The man didn’t bother pretending that he had not been watching Etienne. Instead, he smiled slowly, the curve never reaching his eyes.




Chapter XIII
Spring, 100 years after Va'al’s arrival: Rhosan
The roof of Enyo’s temple was finally complete. It had taken her followers three generations to bring the massive slabs of stone up the treacherous trails and then cut away smaller slices to become the roof’s pitch. But it was done now, and her temple was complete. Even the roughly hewn altar was in place. The space was perfect. Open, simple, the crisp air of the highest mountain top making her breath billow out in whisps. Even she felt the need for a shawl about her shoulders, and her priests and priestesses wore heavy woolen cloaks despite it being spring. 
Just as it was meant to be. 
The isolation and solitude was like no other place in all of Rhosan. A space where she could truly be. A space where her people could understand what it meant to be one with nature. To respect the lands that nourished and housed them.  A space to forget. 
“Goddess.” Though he whispered in deference, the older priest's voice echoed, and Enyo turned to cast an ember eye over him. He stooped with a bow, but his body was lean and fit, unlike Esha’s soft handed priests or Tha’et’s fat sky worshipers. She approved. 
“Yes?”
“Va'al has come to see you. He wishes us to grant him entrance.” The question was unspoken, but she understood it. Should Va'al be allowed in? Of course, Va'al could appear within the shadows if he pleased, that particular gift all his own. By coming to her door and asking permission, he was being respectful. 
He had been after her for many seasons now. Irksome and tireless. He had traveled about Rhosan and Illygad far longer than the others had when they first arrived, and Enyo hadn’t thought much of it. Who wouldn’t adore freedom after a lifetime of servitude and broken backs? She had spent her first seventy-five years merely bathing in every stream, river, and brook she had found and refusing to speak to a single person. 
But then he had started sniffing around her and her people. At first, she had thought him merely curious, and then perhaps even stealing a few tactics on how she had gained her loyal worshipers, but week after week, he would reappear. Never content to go off and start his own following, though he had attempted it. A small, dismal thing. Never interested in rituals or festivals. Only her. 
It had annoyed Enyo. 
As a slave, she hadn’t been granted free choice in a single aspect of her life in the Cursed Realms. When she slept, when she fought, when she fucked. And so she had no interest whatsoever in such things. Not for many many years. Va'al was only a century free.
How could he choose to pursue her? 
It was some trick. He was prone to them. 
Trick or not, it was nothing Enyo was interested in herself, and so she had ignored him or openly scoffed. It was difficult to measure age in the Cursed Realms, as no one died unless they were Unmade, and even then, their spirits lasted forever. Despite this longevity, many were born. It was one of the reasons there were so many wars and so many slaves. 
Enyo was certain Va'al was generations, perhaps even centuries, younger than she. He was mischievous and silly. 
What would she do with someone such as that?
“Goddess?” the Priest asked again. 
“Send him in, Ba’oto,” she murmured, turning back to her altar. Va'al had come respectfully; she would at least grant him an audience. 
⚀
“Hello, Enyo,” Va'al said with a courteous nod of his head. He would, of course, bow to no one, no matter how he might enjoy their company. Not anymore. “Spring suits you.”
For all that it did not feel like spring in Enyo’s mountaintop temple, the season did show in her bearing, all newness and bounty. As though spring was as much in her as the world around her. Va'al felt his pulse quicken, but he did not reach for the gift hidden within his bag. He meant to make a gamble, but such things shouldn’t be rushed.
Enyo kept her back to Va'al, hands repeatedly running over the rough edges of her altar. Perhaps she was being coy. Or perhaps she was truly more interested in the stone than him. 
“Spring suits us all. It’s the start of new life across all of Illygad. My first season here, I nearly wept when I saw it. I think the Cursed Realms had forgotten what spring was. What any change in season was. Only burnt ashes and screaming voices.” Her hands stilled over the altar finally. 
“I hated that place.” 
Va'al clenched his teeth. Why must she bring up the Cursed Realms every time he saw her? Could she not tell that he was bent on forgetting his past, on starting fresh?
He took a calming breath and focused again on his purpose in coming here, words coiling from his tongue like snakes. “In honor of spring, we ought to put the Cursed Realm behind us. Let that name no longer fall from our lips so that we may forget and start anew.”
She finally turned to face him, her expression controlled, eyes roaming over his frame as they always did. It was clear she found him attractive, though she never acted on it. Infuriatingly. 
“I can’t argue with that line of thought. Spring is spring after all.” She swept her gaze towards the newly erected roof of her temple and then shrugged. “Very well. Anew. What is it that you want then?” 
“I’m sure you noticed, as did I, that last time we were together, Tha’et was boasting of a pearl. The most perfect pearl ever made by the sea. A miniature of the moon and as large as a hen’s egg. I don’t know if I believe that the moon herself gave it to him, as he claims, but it does make an excellent gift.”
Carefully, Va'al pulled the wooden box from his shadow and blew from its delicate engravings the lingering tendrils of darkness. He could not help, for a moment, admiring the scene there portrayed. Deer bounded from a glen, a brook in relief before the trees. Just as he remembered them from his first moments in this world.
“For you,” he said, stepping closer to hand Enyo the box. “For showing me spring.”
Enyo’s fingers closed around the box, and she lifted it up, inspecting the carvings. For a long time, she was silent, and then she smiled. “I nearly caught those deer before you showed up. It was a good hunt.” She flipped the lid open, and her smile turned savage. 
Sitting as pretty as a sunrise in the center of the box was a massive pearl. It was a perfect sphere, incandescent and glossy as if just brought out of the sea. Her image, distorted and pale, reflected on the surface of the prize. 
“You stole Tha’et’s little trinket?” she asked, tone delighted. She plucked the pearl up in her fist, letting it balance on her palm. 
With Enyo smiling down at the pretty thing, Va'al leaned back and grinned. It had been excellently clever. “With Tha’et’s little sky priests darting through his temple to simper and run errands, it was easy to get in. I threw on one of those ridiculous blue robes, convinced a few minds that I had every right to be there, then slipped it into my pocket and disappeared into the dark.”
Laughably easy. And Tha’et thought himself so high above the rest of them. He needed to be taken a step down.
“And you brought it to me?” Enyo’s voice had taken on a nearly deep, purring quality. She looked pleased. 
“Of course,” Va'al drawled, sensing her change in mood. He took a step closer, pressing his opening. “There is no one who more deserves the moon’s treasures.”
He felt the same wild thrill at being this close to her that he had upon first stepping into the world of Illygad. A rush of freedom. She brought the massive pearl to her lips, rubbing the smooth surface over them and then over her chin and throat—like a wild cat, butting her jaw against tree trunks and bushes. Claiming ownership.
Enyo’s gaze flickered over Va'al’s face, and she, for once, stepped closer too. Closing the distance between them. “It smells like summer rain.” She eased closer again, a hair's breadth between them now. Slowly, Enyo turned her face up towards Va'al, her throat and neck exposed. She was stronger and more dangerous, but smaller in stature. She practically looked as a fawn might, large eyes, sweet words. Nearly docile. 
Was it a trick?
Even if it were, Va'al was going to take the gamble. He always took the gamble.
“You are more beautiful than summer rain. Wilder than a mountain blizzard.” He bent down so that their faces were nearly touching, leaning into the charged feeling between them. Va'al knew Enyo wanted him too, knew that she must feel some of this tension. 
He wanted to bathe in it, but Enyo proved too eager. She rubbed her cheek against his, the smooth skin like satin on sandpaper. Her lips found his throat. Her teeth.
And then the sky went dark above them.
Va'al looked up at the eclipse overhead and smiled. “Tha’et must have finally noticed his prize was missing.”
❂
Enyo growled slightly, annoyed that when she had finally decided she would take Va'al up on his offers, there was a distraction. Her irritation faded as she watched the light of the sky turn a strange greyish yellow. Immediately, Enyo felt laughter rippling through herself, and she crowed. 
Tha’et was an ever-preaching manchild who seemed to believe that since his natural abilities aligned with the solar system, he was by far the most important, most powerful of the Gods. He was self-righteous and rigid. He didn't know how to laugh. Most of the time, he was boring, and the rest, he was downright infuriating. 
And now Va'al had pissed him off, brought Enyo Tha’et’s precious pearl, and disturbed these too-settled lands.
She loved it. 
How long had it been since she had fun? How long had she lived without laughter? 
Rhosan gave her freedom and the peace of nature and mountains. And she had been happy. Truly content, or as content as a being such as she could ever be. But now? Now she was smiling, caressing the pearl possessively. And it was all because of Va'al. 
“Let him sulk,” Enyo decreed, slipping her hand up Va'al’s torso to grip the back of his skull. Just as the pearl was now hers, he too would be. 




Chapter XIV
Sixth Moon, Waning Crescent: Thloegr
Time began to behave very strangely, the further the party trudged into the mountains of Rhosan. One minute it was spring. Bright and fresh and full of promise, the next it was the start of summer. An entire moon cycle had passed within the blink of an eye. 
Luckily, the further north they climbed, the more bearable the summer heat became. In fact, it was colder at night than it had been just one moon cycle ago, despite the sun’s unrelenting progress. 
Alphonse became dedicated to her journal, every morning that Enyo wasn’t invading her body, she would write, filling page after page. It was becoming a near obsession as the healer realized there was a high chance these would be her last memories. 
Enyo was able to seize control more frequently as the days passed, and for longer stretches of time. There would be some mornings
when Alphonse would wake up, eat, begin writing in her journal, and then appear beside the fireside at night, stomach growling furiously for food. 
But Alphonse was fighting. She could feel the pressure on her heart, on her mind, and she would lean against it, holding it at bay for as long as possible. For hours, she would walk in silence, unable to play friendly games or chatter to keep her companion’s spirits up.
All she could do was walk and refuse Enyo entrance. 
Of course, she lost. Eventually, Enyo would ambush her and take control. 
The longer she denied Enyo, the more likely Alphonse would wake up in Tristan’s lap, or with her arms draped around his hips. It didn’t seem to Alphonse like an affectionate touch, but one of pure ownership. 
She had quickly decided not to make a scene whenever she ‘woke up’ within his grasp. Instead, the healer would try to remain unchanging, making an excuse to get away and then return as herself. It was easier to pretend that Alphonse never touched the man, only Enyo did. 
Easier for her pride, easier for her sense of morality. 
Still, as the moon waned and then filled, the odd collection of travelers adapted and fell into new routines. 
It was almost easy. 
Except that it was the hardest thing Alphonse had ever done. 
She suspected it was much the same for Etienne, who seemed to take the brunt of Enyo’s wrath and painful playful side. On top of that, Tristan and Etienne didn’t seem to get along very well. Alphonse could hardly blame Etienne on this, as Tristan was… Irksome. 
Delyth, from what Alphonse was aware of, seemed unaffected by the flirtatious gambler. 
One night Alphonse had confessed her fear that Delyth would enjoy Tristan’s company more than her own because he could spar and fight, which Alphonse could not. 
The steady look the priestess had given her made Alphonse blush and admit it was a foolish fear. 
The morning sun was overhead when the trail they had been following split into two. One path rose up up up a steep climb, the other cutting between two peaks in a dark and dreary looking swath through the shadow of the behemoth mountains. 
Both looked ominous to Alphonse, and she hesitated as Delyth and Tristan discussed which route was safer. Swifter. 
Would slow and safer be better than fast and hazardous?
“Etienne?” she murmured, having come to a stop beside him. Sometimes Alphonse thought he winced in her presence.
She wouldn’t blame him if he did. 
“Do you think we should… Try to go our own way?” she whispered, voice so quiet it was barely audible. She didn’t want to attract Tristan and Delyth’s attention.
✶

Etienne started. He had been so focused on the discussion Delyth and Tristan were having. Now, he turned his attention to Alphonse, wondering how he had not thought of it himself.
Without the other two, it would be easier to bind Enyo. As it was, he had no idea how they would manage in the temple with two devoted followers struggling to help Enyo achieve greater power. Alphonse wouldn’t have to tell Delyth she had never intended to help the Goddess. They wouldn’t have to travel with Tristan.
The rogue was a constant wearing pressure on Etienne’s sanity. He didn’t understand how the others could tolerate him, always jabbing, always watching.
It was disturbing, the amount of attention the rogue paid to his companions. Alphonse was wrapped up in her battles with Enyo, and Delyth was just wrapped up with Alphonse, so neither of them seemed to notice.
But Etienne did.
Tristan was cold and calculating and cruel, all hidden neatly behind a mask of laughs and crooked smiles. And Etienne hated him for it, for slinking through their little group like a fox in a hen house.
Gods, it was appealing to leave them both behind. He could get more supplies. Possibly find a way to bind Enyo more permanently without Alphonse suffering adverse effects. But what would they do if Enyo took over with just Etienne to face her? She had proven she was more than a match for his strength, and if he used magic on her again… Even if they made it the entire way, alive and well, the other two knew where they were going. Delyth at least would have no trouble beating them there.
Still, Etienne wanted so badly to be away from the others that he did not immediately tell Alphonse his reservations. Instead, he just whispered, “How would we get away?”
“A holding spell? Or… or something to make them …” Alphonse's gaze drifted to Delyth. “Forget.” 
Etienne looked down at Alphonse for a long moment, his eyes on hers. He could see the little ridge of water welling up just above her bottom lashes. “I can’t live with Enyo, Etienne. I need to be free,” she said.
He felt himself nodding without considering the consequences of their actions.
How could he possibly say no? Especially when this plan afforded them the possibility of truly getting rid of Enyo? He shuddered. This had been his fault, and if the others got their way…
Well, who knew what that would do to Alphonse?
“I can’t make them forget without better supplies, but I can knock them both out for a long while,” he whispered. “Long enough for us to get away. We’ll take the high path. That’s the one Delyth said was faster.”
In front of them, Delyth and Tristan had just come to some decision. It was now or never.
The priestess turned towards them and smiled at Alphonse, her face warm and gentle. Then Etienne dipped a hand into his pack, unstopping a vial of fermented valerian root to pour over the symbols he was etching into the dirt with one booted foot. Then, he commanded them both to sleep.
As one, Tristan’s and Delyth’s eyes rolled back, their knees softened. Both hit the ground hard, their limbs haphazardly strewn over the bare earth. 
Etienne was pale when he turned back to Alphonse. “Come on. We’ve got to hurry.”
❀
Alphonse had to fight the urge to run over to Delyth, even Tristan, and check their pulses, their breath. The healer in her wanted to make sure they were well, but the survivalist in her screamed to run. 
Picking up the hems of her skirts, Alphonse did just that. 
Abandoning Delyth felt as if it was nearly killing her, but Alphonse knew keeping Enyo, serving Enyo forever… That would kill her.  Alphonse didn’t know if the others had noticed, but she was starting to tire more and more easily. Her dresses were fitting loosely, despite eating her fill. Weight was simply dropping off. 
Something was wrong. Not just with her heart and her mind, but her body as well. The healer knew it was Enyo, sapping her health and her strength.
Maybe Delyth would be better off? Her Goddess could remain sacred and powerful, instead of the insane vengeful creature Enyo had proven to be. She could return to her temple life and not have to chase a crazed possessed human through the woods. She could train and battle and…
Be happy. Alphonse wanted that for Delyth as badly as she wanted her own freedom. Delyth deserved happiness. 
Little rocks dislodged from their path and scattered down the mountainside as the trail went higher and higher. Her breaths were coming harder and faster as they half walked, half jogged away from Delyth and Tristan. 
One hour. 
Two hours.
Three. 
The sun overhead was starting to meet its apex. Her stomach grumbled, and her feet ached, and her eyes felt heavy, but, still Alphonse pushed on. They had to get away, far enough away, that Tristan and Delyth couldn’t find them again. Couldn’t interfere with putting Enyo back in the darkness to which she belonged. 
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
Her heart was heavy. Her eyes were heavy. Her limbs were heavy. 
They didn’t dare light a campfire lest it alert anyone of their location, and they hadn’t hunted that day, so all they had to eat was dried trail rations. Alphonse ate hers silently as she looked at Etienne. He seemed as worn down as she was. Neither used to the day’s grueling pace.
“How long will they be asleep?” she asked, the sound of night creatures their only company, and even those quieting as she finally pierced the silence between them.
Etienne sat with his head and shoulders bowed. His jaw worked slowly at a mouthful of dried meat. “Twelve hours?” he said finally, as though unsure. “We need to sleep, Allee. And get an early start. They’ll be after us as soon as they wake.”
Alphonse wondered if Etienne felt guilty for leaving their companions in a pile on the side of the road, and her heart trembled.
Delyth…
The sickness purred, stroked that guilt. Yes. She had just abandoned the priestess. Just shoved her aside and tricked her… What kind of friend was Alphonse, to do that to poor Delyth? 
Wincing, Alphonse pressed down hard on the thoughts, on the darkness within. It shuddered but quieted, and she opened her mouth to say something comforting to Etienne. That he had done the right thing, that he was fixing his mistake. That leaving Tristan and Delyth behind was for the best. The only way she’d be freed. 
None of the words would come out. 
So instead, the healer nodded silently and stood to go to her tent, only to realize no one had set it up for her, as had been the routine these past weeks of travel. And that when she did finally set it up, it would be to crawl into her bedroll and sleep alone. Mountain air nipped at her neck and hands already, and the sun hadn’t set fully—it would be a cold, miserable night.
Alphonse fought back tears and started the process of getting her tent and bedroll in order, but only in the privacy of her tent did she allow those tears to fall, guilt and regret warring with desperate hope. 
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
Consciousness returned in pieces. Leaves and pebbles pressed imprints into Delyth’s cheek. Wind stirred the haphazard spray of her hair. Numbness cloaked her right wing, where it was trapped awkwardly beneath her.
Her eyes flickered open.
She was still at the crossroads, the track peeling off in three directions around her. Firs rustled from their posts on either side and the moon, bright for all that it was just a sliver, painted the scene in tones of silver. 
Delyth’s head was full of cotton, her thoughts slow and fuzzy. She pushed herself up, one hand at her temple. There was a knot in her neck that rubbing wouldn’t move, and her wing was alive with needles.
It had been morning, hadn’t it?
They were deciding on a path to take, and eventually, Tristan had agreed with her. She’d turned to Alphonse where she stood with the wan light of sunrise brightening her face. And then…
Nothing.
Panic rose from her belly. Delyth looked down the way they had come, down both paths ahead. She yelled Alphonse’s name until she was hoarse, but no one answered. No one was there.
Why would they leave her? Delyth had proven herself, hadn’t she? She had Alphonse’s trust.
Right?
Had it been Tristan? He was the newest to their little group and still incredibly unpredictable. He had a lot to gain from getting Enyo to himself. If he had harmed Alphonse, colluded with Enyo somehow… Delyth’s hands twitched for Calamity. Her wings half opened. She could find them. Find them and kill him. Douse her hands in his blood.
She would carve him a new smile. Straighter and more permanent than his crooked grin. 
Only, Tristan had been beside her. They’d been discussing which path to take. Etienne alone had stood near Alphonse. Etienne, whose magic could transform her wings.
A chasm opened up in Delyth’s chest. 
This had to be Etienne and Alphonse working together. He couldn’t force her to abandon anyone. What had she done? Was it because she’d let Tristan join them? Was this some misguided attempt of Alphonse’s to spare her whatever lay ahead?
Gods, how selfish. You couldn’t just leave people behind to make yourself feel better about the problems they faced. Besides, there was no way Etienne alone was prepared to deal with the inevitable resurgence of Enyo. They had doomed themselves to failure, death, or worse.
Anger roiled beneath her skin, making an uneasy bedfellow to the anxiety she felt for Alphonse.
Gods, if anything happened to her… 
The idea was too big, too unbearable. She had no idea how Alphonse had come to mean so much in the weeks since they met, but she had. There was no trying to pretend any longer. Delyth had to find them, had to convince Alphonse that she could bear whatever difficulties would face them, that she could protect them both. 
At least she still had Calamity.
Delyth wrapped her hand around the hilt of the sword, and for a moment, she lost herself in the tide of rage and bloodlust that came with it. It had been so long since she’d had to use it.
But she was still the sword’s master.
With gritted teeth, Delyth regained control and leaped into the air, her wings angled in the direction of Calamity’s pull.
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The sun had barely started its journey into the sky as Etienne woke, surprised to find Alphonse packing up. He was glad of it. Time was of the essence, and even a few hours would mean the difference between success and failure. 
Alphonse was quiet as they hauled their packs onto their shoulders and made no attempt at conversation. Instead, she trailed along after Etienne, glancing over her shoulder every time he turned to check on her, perhaps measuring the distance between herself and their abandoned companions. Her countenance was haggard, with dark circles lining her eyes and a certain stiffness belying how deeply upset she was by this turn of events. She had forgotten to wear her veil.
But it was for the best.
Surely?
When they paused for water a few hours into their hike, Alphonse stood near the edge of the forest, her amber eyes locked on Etienne as he drank, though she glanced away when Etienne noticed.
Did she regret their escape? He was not even sure he did not. His every move was accompanied by the dread of Enyo’s next appearance, of having to deal with her alone.
And Alphonse looked so tired. 
Etienne lowered his water skin.“Do you need to rest? We’ve got a good lead, and we don’t want to risk releasing Enyo.”
She smiled ruefully, and Alphonse crept over to the nearest boulder, her steps careful. Deliberate. “No. Don’t want Enyo to be released.”
Etienne relaxed slightly at her agreement. He knew that leaving the others behind was hard on her, but maybe, if they were careful, the two of them would be just fine on their own.
Sighing, Alphonse closed her eyes and tilted her head up to the sky, the soft morning rays dancing over the planes of her face. 
She inhaled deeply. 
As she exhaled, the few clouds skittering across the sun dissipated. Simply evaporated into hot mist. 
Inhaling again, the day seemed to warm. 
It was summer after all. 
She exhaled and the leaves of the bushes and tall grasses off the path rustled in a phantom wind. 
Inhaled, that sunlight gleaming on her brow.
Only…
That was sweat. 
When had it gotten so warm?
In the distance, they could hear the whispering and rustling of the trees. The day was surely going to be a windy one if the breeze was audible from here…
Alphonse turned to look away from the sun towards Etienne. He was staring at her, and she smiled. “I’m glad I’m here with you,” she murmured as the wind picked up, the whispering of the trees becoming louder and louder. 
There was something not quite… right with Alphonse’s smile. She looked too peaceful, too at ease to be running from people she’d come to care about. She should be more worried. Only moments ago, she had even seemed exhausted.
With growing apprehension, Etienne nodded. He started to open his mouth to say something reassuring, but Alphonse was turning away, looking further along the ascending path.
There was a mephitic scent on the breeze, the sound of branches cracking.
With panic growing in his chest, Etienne let his gaze follow Alphonse’s just in time to see the first leaping flames erupt from the forest ahead.
She made no move to stand, to run. She didn’t react at all. Her tone had morphed into something amused. “Oh, look. It’s your just rewards.” 
When Alphonse looked back, those flames were reflected in her eyes, and she was smiling broadly. An expression of joy. Of euphoria. 
“Do you have a spell to protect you now, boy?” 
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When Tristan and Delyth had finally decided on a path to take, it had still been morning, bright and early.
When he woke, it was late afternoon.
Beside him, the warrior slumbered, her position awkward and uncomfortable-looking. Tristan rolled his neck. They’d both been out before they’d hit the ground.
In the space of a long breath, the rogue directed every curse in every language he knew at the mage-boy and his tricks. Damn them all to the Cursed Realms. The boy and the mouse and the halfbreed too, for trusting them so easily.
He turned away, leaving the halfbreed where she lay. She could figure it out herself when she woke up in who-knew-how-long. He was going to wring a skinny human neck. The fool. Had the boy really thought himself mage enough to contain her? He was nothing to those who had last tried, and not one of them could have managed the feat alone.
With a growl, Tristan sprinted in the direction of the tracks leading up the high pass.
His anger didn’t wane through the night. It boiled through his dreams, a flickering landscape of desolate, flame-scarred lands, and more recent betrayals. When he woke, it propelled him onwards, eating the miles between him and his quarry little by little. He could not let them stop Enyo’s return. Would not. The Goddess meant too much.
The stinging scents of distant smoke finally reached him near the end of the second day, spurring his earth-bound body on faster, nearly at a run now. Enyo was not the type to take disobedience lightly.
When he finally broke through the trees, she was smiling, her face something like pure joy. Rapturous.
“Enyo!” he called, his face twisting into a grin only to fall with sudden horror.
The fire was too hot, the wind too wild. Already, it turned towards them, ravenous and fed by Enyo’s malice.
Her head jerked around at the sound of her name, and in a fluid motion, she stood. Beaming at Tristan, though somehow, a smile had never seemed so virulent before.  
The winds were tugging at her hair and her skirts, flinging the humans from their feet. Enyo laughed gleefully and looked up at the sun, hand reaching out as if she could draw power. More heat. From its very rays.
Of course. She could. 
Fire skipped across the road, nearly flickering and dying, but finding fuel on the other side, burst into life.  
Tears were running down Alphonse’s cheeks, the smoke burning and stinging her eyes as she turned to glare at Etienne, splayed across the ground like a cowering animal.
“You think you can steal me away?!” she snarled, flames all around them doubling in height and intensity. “You think you can yank me from this vassal and stuff me into that wretched darkness once more?!” Embers were flying through the air, landing on unburnt ground and growing into their own proper fires. Life blooming. Thriving. 
“Mages far stronger and cleverer than you have stood in my way, and now  no one remembers their names!” She lifted her hands, gesturing towards Etienne and the flames nearest him reacted, reaching for him longingly at Enyo’s command. “Enyo remains! Enyo is worshiped and divine! You are nothing, boy! I. Am. Everything!” She screamed and launched towards Etienne only to stumble over her own feet. 
✶

Etienne fell back, his vision filled with Enyo standing above him, beautiful and terrible and wielding power that he could not imagine. In the firelight, her hair seemed almost to be alight with flame itself, and malice twisted her features into something so removed from Alphonse that she no longer quite appeared human.
He was panting. Smoke stripped the insides of his lungs, burnt his throat, coated his tongue. He could see nothing but fire, Enyo growling at its center.
And it was so hot. So hot that the hairs on his arms and head seemed likely to catch at any moment.
Etienne had never been so frightened. He was hollow with it, his heart a hare fleeing through empty moor. When Enyo lurched for him, he didn’t move, frozen with panic. He closed his eyes, breath coming in gasps.
And then she didn’t reach him.
Alphonse must have made her stumble, kept her at bay. Saved him. 
Etienne leaped up and ran, the rhythm of his feet matching that of his heartbeat. He passed Tristan, the man half horrified, half enraptured by the sight of Enyo let loose. Etienne didn’t pause for him but kept running. 
It was only after he had put yards between himself and the fire that Etienne realized that Tristan had fled as well, leaving Enyo and Alphonse both in the center of it all. One body amid a vortex of leaping flame.
Like the enraged Goddess she was, Enyo stood at the center of the forest fire, laughing and even dancing as the flames grew higher and higher. Hotter. They spread, consuming all that was in their path. 
She turned to point to a tree. Flames blossomed there. To a bush. There too. 
She was conducting the symphony of destruction when a massive tree, the trunk burned through at her command, cracked and groaned. It fell with an earth-shaking crash across the road, boxing Enyo in, and keeping Etienne out. 
At least he was safe for now. 
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Delyth flew through the night, though the time alone offered her little insight. She still felt just as abandoned, just as betrayed by the loss of her companions. She couldn’t help but think that it was some failing, some lapse in her own judgment or abilities that had driven Alphonse away.
Hells, maybe it had been in allowing herself to get close to Alphonse at all. Maybe the girl had felt uncomfortable or pressured. Maybe it had all been an act. Maybe she hadn’t ever trusted Delyth.
The warrior switched the hand she held Calamity in to rub at her eyes while she flew. Gods, was she crying?
Delyth didn’t cry.
She ground her teeth and spurned herself on to greater speed, wings aching with the effort. Dawn had melted into an uncommonly hot morning and sweat beaded on her skin only to be whipped away by the force of the wind. Ahead, a smoke cloud bloomed like a poisonous flower from the tops of the firs.
Delyth didn’t need Calamity to know that was Enyo.
She sheathed the sword and pulled in her wings, angling down into the flames as she dropped from the sky. All the world was on fire, and at its center stood Enyo, laughing as though nothing could be better.
Grimly, Delyth flung herself at the mad creature and snatched her up from the ground, though she dipped as Enyo turned her senseless rage onto her captor. It was like holding a mountain lion, the vicious creature screaming and clawing and tearing at Delyth with her inhuman strength.
“I command you, Ba’oto! Release me!” she ordered. “Return me to the flames!” And when Delyth refused to listen, her commands devolved into insults, shrieked at so high a pitch they hardly registered as words. “Pestilential priestess! Winged nuisance! Unfaithful harlot!”
Even the seconds between the fire and the open air seemed impossibly long. Every time Delyth looked down to fight off Enyo, they lost height, the flight erratic and frenetic. Until finally, Enyo sunk her teeth into the soft flesh of Delyth’s upper arm hard enough to make the priestess
yell. She looked down to find Enyo’s mouth filling with blood, the stuff flecking her face and dripping down Delyth’s wrist. Desperately, she tried to pull Enyo free, but the Goddess only worried at the wound.
The flight grew even more turbulent, but the warrior didn’t look up. She had one hand fisted in Enyo’s hair, trying to pull her off when the center of her left wing collided with a solid pine. Pain immediate, and wrenching. There was a sickening crunch, and then they were falling in a tangle of arms and legs, tumbling through the air over each other.
The impact left Delyth stunned and gasping, but Enyo still beat and tore at her, a dim, distant thing. From miles away, someone tried to haul Enyo away, the Goddess’s voice still shrieking obscenities.
Delyth pushed herself up grimly. She’d fallen on her broken wing, and she bled from cuts of greater or lesser severity from both arms and legs. In front of her, Tristan seemed to be trying to talk to Enyo.
The warrior growled, took two steps forward and punched the slight woman in the jaw with every ounce of her strength. Only, Enyo’s crazed eyes softened and changed from flames to warm honey the second before the priestess’s fist connected with her face. Perhaps Enyo had seen the hit coming and known what it would mean. Wanted Alphonse to pay for her escape attempt as much as Etienne. 
Or perhaps it was punishment for Delyth, for disobeying her orders to be returned to the flames. Perhaps it was just a spiteful move, not taking the strike Enyo had rightfully earned, but whatever the reason, it was Alphonse who gasped in pain, and it was Alphonse who crumpled to the forest floor. 
The fire raging on behind them slowly sputtered out and died. Without Enyo to fuel it on, the damp mountainside couldn’t sustain such an inferno. 
✶

Etienne watched in horror as Alphonse crumpled to the ground, the heaving form of the priestess looking down at her, fists clenched. His old friend looked so small, though her body was untouched by flames. He started forward as the warrior kneeled down to cradle Alphonse in blood-smeared arms.
“Stop!” he shouted, voice cracking. “What are you doing with her?”
Delyth turned towards him with a look like a sword thrust, Alphonse limp in her grasp. “Don’t come near me,” she growled, the sound low and menacing. Even Tristan looked stunned. Etienne supposed that he hadn’t expected the priestess to resort to such a physical method, not when it was Alphonse whose body would bear the brunt of the blow.
The warrior turned away, limping back towards the road, one mangled wing held gingerly away from her body.
Once again, the mage had proven just how terribly weak he was, how worthless. He could not get Alphonse safely to the temple. He could do nothing to stop Enyo. Etienne pulled at fistfuls of his own hair. He didn’t deserve to stop Delyth. He couldn’t let her take Alphonse alone.
In the end, he just followed, feet dragging until they reached a place they could camp.




Chapter XV
Sixth Moon, Waning Crescent: Thloegr
It only took an hour for Alphonse to rouse from her stupor. She came to suddenly and horribly, her mind reeling with the images in her head: Flames licking at Etienne greedily, Delyth’s face as her body slammed into a tree, protecting Alphonse even as the smaller woman tried to attack her…
Tristan calling out and then realizing what a horror she was. 
Etienne running away in fear. 
The glorious heat of the flames, calling to her. Singing to her. 
She remembered it all. Every terrible, gruesome piece. Every detail. 
The healer had barely sat up and looked around, their new campsite down the road from the ruined piece of forest she… Enyo… They had created. Because Enyo wouldn’t have been that enraged nor alone had the healer not run off. Escaped with Etienne. She, Alphonse, had created the opportunity for that destruction and insanity to wreak havoc. 
She was responsible for the sullen silences and maimed bodies. Tears immediately flowed from her eyes, sobs making her body convulse, and she sat that way, unable to stop or soothe herself.
When she finally remembered herself well enough to start healing her companions— she dare not think of them as friends anymore, for no one could or should be friends with a monster like her—she began with Delyth.
The priestess’s beautiful wing was broken, her skin marred by scratches and bites, bruises, and a few minor burns, but despite the need to concentrate on her task, Alphonse could not stop crying. Her hands shook as green healing light came from them, her voice choked and quivering as she asked Delyth to raise her wing, lower it, stretch it out. 
It was incredible how Delyth ignored her pain, mute and tight-lipped as Alphonse worked. She didn’t say a word throughout the proceedings, and with every silent moment, Alphonse felt her own guilt redouble. Gone was their easy camaraderie, and, as soon as she was able, the priestess stood up and disappeared into their tent. 
She must be furious with me, Alphonse thought, sniffling. She watched the tent flap swing shut and then moved onto Etienne, though somehow he had come out mostly unscathed. An image flickered in her mind, tripping over her own feet…
Swallowing, Alphonse only gripped his shoulder tightly before dragging herself over to Tristan. “Are you hurt?” she croaked, silent tears still dripping off her chin and cheeks. Even he had come for her, had to run to survive the madness. And this was a man who she feared and hadn’t given a chance, hadn’t tried to see any good in. 
Instead of answering her question, he curled his lip. “Why’d you do it, mouse?”
Alphonse flinched and looked away. She understood what he meant—not the fire, not the attack. 
Why had she fled?
Wasn’t it obvious? She was growing sicker each day, weaker. It was becoming more and more difficult to fight the Goddess to keep control. This was a battle, and Alphonse was losing ground. She couldn’t share this body with Enyo for the rest of her life, and she couldn’t let Enyo out to attack other people. The Goddess was cruel and savage. 
It was her duty and responsibility to put Enyo back. 
I’d rather die trying to escape my captor than be a slave the rest of my life. And truly, it was that simple. But she didn’t say that. 
“I was trying to do you all a favor. She’s madness. She’s dangerous. She would have killed you all today…” Alphonse shuddered. That blood would have been on her hands too. She had been so blessedly lucky today. 
She glanced at Tristan once more. He seemed unharmed. 
Alphonse turned to go to her tent, only to realize Delyth was in there… What would she do now? There weren’t enough apologies in Illygad. “She hates me.” The words came out as a whisper.
⚄
Tristan snorted derisively. “You have a pitiful understanding of others,” he told her, but then refused to say anything else. It wouldn’t do him any good to save the relationship between Delyth and Alphonse. The priestess had an annoying habit of sticking close whenever Enyo was paying him any attention.
But the girl was behaving ridiculously. Humans were stupid, selfish creatures. They did not break their bodies for people they hated.
That sort of hatred was the realm of the divine. 
Alphonse shuddered and turned to look at Tristan incredulously. “It is because of me she bled. It is because of me that her bones were broken. Would you be friends with someone who did that?” Her wide eyes took in every facet of his face, of his expression. Begging for him to tell her something kind. Something that would save her feeble heart. 
She was an idiot. And Tristan wanted Enyo back. The Goddess, at least, could be a good time.
As for Alphonse?
Tristan could not imagine being trapped with so feeble a creature. Her ceaseless crying only grated against his nerves. Pitiful. Spineless. 
“I certainly wouldn’t have done it for you,” Tristan told her, and then had a stroke of sudden inspiration. “I wonder what she thought she’d get out of it?”
He smiled innocently and shrugged. Let the squalling creature stew over that.
Etienne, annoyingly, seemed to wake up at the remark. “Don’t listen to him, Alphonse,” the boy said in his girlish Ingolan accent. “Not everyone thinks that way.”
Tristan just shrugged again and slipped into his own tent. Anxious people were easy to manipulate. Give them an idea, and they’d work it to pieces on their own.
✶

Etienne watched Alphonse from beneath his lowered brow while she hesitated, clearly unable to make herself follow Delyth into their tent. She wrung her hands and sighed, struggling, then finally gave up to sit by Etienne at the fire.
“I’m sorry, Etienne,” she whispered. “Enyo is stronger than I am…” 
“At least you’re strong enough to fight her.” Etienne’s voice was dark, laced with self-loathing. He had done nothing, been absolutely useless. Worse, he had run. He had left Alphonse behind.
She might have burned herself to ash had it not been for Delyth.
Alphonse actually snorted. It was an especially snotty sound, given all the crying she had been doing. “Yes. I fight her with tripping. What a mighty warrior I am. Delyth actually knocked her out…” 
“Etienne.” She laid a gentle hand on his shoulder. “You were willing to try. You were willing to fight for me. That’s all that matters. You’re a true friend.” The tears that had faded started to flow again. She sniffed. “One I don’t deserve.” 
It was more that he didn’t deserve her, really. He had been the one that started this mess. Besides, Alphonse was wrong. He had run away with her, yes, but he had not fought for her. Not to mention, she seriously downplayed her own struggle. He looked down at her tear-damp face. Her cheekbones were sharper than he remembered above her bruised jaw.
“I know why we had to try,” he said finally. “But it’s clear that we will not be able to make it on our own. We need them. Or at least Delyth.”
His eyes cut over to Tristan’s tent. The other man had run too, for all his bravado. He had more self-preservation than devotion to Enyo.
Etienne pulled her into his shoulder and held her for a moment while she cried. He’d done it more than a few times since they’d become close at Moxous. It was almost familiar, something like family in this hell they’d found themselves in.
“It's been a… trying day, Alphonse. You have to sleep. To— to keep her at bay.”
❀
Shakily, she nodded, wiping at her eyes though it was pointless, more tears just kept falling. 
“Good night Etienne,” she murmured, hugging him tight one last time before pulling away. She had no choice. She had to face that tent and… and the mess she had made. 
Alphonse stood, and before she could rethink it, ducked into the tent. 
Delyth was laying with her back to the tent flap, her newly mended wing tucked tightly about herself. The stiffness in the warrior’s shoulders told Alphonse that she wasn’t asleep.
“Del?” she asked, voice thick with emotion. 
Alphonse stood and watched for another breath. When it seemed that Delyth was not going to reply, she carefully undressed as quietly as possible not to disturb the healing warrior priestess. 
Then she crawled
under her blankets and shivered. It was almost as if Delyth’s disapproval and hatred for Alphonse made the tent colder. How was that possible?
Tristan’s words echoed in her mind, taunting and snide. I wonder what she thought she would get out of it? 
Alphonse clutched her hands together and wrung her fingers as she contemplated it. What had Delyth thought she would get from saving Alphonse from the fire? Her Goddess back, clearly. Because Enyo was the most important being in Delyth’s life. She had devoted herself to Enyo. To restoring Enyo.
And Alphonse had risked that. Had risked Enyo. Delyth would never forgive her. 
Alphonse waited as long as she could, hoping Delyth would fall asleep before she started to cry in earnest, using her blankets to muffle the sound. 
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Waking up alone was not a new sensation, though it was an uncomfortable one. The tent was empty, Delyth’s sleeping pallet rolled neatly against the canvas wall. Who knew how long she’d been sleeping alone? Had Delyth left in the middle of the night, disgusted with Alphonse? Was she, even now, regretting that Enyo had been tied to the healer? 
Sitting up, Alphonse looked around. Even Delyth’s bag was packed. The warrior was ready to leave. The space between Alphonse and Delyth’s sleeping place seemed to stretch impossibly, a few scant feet turning into miles. It might as well have been the ocean, Alphonse floating alone amidst the wreck she’d made.
She used to like solitary mornings. 
It gave her time to lay out her clothes, pressing any wrinkles from her skirt or blouse. Time to braid her thick hair and wash her face. To pin her veil in place. 
Now, as she stared down at the sheer veil, she felt bile rising up in her throat. The veil for Mother Agathi represented a clear, pure soul. Disinterested with vanity or flirtation, only focused on walking the righteous and true path. To help others, to bring kindness and consideration into every act, every word.
Enyo had tainted that, had made Alphonse brutal, cruel, violent, self-absorbed. She didn’t deserve to wear the veil. She didn’t reflect it’s representations anymore. 
Hastily, she folded it up and placed it at the bottom of her pack, then rolled up her bedroll and stowed it. 
Dressed and ready, the only thing that was left was facing the group. Alphonse ducked under the tent flaps and blinked in the morning light, squaring her shoulders. Outside, the sun had not yet risen above the mountain tops, though the sky had paled to a tumultuous grey. It was clear for once; all the world looked new and quiet in that hush of early morning. 
Everything but the tents had been packed for travel, and Delyth was awake, perched nearby on a boulder, face craggy, and wings held tightly against her back. It seemed clear she would have nothing to do with Alphonse anymore. 
And that was fair.
Alphonse had taken her Goddess away without a word. 
✶

Etienne had never been good at understanding those around him, but as he stepped from his tent that morning, the tension in camp was apparent even to him. Alphonse was obviously dejected and Delyth cold and distant. He found himself missing earlier weeks, cheerful mornings and get-to-know-you-games.
With a sigh, Etienne made his way to Alphonse while Delyth busied herself with their tent. Nearby, Tristan put away his own things, humming as he worked as though he was completely unaware of the mood around him.
“How did you sleep?” he asked Alphonse, already expecting a poor answer.  There were dark rings under her eyes, her face pale. Still, he didn’t know what else to say. There didn’t seem to be a short and easy way to find out how she was coping with Enyo’s destruction and the return of their companions.
“It was a little chilly,” she said and paused, seemingly uncertain. “I remember… What I did yesterday.” 
“What Enyo did,” Etienne said. “Enyo started the fire.”
Still, he searched Alphonse’s eyes discontentedly. Was this some sign of greater merger between Alphonse and Enyo? Would Alphonse lose herself?
He shuddered. That would be unbearable to watch, to lose his oldest friend in bits and pieces. It could have already started.
Etienne blinked. Alphonse wasn’t wearing her veil. She hadn’t worn it before starting the fire either, and he had thought she was herself then.
“Where’s your veil, Alphonse?” The scholar’s voice was laced with something like dread.
“In my bag.” She lifted it in example, her amber eyes steady on his face. “I—I am not worthy of wearing it anymore. I don’t live up to what it represents. I’d be a liar to walk around with it on.” Alphonse dropped his gaze quickly, ashamed.
Etienne understood what Alphonse’s veil meant to her, that it was a symbol of both her faith and the purity of her character. If she wasn’t wearing it, then she felt that some part of her was tainted. She wasn’t a pure soul anymore. 
And it was all because he had summoned a monster to live in her heart.
He opened his mouth to argue, to tell her that no matter Enyo’s darkness, her soul was still her own. She was still just as good and pure and kind.
Only, Tristan interrupted him before he could form the words, coming up behind Alphonse and dropping an arm carelessly around her shoulders. He made a show of cocking his head and inspecting her appearance.
“I think you look better without it, personally. Dusty old thing made you look like a nun.” He turned slightly to look behind him. “Don’t you think so, Delyth? Her hair is prettier without her veil.”
Tristan grinned wickedly at the priestess, but she simply glared at him. “We need to get moving.”
He shrugged and turned back around. “She agrees with me. I can feel it.”
༄
“Delyth?” Alphonse slithered out from Tristan’s arm, and Delyth tried to pretend that she had not been watching, busying herself with straightening the already neatly packed tent as the healer came towards her.
Delyth took a deep breath and turned to look at Alphonse. She looked so small, so worn out, like the weight of this couldn’t possibly be born by those shoulders. And Delyth wanted to help her. Still, after everything.
How could you trust someone and then leave them? 
“Yes, Alphonse?” she said finally. It wasn’t particularly cold, but she didn’t show any emotion either.
The girl teared up almost immediately, staring at Delyth for a heavy moment, opening her mouth several times to speak. That hesitation, that moment with Alphonse’s eyes turned towards hers, felt a bit like something hopeful. 
And then it was gone. 
“How is your wing?” the healer asked.
Delyth adjusted the pack on her shoulder and turned back towards the road ahead. “It's fine,” she said. “Let’s get a move on.”
Looking dejected, Alphonse nodded and followed along in Delyth’s wake. Tristan and Etienne brought up the rear. Birds sang off in the distance, but no one spoke for a while. Delyth kept her eyes ahead, to the horizon, to the curves of the mountains, and was startled to find them familiar. They were just north of Glynfford, of home. She must have passed within a handful of miles of it during her desperate flight to find Alphonse.
The pang of homesickness Delyth felt for the place was visceral, for all that it had never been a perfect fit for her. It was at least familiar. If she was back home, she would have either been up at dawn to train or guard the valley with her patrolmate, Nerys.
She wouldn’t be so hurt, so raw from the distrust of a little Ingolan healer.
Alphonse paused as they came to the start of the fire damage. She turned to look at the blackened trunks, ash-covered ground. She stepped closer, hands hovering at her side, fingers reaching out…
Slowly, little green shoots popped up from the earth. Alphonse walked along the side of the road, keeping her hands level as she went. New growth trailed in her wake. 
Delyth tensed. Enyo was back. And so quickly after the violence of the previous day. Tristan didn’t seem to share any of the dread filling her breast, instead trotting up to walk beside the Goddess. “Beautiful as always, Enyo,” he purred.
Eyes mixed with amber and flame drifted to Tristan before she smiled brilliantly up at him. She reached to stroke his cheek with clear affection before something rippled through her, and Enyo slapped Tristan hard. Hard enough to make his head rock back. 
“Beste kran ja’alt. Beste ca’at wyt Crael u Enyo,” she whispered back before returning to her ‘gardening.’ So Tristan was out of favor. For running. 
For a long moment, Tristan held that position, head flung back and teeth bared. His eyes were wide, his nostrils flared, but just as it seemed he would lash out in some fashion, he rubbed his sore cheek and gave Delyth a lopsided smile. “Feisty, isn’t she? Is she like that at night in your tent too?”
Delyth’s hand lowered from Calamity’s hilt once his overt display of anger receded, yet his comment was enough to make her jaw clench. Even more frustrating, Tristan seemed to enjoy it.
❀
Enyo trailed around the sides of the road as far as the destruction was evident, hands held aloft. New life arising at her summons. 
When they had walked out of the blackened forest and once more into healthy growth, she seemed happy enough to amble along without complaint. It was unclear when Alphonse rejoined them, but by dinner time, she was shuffling around the firepit and cooking. 
It was with some trepidation that she offered herbal tea to ease Tristan’s jaw. She knew Enyo could pack a wallop, and even if she didn’t like Tristan much, it was the least she could do…
Still, she wondered why Enyo had been so angry with him. Before, he was her favorite pet, but by that reprimand, Alphonse had to assume that was no longer true. 
“Do you know what she said?” Alphonse asked Tristan quietly, her back turned to Etienne and Delyth, who were both in various stages of unpacking their tents.
“I don’t have the slightest clue. It sounded nasty, though, didn’t it?”
Feeling slightly crestfallen, Alphonse nodded in agreement. She had just thought, being devoted to Enyo, he would know the old language. 
Of course, Delyth knew the language, but…
Alphonse glanced at the warrior and then away. 
She couldn’t ask the priestess. 
“Well… I hope that doesn’t mean she’ll start targeting you the way she does Etienne. Her dissatisfaction can be quite painful to withstand.” 
Tristan snorted. “I doubt it. Etienne is too tempting a victim.”
He looked over Alphonse’s shoulder to where the other two were almost finished setting up camp. “Hey look, I think your little mouse is starting to get sweet on me. She’s even worried about me.”
“What? No—I was only asking—” Alphonse sputtered, immediately horrified. There was no chance she was growing ‘sweet’ on Tristan, and the thought that Etienne or Delyth might think so was embarrassing. 
“Leave her alone,” the warrior said. Alphonse cast her a grateful look, but Delyth was already turning away. No longer the healer’s friend or protector. Just doing her duty to Enyo, keeping Tristan from harassing her too much. Alphonse’s heart faltered. 
✶

Dinner was uninspired but warm and filling. Enyo hadn’t gone hunting, and no one wanted to slow their progress to do so. Thankfully the rations Etienne had gotten in that mountainside settlement were still holding them over. Dried noodle soup with a few spring onions and carrots found on the side of the road.
Etienne watched Alphonse shovel down her food and head immediately to her tent. Delyth watched her too, but just when he expected the warrior to follow her, she hunched her shoulders and turned back to her near-empty bowl.
No one spoke.
The scholar sighed. This wasn’t going to get any better if it continued in this way, and perhaps that was for the best. Alphonse didn’t need to be worrying about Delyth’s feelings when it came time to bind Enyo in the temple.
Then again, if he were to be honest, he’d have to admit she would worry anyway. That was just Alphonse. And the journey would be hard enough without the added tension between them.
“I don’t know much about people,” he told Delyth in hushed tones, “but I know Alphonse. If you want this to get fixed, you’re going to have to let her know. Otherwise, she’ll just assume you want nothing to do with her.”
For a second, he could see past Delyth’s perpetual mask. She turned to him, growling in frustration. “But that’s— I—you’re the ones that left.”
Tristan was looking between them with interest, his face unreadable. “Exactly. She left us. Let her stew in it.”
Etienne shot him a frustrated look. “No one asked you. And yeah, we did. Obviously, it wasn’t the best choice, but if you think Alphonse is worth fixing your friendship, then that’s what you have to do.”
He turned back to his bowl as if he didn’t care what the others did, his temper up. For a long moment, Delyth didn’t move either, but when he looked again, she was staring towards the tent she shared with Alphonse. A second later, she placed her bowl down and moved towards it.
“Really? She ought to come to you to fix it, not the other way around,” Tristan said, but Delyth ignored him and slipped inside.
❀
True to her plan, Alphonse was wrapped in her blankets, eyes firmly shut, back to the entrance of the tent. She would make this as easy as possible for Delyth. Even if she was listening on tenterhooks as the other woman entered, the earth beneath her feet crunching as she moved. 
Was she lying down with her back to Alphonse as well?
The healer’s heart stammered at the thought. 
Schooling herself to breathe slowly, calmly, as if asleep, Alphonse strained to hear more. Was Delyth’s breathing fast and angry? Unlikely. The priestess was disciplined beyond reason. Perhaps from a life of people fearing her intense and different appearance, being a Cabot and all. Or did her breath hitch with hurt or sorrow? Surely if that was the case, Alphonse should comfort her? 
But Delyth didn’t want Alphonse to comfort her. 
Was it possible for Alphonse to release Enyo on purpose? To show Delyth that her Goddess was alive and well?
A bundle of emotions in her chest tightened at that. Yes. It purred. Release Enyo. She’ll make the priestess happy. 
“I know you’re not asleep,” Delyth said finally, her voice quiet. 
Stiffening, Alphonse at least had the wherewithal to feel a touch embarrassed when caught pretending to be asleep. Like a child, whose parents had looked in for the night only to be found reading under the covers with a mage light. 
She swallowed and spoke into the darkness. “I didn’t want to—to make you feel as though you had to speak to me.”
Because Delyth seemed tired of the apologies and uninterested in conversation. And all Alphonse wanted to do was apologize over and over again and beg for forgiveness. Slowly, she peered over her shoulder at the warrior. Delyth was sitting on her own pallet, scabbard and boots discarded, tossing the wolf furs aside. She was looking right at Alphonse, and hastily, the healer sat up. “Delyth?” 
༄
Delyth struggled for the right thing to say. She felt like she was caught in a storm, a tumult of anger and guilt and simple loneliness. Should she just come out and ask Alphonse why she had left her behind?
The idea made her feel raw inside like she’d been cut open and turned inside out so that all of the writhing, dark bits she didn’t show were on full display. 
She swallowed and delayed. “You think too much.” This, of course, wasn’t helpful. She had come in here to talk. She had to say something or give up, defeated by her own fear. 
And she was afraid. She could feel it in the feather-pulse of her blood, but she couldn’t say what exactly it was that scared her. Delyth swallowed again. “I don’t like this,” she said, gesturing between them. “How things have been.”
A shuddering sigh whooshed out of Alphonse. She leaned forward, not a hint of embers or fire in those amber eyes. They were purely mournful. 
“I hate this. I hate that I hurt you. That I bit you and fought you when you were saving my body. Saving me. I am so, so deeply sorry, Delyth. I know you are a warrior and accustomed to pain and— and you’re so very brave but… That I hurt you.” Her hand reached out, halfway to the halfbreed. Imploring. “I feel sick, knowing that I… I have such terrible darkness within me. Delyth, Please. What can I do to repair this? I cherish our friendship—I mean… I did.”
“What?” Delyth said, half-uncomprehending. Frustration built up in her chest and colored her voice. “That’s what you think? Look!”
She slid closer and shoved her arm forward for inspection. After healing, the bite was barely discernible against her pale skin, already crisscrossed with scars healed by less skillful practitioners of the art.
“It's gone. Erased,” she said gruffly. “Besides, Enyo did that, not you. You— you just don’t get it, do you?” Immediately, she regretted the words when Alphonse winced.
“I…” Alphonse fumbled, voice trembling slightly. “I know you’re sworn to her and that she is your Goddess. I’m sorry, Delyth. I just vanished with her. Enyo is precious to you, and I stole her away… I just— I wanted to keep everyone safe.” 
Delyth just looked at Alphonse, stunned. She thought that Delyth was hurt because she’d taken Enyo?
“I—that’s the reason you thought I—”
Guilt hit harder than Enyo did. 
Maybe that should have been the reason for Delyth’s hurt. Maybe she should have been worried about failing in her duties to the Goddess that she had served all her life. The priestess still wanted to do her duty, but not for Enyo.
The realization came with its own self-doubt, but for the moment, it seemed so important that Alphonse understood her. It was compulsory, a wrenching pull.
“You left me behind.” Delyth’s voice was hoarse and breaking. “Did you not trust me to stand by you? I thought— You said we were friends.”
“I— Of course, I want to be your friend. I didn’t think you wanted to be friends with me anymore— That’s beside the point!” the healer whispered emphatically. “I left because—because… I thought, alone, with Etienne’s magic…I might avoid so much… destruction.” 
Delyth growled and rubbed her face with her hands. “That doesn’t even make sense!” She kept her voice to a whisper, but just barely.
What, in everything that they had experienced so far, convinced Alphonse that Etienne alone would be less destructive than having her along too? Enyo loved targeting Etienne. She made his life hell and would no doubt seriously hurt him if given the chance. “I am here to help you!” she said, trying to get Alphonse to understand. “But I can’t if you won’t let me. I know I haven’t known you as long as Etienne, but I feel like I deserve at least a warning before getting left behind. Do you want me to go?”
Delyth stopped herself from saying more. She wasn’t sure when the last time she had spoken this much was, and she felt like if she kept talking, she would ramble on until she gave herself away.
“No! I don’t want you to go!” Alphonse gasped, yanking her hand away from Delyth and wrapping her arms about herself, tears starting to drip onto her cheeks.“I cried and cried and cried. I cried all night. I couldn’t sleep without you.” 
There was a thick rope tied round Delyth’s ribs, pulling them open.
She felt exposed. A few tears beaded and fell from her eyes. She wanted to be comforted, to tug Alphonse close until she stopped crying.
Only, she didn’t want to scare the girl away.
Had she meant that she couldn’t sleep without the priestess? Maybe Alphonse still had some trust in her.
Delyth opened her arms in a silent invitation. “Just promise you won’t leave me again.”
Alphonse didn’t hesitate as she threw herself into Delyth’s embrace. She slipped her arms about the priestess’s waist and buried her face in the thicket of black
hair, nose brushing against the crook of Delyth’s neck. Her face was damp, still shedding tears.
“I’m sorry!” she stammered, the words muffled against Delyth’s braids. “I promise!”
Alphonse was sobbing again, her breath coming in shuddering gasps, but something within Delyth had relaxed the moment the healer had hugged her close. Nothing could be quite so bad with the warm press of Alphonse’s form against her.
She settled the smaller woman more comfortably in her arms, pulling her into her lap so that she might cradle Alphonse against her shoulder. She came easily, eagerly even. As though she wanted to be held, to be comforted.
“Hush,” Delyth murmured, a nonsense sound meant more to be reassuring than anything else. “I’ve got you. Everything is going to be alright.”
The healer made no answer, but that was fine. Her grip around Delyth only tightened, and the warrior traced slow circles in her back with an open palm, the damp on her own cheeks drying in the warm air.
It was only gradually that Delyth became aware of the brush of air against her collarbone, feather-light and uneven with tears. She shivered slightly, despite the heat of the tent. Alphonse’s body was a coal against hers.
Delyth took a deep, shuddering breath, her hand pausing in its gentle motion. It was impossible to deny, to herself, at least, that she had feelings for the little healer, but she might keep it to herself still. Keep from putting Alphonse in an awkward position should she not feel the same.
“Delyth?” Alphonse asked, pulling back slightly as though worried by the warrior’s sudden stillness. Her cheeks were still wet, but her eyes were wide and bright, and her lips no longer trembled.
The warrior breathed in again, her chest swelling shakily, and before she could think better of it, before she could stop herself, she leaned in and pressed her lips to Alphonse’s cheek.
The healer went still, and for a moment, Delyth despaired. It had felt like a small thing, but it was clearly unwanted.
Delyth straightened again, opening her mouth to speak, only to find Alphonse’s gaze upon her, pupils round and dark, lips slightly parted. There was more color in her face than there had been in some time.
The corners of Delyth’s mouth twitched up slightly, hesitantly, some new hope growing wild in her chest. Too big even to be constrained by a ribbed cage. Alphonse had stopped crying.
She leaned in close again, fingers brushing aside a lock of hair, and pressed a kiss on the healer’s other cheek. 
Then, Delyth stopped, her mouth hovering above Alphonse’s skin.
She should stop, pull away. Alphonse was no longer crying. Their relationship had been repaired. She should not push any farther.
Only, in the end, she didn’t have to.
Alphonse turned, slow and uncertain, to press her mouth to Delyth’s.
The halfbreed stilled, her breath hitching, and Alphonse pulled away, leaving just the memory of wet velvet on Delyth’s skin. Her face was open, vulnerable, her brows just starting to come together in worry. ‘Have I done something wrong?’ they seemed to ask when of course, she hadn’t.
“I—” Alphonse started, but Delyth brushed tawny hair from pink skin and cupped Alphonse’s jaw with a rough palm, reaching with her thumb to trace its pad across the delicate skin of beautifully bowed lips.
Then, she leaned down to kiss the healer again.
❀
Alphonse felt her heart stutter to a stop. She hadn’t seen this coming. Not at all. And it felt so wonderful to be held close and safe. With Delyth’s mouth against her own and her arms tight around her. As soon as the warrior broke the second kiss, Alphonse was unable to hold back her incredulous giggle. 
“Why did you do that?” she wanted to know, surprised and pleased and flattered all at once. She had been kissed before, of course. But never had it made butterflies flutter through her stomach. Never had it made her feel as if the very sun itself was rising in her heart—a gentle glow. 
Delyth’s eyes widened, though from surprise or anxiety, it wasn’t clear. “Did you not want me to? You kissed me, so I thought—”
With a broad smile illuminating her face, Alphonse pulled Delyth closer, cutting off her words for another kiss. She liked kissing Delyth. It made her feel less alone. It made her feel braver. If that was possible. Tentatively, Alphonse let her hand travel to the back of Delyth’s neck, her fingers gliding through dark locks. 
She pulled away finally, hesitant both to end the kiss and to tell Delyth the truth. “I’ve never kissed anyone like this before,” Alphonse admitted. “I didn’t think you’d kiss me back.” She blushed but managed to hold Delyth’s gaze. 
“I have,” Delyth said, a smile lingering over her lips, “but I’ve wanted to kiss you for a while now.”
“Oh,” she murmured uselessly, her mind wheeling at that admission. “So—It’s alright that I kissed you like that?” Alphonse suddenly felt shy, blushing even more as she peered up at Delyth. 
The warrior’s smile widened, her cheeks tinged pink as well. “Yes. Very alright. If it's fine with you too.”
“It is,” Alphonse replied hastily. It was so alright with her. But a thought tickled at the back of her mind. What if Delyth had someone in her clan who would mind? After all, Delyth was kind and brave and so breathtakingly beautiful. “Would anyone else be upset if we kissed again?” 
“No,” Delyth said, a laugh rumbling up from deep within her belly. “There’s no one to make any objections to my kissing whoever I like. Though I suppose… Henri…”
The mention of Henri made Alphonse hesitate. He was her betrothed. But she hadn’t seen him in years and years. Not since they were children. They didn’t know each other, not like she and Delyth. 
And Henri was so far away. Back in Ingola where no Goddess would ever infect an innocent girl and take her soul hostage. Back where things were black and white and simple. Here in the Wildlands, everything was a challenge, grey and tangled.
But Delyth made those challenges easier. Lightened Alphonse’s burdens. Made her days and nights better. 
Besides… Some part of Alphonse was starting to wonder if she’d ever be rid of Enyo. The future life she was supposed to have on her family’s farm in Ingola was so distant now it hardly felt real. 
Delyth was real. And in front of her. And kissing her so tenderly. Alphonse shook her head. Henri didn’t matter now. Maybe he never had. “Do you think me terrible for wanting to kiss you? Even with Henri?”
“Gods, no,” Delyth said in a rush of breath. “I think you should kiss who you want. And I’m happy that you want to kiss me.” This last was accompanied by a shy smile, surprising on the warrior’s sharp features.
“Oh.” That silly word came out again. It was a relief to hear that Delyth didn’t think less of her because of Henri. That she was happy to be kissed by the healer. Alphonse’s cheeks were warming, and she felt as if steam might be coming from her ears. “So, if I kissed you again later… you wouldn’t mind?” Her stomach churned at the thought and her knees felt rather weak. It was good that Delyth had ahold of her. Alphonse swallowed hard. 
The priestess laughed, and instead of answering, she kissed Alphonse again.
When they broke apart, they were both breathless, Delyth smiling down at her as though Alphonse was something priceless rather than the weak creature she was. “We should probably get some sleep,” she said, and even her low voice was gentle.
Alphonse nodded and settled back into her pallet, listening to the sounds of Delyth doing the same, even in the limited room of the tent, there seemed to be too much space between them after holding each other so close. Her hand fumbled out of the blankets and reached behind her, feeling for Delyth’s hand. Finding it, she gave it a squeeze, then hesitantly she tugged, hoping Delyth would lay beside her, arm draped over Alphonse as she had the nights before the healer's terrible betrayal. The warrior moved to curl up against her without hesitation.
Alphonse didn’t know what this was. Friendship? It seemed like something more. 
And something more seemed complicated and dangerous with Enyo, with the temple, with the secrets she still held. 
All Alphonse knew was that her heart fluttered like bird wings when Delyth had touched her and… and that couldn’t be wrong. 
Could it?




Chapter XVI
Seventh Moon, New Moon: Thloegr 
The next morning, Alphonse woke to a very new sensation. Both hopeful and embarrassed, she watched Delyth sleep for a minute before realizing it was strange to do so. 
She dressed hastily, gaze hesitating for a long moment on her veil. The sheer fabric was silken beneath her fingertips, inviting, but Alphonse just shook her head and hurried from the tent, leaving it folded neatly among her things.
Being the first to emerge, Alphonse enjoyed the sunrise privately and set about making breakfast. Somehow, this day seemed to inspire so much more potential. It would be better than the last few. It simply had to. 
While the porridge bubbled away in the cooking pot, she wandered around their campsite and found a bush with fresh berries. They would be an excellent addition to breakfast. Alphonse picked many, filling her skirt with the little purple spheres until the pale fabric was splotchy from berry juice. Her eyes wandered to the blooms peeking between clusters of fruit, and her mind wandered to Delyth… 
How her lips had felt, crushed against Alphonse’s own, how warm her hands had been against Alphonse’s skin, how her heart had hammered against Alphonse’s touch…
The berry she had been plucking burst in her fingers, and the healer jumped. She had squeezed it too hard. 
Embarrassed, she licked her fingertips clean and set the fruit she had already collected aside. Though she built up the fire, spiced and stirred the porridge, and boiled water for ‘wake up’ tea, her gaze kept flickering towards those blooming bushes… 
They were very pretty flowers of white and the palest of pinks…
Impulsively, Alphonse left breakfast to bubble and went to admire the blooms. She bent towards them, breathing in… Pleasant and airy… Not an overly heady smell. 
Alphonse picked one, cupping it in her hand, admiring how the soft rays of light from the rising sun painted its pale petals gold…
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Delyth woke alone, the sun higher in the sky than usual. Her shoulders were loose, her posture relaxed. She felt as though she had slept well.
Alphonse had left the tent, but Delyth found the little pile of flowers before she had time to worry, a pretty spread of delicate pink and white against the dark furs they slept in. She smiled warmly and picked up a single pale flower, raising it to her face to breathe in its light aroma. It was incongruous against the dark color of her hair, but she tucked it behind her ear anyway, a little indication that she had liked Alphonse’s shy gift.
When Delyth first stepped from her tent, it looked as though Alphonse was the only other already awake, but Etienne left his tent almost immediately after. The warrior could have sighed in disappointment, but instead, she just schooled her expression into something more neutral.
On the other side of the little clearing, Etienne made his way to sit beside the fire Alphonse had built. He still looked sleepy, hair mussed and eyes half-closed, but he pulled out his journal and scribbled a few lines anyway.
Delyth made her own way over and smiled at Alphonse. “Good morning,” she said while behind them, Tristan stirred in his tent.
Perhaps it was the heat of the cooking fire, but one look at Delyth had Alphonse blushing. She smiled sweetly, her gaze tracing the lines of Delyth’s face and settling on the pale flower in her hair. “Good morning. You look like Esha in spring.”
Delyth looked down at Alphonse’s gentle face and felt the stir of something light and fluttering behind her ribs. She wasn’t poetic by nature but found herself searching for something to say to capture the loveliness of wan, morning sunlight on tawny curls.
Before the right words arranged themselves on her tongue, Tristan butted in, having left his tent. “Yeah,” he said, growling with sleep and foul mood, “if Esha was a bear who’s mum had fucked a bat.”
Etienne responded before Delyth could, words sharp. “Could you at least pretend to be civilized?”
Tristan sneered in return. “Only cowards hide their meaning behind frilly words.”
Delyth had rarely seen the rogue in so fine a temper, and she looked between the two men with something like surprise. What had they said after she and Alphonse had left the night before?
And why did they have to bring it up now? The morning had started so well.
⚄
Cursed Realms, this was too easy. A few simple words and the mouse was silent, her head turned down away from her precious halfbreed as she ladled out breakfast. She handed him his bowl demurely, and Tristan snatched it quickly enough that some of the bland slop splashed out onto the ground. “Took you long enough,” he growled, and that was all it took.
A blink of an eye and Enyo was snarling back. 
“You wouldn’t know how to fuck a bear if you tried Tristan,” she retorted. He’d almost forgotten the earlier insult, but Enyo didn’t seem to care that so much time had passed.
Was she… defending the halfbreed? Besides, he’d never said anything about him fucking a bear.
“You do look nice.” The compliment seemed to make both Enyo and Delyth feel uncomfortable, but neither of them could have come close to the shock on Tristan’s face. Since when did Enyo care about her recalcitrant priestess?
“I have decided,” Enyo began, “that we do not run enough. I shall run the rest of today’s journey.” 
Delyth shrugged, her eyes on the Goddess. “Then, we run.”
Unsurprisingly, Enyo took off with abandon. She didn’t care about pacing herself or making sure the others could keep up with her. Of course not, all she cared for was the pure, hedonistic thrill of it all—the feeling of the earth and her body.
He had half a mind to just keep walking. Let the conceited bitch wear herself out. He wasn’t going to bother, but her wild, joyous cry awoke something in him that had been sleeping for far too long.
He could run like that. There was no way the boy or the halfbreed could. She was too fast.
Delyth was several lengths ahead of him and already falling behind Enyo. Figured. She wasn’t exactly built for speed. When Tristan passed her, it was with a malicious grin. He could keep up with Enyo. The priestess couldn’t.
It was only five or ten minutes later when her shadow passed over them. Tristan gritted his teeth and kept on down the hill, watching Enyo gaze at the stream that ran alongside them.
❂
Enyo galloped down the hill with no care and no fear of falling. Her feet could never fail her! 
By the time she reached the bottom of the hill, it had been nearly forty minutes of running. She had outstripped her companions, though she had no idea by how much. 
Given the priestess's annoying propensity to find Enyo, the Goddess assumed she didn’t have time
to spare, but Delyth had not yet turned in her lazy circles above them. She wouldn’t see Enyo disappear into the undergrowth. 
Breaking away from the beaten road and trotting through the tall grasses at the bank of the stream, she knelt to scoop up handfuls of crisp water into her mouth. 
The stream was bubbling and singing gleefully up at her, and Enyo smiled down at it. She could feel deep,deep within the earth, the source of the water. It traveled through rock and gravel, pushing up, up, up until it broke the ground and spilled out, creating this waterway. 
How industrious. How clever it was, cutting a swath through the harsh mountains, defying those behemoths that stood the test of time and time again. 
Instantly she loved this stream. Knew it’s very core. 
Enyo trailed her fingers through its glittering waters, inviting that coolness into her sweat beaded body. 
Swim with me! Swim with me! Play with me!
How could she say no? 
She was unlacing the front of the plain pale blue dress and kicking off the boots on her feet immediately. 
“Fancy a swim?” 
She turned halfway to spy, not the meddling priestess, but Tristan instead. Would he run away, whimpering in fear as he had in the fire? Or chide her for the swim and nudity? Try to convince her not?
Enyo bared her teeth at him like a smile. 
“Are you going to try and stop me?” Her tone made it clear that she thought the idea was laughable. Him. Stopping her! 
Tristan put a hand on his chest in mock astonishment. “Me? Keep a Goddess from her bath? I wouldn’t dare.”
He continued his lazy stroll forward, hands in his pockets and his crooked grin somewhere between genuine and derisive. He flicked his hair out of his face with a casual motion and eyed Enyo with obvious pleasure.
It was evident in the catlike slant of her smile that Enyo’s pride had been stroked. He wouldn’t dare. Very good. 
Resuming her undressing, she angled herself so that when the top of the dress fell away from her hips, he was afforded a very titillating view. Alphonse hid a rather admirable body beneath layers of unflattering, loose clothing, and demure postures. 
A waste! 
Enyo would never do such a thing, and as she stepped out of the skirts as well, she turned to peer over her shoulder at Tristan with an arched brow. 
Tristan raked Alphonse’s body with his eyes, his crooked grin growing wider. “Now that,” he said, his words slow and admiring, “is not something a man sees every day.”
Would he just watch, or join? With something like a purr slinking from her throat, adoring those idolizing eyes on her flesh, she sprang from the bank, and with a splash, disappeared into the waters of the stream. It ran deep and true. 
Her head popped out of the water, flinging Alphonse’s tawny locks back with a gasp,
dropplets fanning out at the movement. Ember eyes glimmered over the little waves rippling from her plunge and turned to find Tristan standing bare at the stream’s edge. She admired him openly, taking in a muscled chest and scarred arms, his left shoulder tattooed with deep strokes of red and black ink in beguiling patterns.
He was a good looking male. 
For a human. 
Enyo’s gaze traveled over his tattooed arm and shoulder, greedily taking in the details. Tattoos in the old world had significant meaning. Esha had her signs of fertility, Maoz, the creatures he so adored. Even Alphonse had the faint pearl-white marks on her brow that showed all that she was a healer…
What did his markings mean?
Her expression was rapacious, something close to pure hunger as her hand lifted from the water, summoning him. 
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
Delyth regretted her choice to agree to the run almost immediately. She had never been very fast, and Enyo’s sudden speed was… inhuman. Behind her, Etienne was quickly left gasping while Tristan tore off with the ease of a sprinter.
Unwilling to leave Enyo unguarded, the priestess dropped back, told Etienne that she would find him later, and took off, black wings snapping open like sails. In the air, she was no longer a cumbersome thing held back by the tug of gravity, but something graceful and quick. She ceased to have trouble keeping up with the two runners, instead struggling not to outstrip them. Hovering was impossible, so she turned long circles around them, her eyes glued downward.
Delyth was just starting to really enjoy herself, reveling in the sun on her wings and the wind in her hair when she looked down to find the road empty. Her heart plummeted. Why must she always be chasing after someone?
Blood thundering with apprehension, Delyth dove from the sky and headed back down the road, flying just low enough to see beneath the branches. She went a mile back in the direction they had come with no sign.
They had just… disappeared.
Chest tight with anxiety, Delyth drew Calamity without pausing to calm herself, and the sword played on her anger eagerly. 
Enyo’s wanted him for ages, it seemed to whisper, and now you’ve let them slip away.
Delyth tore away in the direction the sword pulled her, heart hammering with red words. She would find them. Find them and tear him in two.
Only, even when the sword pulled her straight down, Delyth still could not see them. The trees here grew thick over the ground below. With a growl, she folded her wings and dropped into them, tearing through leaves and small branches.
When she got far enough down to see them, Tristan was clothed in nothing but his skin, standing above a river where Enyo swam. Even as she watched, he readied himself to jump.
Delyth’s grip around the sword tightened, any thought of fighting its pull wholly forgotten. When Tristan jumped, so did she.
They collided mid-air, the sudden force of Delyth’s leap, throwing them both back, away from the river. Tristan was up surprisingly fast for having been ambushed so thoroughly, but Delyth didn’t stop. She dropped the sword, balled her fist, and slugged him in the mouth.
Her teeth were bared, eyes wild. She pulled back for another blow.
But, without the sword in contact with her skin, she could see through the fog. Alphonse was still here. She would see this.
Tristan spat blood at her feet while Delyth struggled to calm herself. “Alright, you big winged bitch, let’s play.” 
She looked at him, naked and growling, and somehow, her desire to pummel him faded. He was away from Alphonse. She’d got there in time.
Instead, Delyth just snorted derisively and turned her back on him.
She
stooped to pick up the sword and straightened to find Enyo stepping naked from the river. Her hair was slick and dark from water. Beads of it raced over the pale skin of her breasts and thighs as she moved, catching the hints of sunlight filtered by the branches overhead.
Gods, Alphonse was beautiful.
And it wasn’t fucking fair. 
Why did Enyo have to be the one stepping wet and naked into such a mild day, her gaze glued to Tristan?
Delyth closed her eyes and looked skyward for the unjustness of it all, her shoulders tensed with frustration.
When she turned to look again, Enyo’s body was brushing Tristan’s, her hand clenched around his chin. It wasn’t an affectionate touch. Even from this distance, Delyth could see Enyo’s fingers flex with force, Tristan’s skin paling around the little points of pressure.
Gods. She was going to kiss him.
Delyth halved the space between herself and where they stood, her eyes wild, only to be stopped as Enyo spoke.
“You’re bleeding,” the Goddess said, and there was a raw, half-starved note to her voice reminiscent of a hunting animal.
It was the blood. She wanted blood.
And she had told Delyth, all those weeks ago, that the children of Moaz had virile blood.
In desperation, Delyth unsheathed her dagger and slid it hurriedly across her palm, opening far deeper a cut than necessary.
“Taouk,” she said with a grunt of pain. “I would like to make an offering.”
⚄
Tristan’s lips opened in anticipation, Enyo’s mouth only inches away from his. He knew the hunger in her eyes, the ferocity, but he didn’t care. He wanted her kiss. Wanted her.
Her fingers were bright points of pain, digging into his jaw, but he didn’t mind. Not when she was moving closer.
He could feel her breath upon his skin.
And then, she was wheeling away, careening almost drunkenly towards the priestess, her lips still parted. Tristan was dragged stumbling after her, Enyo’s nails catching in the skin of his face.
Even with the Goddess turned away from him, he understood the sudden hesitation in her frame. Did she want blood spilled in battle, or an offering, willingly made?
He hardly thought the priestess would have had it in her, but he knew he had lost the moment Enyo’s claws left his face. She all but appeared at Delyth’s side, grinning and breathing deep as she scooped up Delyth’s hand. She immediately brought it to her lips, anticipation no longer enough to sate her.  Sounds both carnal and surprisingly placid erupted as Enyo slurped on the blood. 
Tristan wiped a hand across his mouth, smearing red ichor from his lips. Already, four small bruises formed along the left side of his jaw, one slightly larger on the right. He watched Delyth and Enyo with disgust.
Both women had fallen to their knees, but while the smooth slope of Enyo’s bare back was soft with the pleasure of blood, Delyth was the picture of discomfort. The muscles along her neck were tensed in pain, her face pale and turned away. It was as though she could not bear the thought of precious Alphonse burying her face in blood.
Served the bitch right. Tristan had never seen a priestess of any God purposefully mutilate her own flesh to stop the God from feeding on another. The Gods took what they wanted, and that was that.
But then, Delyth wasn’t really a devotee, was she? Just a spiteful, jealous lover.
Idiot. She fought for the body of a dying woman, soon to be replaced. Let her enjoy what ‘ministrations’ her little bird gave her now.
Fuming, Tristan turned away and clothed himself. It had been enough of a blow to his pride to be struck down naked. He wasn’t going to wait around and watch Enyo choose the mutt over him. And perhaps, after all, Etienne would be around to toy with.
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All afternoon, after Delyth and Enyo returned from the woods, Tristan walked at the front of the group. Etienne didn’t mind. The man’s temper was vile, even more so after the morning’s run than before it. He’d stumbled back from some hidden path, face bruised and clothes mussed only to turn on Etienne, spitting insults like poison sucked from a wound.
For hours, though, all had been strangely calm.
Enyo was gentle as a kitten, her skin blood-stained, and her clothes disarrayed. At first, Etienne thought she must have gone hunting, but she didn’t seem to be experiencing the sickness that usually accompanied the consumption of raw animal. Besides, that didn’t explain her sudden attention to Delyth. He could see her now, leaning against Delyth’s arm as they walked. His thoughts turned to the meadow, where Enyo had stood naked and tried to convince him to have sex with her.
Had Delyth given in to a similar offer? Etienne subconsciously touched the burned handprint on his chest, hidden by his clothes. 
But that didn’t explain the blood.
And whatever it was had certainly pissed Tristan off, though Etienne supposed that could have just been due to Enyo fawning over Delyth. The Goddess even seemed more generous towards him, though he had long been a favorite target.
“I find your breathing less offensive today, mage,” she purred from where she clung to Delyth, her voice almost Alphonse-sweet though with none of the healer’s sincerity. He had no doubt that this unprecedented goodwill would evaporate if he pressed Delyth about whatever had made the Goddess so pleased, so he resolved to wait. He would have to catch the priestess alone.
By the time dinner had been served, Enyo had crawled into Delyth’s lap and napped on and off as the others cooked and ate. She looked like a wolf, sprawled out after a long hunt, legs tangled in her skirts and hair untamed and flying every which way. She even twitched in her sleep from time to time, much like a dog chasing rabbits in its dreams. 
༄
Delyth ate stiffly, careful not to touch Enyo. She blatantly refused to treat Enyo the way Tristan did when she fawned over him. The sudden approval of the fickle Goddess wasn’t an excuse to put her hands on Alphonse.
She wasn’t like him in the least.
Across the fire, Etienne watched her, his eyes dark. She wanted to shake him, to get him to spit out whatever he wanted to say so badly, but in the end, she didn’t have to. “What did you do?” he asked. There was no need to clarify.
Tristan snorted, his mouth full of stew. “Yeah, why don’t you tell him, Priestess.”
She ignored Tristan completely. “I gave her my blood.” 
She could see the horror in Etienne’s face. She knew what he was thinking, that she had let it happen again.
“What?” he gasped. “Why? What would possibly have been worth that? You do realize that Alphonse is starting to remember what Enyo experiences?”
Delyth just looked at him. “You weren’t there,” she said. “You don’t understand.”
Tristan snickered. “She didn’t have to do it, though. Enyo wasn’t putting Alphonse in any danger.”
The warrior rounded on him, teeth bared. “There is more than one type of danger, and I will slit your throat if it’s necessary to protect her again.” Delyth stood up angrily, waking Enyo as she did. “Taouk, wouldn’t you like to sleep in your furs?”
Enyo looked like a child roused suddenly. She blinked around in confusion and peered up at Delyth with half comprehension. Finally, she nodded and lifted her hands, allowing herself to be hauled to her feet. 
“Will you ward the tent?” she asked, not looking at either of the men as she sauntered to their shared space.
Delyth closed her eyes and sighed before turning back to Enyo. 
Gods, she missed Alphonse.
“I always do,” she said simply and held open the tent flap for the Goddess. It had become such a ritual to ward the tent each night that she did it almost without thinking, her mind filled with the image of a new, pale scar across her palm. She didn’t bother wiping off her bloody finger before stepping inside.
Greedily Enyo licked the finger, though less desperately than she might have before. She smirked and patted Delyth’s cheek in affection before flopping back on her pallet. Enyo didn’t care about things like nightdresses or taking her boots off. 
In less than a minute, she was asleep again, mouth partially opened and breathing deeply. 
Delyth settled in for the evening, stretched out on her pallet. She covered Enyo with a wing like she usually would Alphonse. The nights were getting colder each day, and Alphonse might wake up as herself if she slept well.
For a long time, Delyth didn’t sleep, but eventually, her thoughts stilled, and her eyes sagged shut against the weight of the day.
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Soft touches drew invisible lines over the hearty bones of Delyth’s wing, down the fold, along the spine…
Alphonse shifted in the darkness. From what little moonlight she could make out from the tent flap, it was late into the night, perhaps three or four hours from dawn. Her memory of the day before was faltering, gaps missing, but other pieces crystal clear. 
She knew Delyth had been beside her most of the day. 
The thought that the priestess was there with her, even when Alphonse was gone, made the healer happy. Stupidly so. Of course, Delyth had stayed beside Enyo. Not Alphonse. But while her mind argued this was the truth, her heart bleated that it was some mixture of duty and friendship that kept the warrior nearby. 
Shifting on her pallet, she turned to look at Delyth, smiling as her eyes adjusted to the darkness. She could see Delyth’s stark features, those sharp cheekbones, the pointed nose, well-sculpted lips, relaxed in sleep. 
“Delyth,” she whispered, reaching to run her fingers over that ebony hair gently. 
“Alphonse?” the priestess asked, her voice rough from slumber.  She was blinking rapidly, reaching out to the smaller woman, her face twisting in concern.
“Yes, I’m sorry I woke you up, but I didn’t get to see you today.” As herself, she meant. Tentatively Alphonse scooted across the distance between them, coming to lie face to face with Delyth. 
“Did you have a nice day?” she asked, careful to keep her voice soft and unassuming, so as not to jar Delyth into full wakefulness. Alphonse knew it was a silly question, but she wanted just a few minutes with Delyth alone. 
Even if she had to steal them from her own sleep. 
Delyth shook her head in answer, instead of speaking and wrapped an arm around Alphonse’s waist to pull her closer, freehand stroking gently against Alphonse’s cheek. 
The healer chirped in happy surprise and draped her arm over Delyth’s shoulder in a hug. It was easier to talk into the darkness like this, rather than face to face in the light of day. So she barely blushed as she asked, “Did you like the flowers? They were pretty, like you.” 
Never would she have dared be so bold without the velvet cover of night. 
Still, this was all so incredibly new to her, and she didn’t know how to proceed. Some small desperate part of her very much wanted to impress Delyth, but her logical side chided that was foolish. Delyth wasn’t some Master Mage at Moxous.
She’s more important than that. Alphonse realized with a jolt. 
When had that happened? 
“Yes,” Delyth whispered into the darkness. “They were as lovely as you are.” She brushed loose curls from Alphonse’s forehead and pressed a tentative kiss there. “I’m glad you woke me.”
Alphonse hummed in agreement and leaned into the kiss. Even for a few minutes of sharing breath and time… That was enough for her. 
More than enough. 
Because in the darkness, she could be truthful with herself, if no one else. Enyo had seized control all day, and Alphonse had never once wrested it away from the Goddess. Not even for an instant. The closer they got to her wretched temple, the longer they shared a body…
Alphonse knew how insurmountable her task was. Even with Etienne and all his magic and all his studies… 
Enyo was a Goddess, protected by Delyth and assisted by Tristan, who was obviously cunning and manipulative. 
Alphonse was a mere human—an adequate healer and not much else. Etienne was impressive with scholarly magic, but he couldn’t face Enyo alone. 
Alphonse wasn’t stupid. Every day that passed with Enyo infecting her mind, her soul, and her heart, was another day Enyo was closer to obtaining full and total return to the physical realms. 
And Alphonse knew, in her gut, that meant she’d be gone. Whatever shred of hope or humanity or magic that made Alphonse who she was would be torn and ripped and sliced until nothing was left but Enyo.  She could feel the weariness in her body. She could see the weight disappearing. A mortal wasn’t meant to fight a Goddess forever...
So the healer would steal these few moments of happiness with Delyth, even if they were limited. Even if they were a fool's hope. Even if it was confusing and complicated and outside the order of things Mother Agathi had dictated was essential. 
Mother Agathi wasn’t here right now. 
But Delyth was. 
And so was Enyo. 




Chapter XVII
Rhosan, Year 662
“Mascen.” The reprimanding tone was less effective, coming from Esha. Her naturally mellow voice couldn’t hold the harsh, intimidating timbre required to cow the boy. He hardly listened when his birth-mother, Enyo, scolded, and she could bring down mountains, so it wasn’t particularly surprising when he made no response to Esha chastising him for making a mess in her garden patch. After all, she was a soft Goddess of bounty and fertility. What would she possibly do to keep Mascen in line? His black eyes were unflinching as he turned away from Esha, where she sat in the earth, planting seeds, and instead focused his efforts on his half-sister, Rhaimon. 
Without hesitation, Mascen reached to push Rhiamon into one of the carefully cultivated rows. She was tricky and light on her feet, hopping to avoid her mother’s hard work with a smirk. 
Mascen frowned and leaped after Rhaimon, who had taken off with a whoop of joy, running towards the fields. Despite their difference in age and size, Rhaimon was able to keep ahead of Mascen, smile fierce and wide, bright teeth flashing against ebony skin. 
“Did you see that?” Esha asked Va'al, poking her finger down into the dirt to create a little hollow for the seed she kept warm in her palm. “He’s aggressive and obstinate. I worry he’ll affect Rhaimon,” Esha dropped the seed into the hole and covered it. Patting the dirt into place, she held her palm over the spot, endowing it with the strength to grow and flourish. 
Her pale blue eyes drifted to Va'al, brows knitting with concern, and her empty hand moved to the swell of her belly, carrying another life there. Another child to worry about, to protect from his ‘hostile’ offspring. 
Va'al snorted, watching his children chase each other through the spring day. It was more entertaining by far than helping to plant or tidy or any of the other infernally tedious chores that Esha seemed determined to fill their days with. She had plenty of followers— why couldn’t one of them handle the planting?
“He’s just a kid, Esha,” he said, yawning when the children seemed likely to do nothing more interesting. “Children play.”
Hopefully, Enyo would get over her last fit of temper sooner rather than later and come pick up the boy so that he could cause a bit of trouble. The endless months with Esha were beginning to make his skin itch.
Hells, he might as well just take Mascen with him. The boy did seem to have a propensity for mischief.
The fertility Goddess shook her head mournfully. “I spend time with children—many of them. I understand children. He is not just a child, and to think of him as such is an exercise in denial.” 
With the grace that only a Goddess could possess, Esha stood, dusting her hands off as she watched Rhaimon and Mascen disappear into the fields of rolling wheat. “He needs order and love to temper his erratic and aggressive nature.” Despite her own ‘order’ and ‘love’ for the past seven odd moons, Mascen’s behavior hadn’t changed an ounce. He was too wild. Too willful. Too like his mother. Unbiddable as the wind. 
Which would show just how much Esha knew about the raising of God children. 
Instead of arguing with her anymore, however, Va'al just smiled. “Perhaps you are right, but even so, it will take time. Come, let them play.”
He tugged her hand up to his lips and pressed a kiss to her wrist, breathing in the warm smells of earth and skin. He might take Mascen and leave soon, but he meant to enjoy her in the meantime. Esha frowned though her eyes were on his lips. Esha rarely denied him, even when they disagreed.
“You aren’t worried by his nature?” 
Va'al shoved aside a twinge of annoyance. He was tired of these talks. She seemed to bring it up at every opportunity these days. “No, of course not. Children are meant to be rambunctious. Children of the Gods even more so. He’ll grow out of it.”
“And if he doesn’t?” Esha wanted to know, coming closer despite her chastising tone. He had her now. 
“Then you will get to say that you were right and I was wrong.” He pulled her tight against him, his voice dropping. “And wouldn’t you enjoy that?”
He knew he had won when she melted into him, her mouth parted for a kiss. She was willing enough to be quieted for a time, quite unlike the boy’s mother. Still, he would be glad to have Enyo back, if only to be relieved from raising their child for a time.




Chapter XVIII
Seventh Moon, Waxing Gibbous: Thloegr
“No. I’m saying you couldn’t possibly begin to understand the fortitude it takes to wrestle a bear, let alone mate with it. Bears don’t care about wry smiles and pretty words. Which is about all you’re good for.” 
The fact that this topic was still being brought up, even three weeks later,
and debated between Enyo and Tristan, was ridiculous. Even more so was the fact that she was getting quite heated about it, both clinging to Tristan’s arm as he was currently ‘in’ her favor and glaring up at him in a mixture of displeasure and adoration. As if it mattered, his offhand comment about Delyth’s heritage. 
But whenever Enyo was bored, she’d bring the topic up, Tristan would inevitably rise to her bait, and the bantering would begin. It was very likely that Enyo simply enjoyed the conflict, or perhaps the annoyance the topic brought to her human companions. Whatever the reason, when things were too quiet, too comfortable…
“I doubt you could even rise to the occasion—” One of her regular taunts on the topic. 
Along with these occasional debates, the weeks had been filled with a fair bit of bickering. Not just with Enyo. If she wasn’t creating animosity, then Tristan seemed to have a talent for stirring up resentments and insecurities. He could get Alphonse to weep within a matter of minutes if he really wanted to, if Delyth or Etienne didn’t step in first. 
He was the master of earning icy glares from Delyth and had once managed to make Etienne so flustered that his face had turned red, and the sorcerer lost control of himself enough to deliberately set Tristan’s cloak on fire. 
Enyo had laughed herself sick at the sight. 
Slowly the time that Enyo was in control started to increase. Sometimes for an hour or more, others for long stretches of the day. Even with an entire night’s rest and a full belly, Alphonse would have moments of wretched silence that seemed to indicate a struggle to remain herself. 
Her moods were more fragile, as well. Alphonse, who never shouted and never showed frustration, snapped at Etienne once over the campfire. Another time she told Tristan that he could keep his ogling eyes to himself. Sharp words for the customarily composed and soft-spoken healer. 
Of course, she apologized, even to Tristan, later, but Alphonse knew the others noticed her strangeness and surely wondered what it meant. 
She knew what it meant. 
For she remembered more and more of what Enyo was up to when in control. Which surely meant that Enyo was also aware when Alphonse was in charge. And slipping in her own impulses. 
The sickness weighed heavier with each step, and the voice in the back of her mind spoke more frequently. At times it was useful, pointing out animal tracks or a field of root vegetables they could eat. 
Other times begging to run, to dance, to be free. 
To drink. 
That one command Alphonse ignored above all else, and the voice would snarl viciously and rake its claws against her mind. Those were the times she could not speak at all for the pain within her skull, or lashed out, snapping unkindly at her poor companions. 
It terrified her, that feeling of infinite hunger.
Her only respite, it seemed, was the few quiet moments she and Delyth could steal, limited as they were. Before bed, upon waking, or even just curled up the fire, water boiling for tea. Sometimes she was too tired to even speak, but the closeness the priestess and Alphonse shared was a balm. Other days they would chat idly of times and places far away from here. Far away from Enyo. Far away from the fate that Alphonse was slowly becoming resigned to.
While they were careful with open affection—Alphonse, because she wasn’t the type to be overly public with her feelings, Delyth, because she had no interest in airing her private business—things seemed comfortable. More natural. Almost relaxed between the two. 
Alphonse was utterly grateful for this closeness, for as they traveled further north, further along those mountain ranges, the nights became bitterly cold. The days too, were becoming brisk and chilly. It was difficult to remember that in the lowlands of Ingola, it was full summer now. Had she been back in her home village, or even the sheltered halls of Moxous, she would have been covered in a thin sheen of sweat always. 
Here she wore two thickly woven shawls and woolen stockings, even to bed. Except when Enyo got it into her head to ‘bathe in sunlight’ as she put it, casting off all clothes and parading about in jaunty glory. 
At least today, she was still clothed, and while there was a crisp breeze, the sun was bright and warm. Alphonse did her best to focus on that rather than Enyo bickering with Tristan, yet again. 
⚄
For Tristan, the last moon of the journey had been thoroughly less enjoyable than the first. He now had to vie for Enyo’s attention as though the halfbreed was anywhere near his equal. It was made worse by the fact that Delyth rarely seemed to do much to earn her place in Enyo’s affections. Other than a few memorable moments in which Tristan had managed to get the skinny manling spitting mad, Etienne was growing more and more distant, his entertainment value dwindling in the process. Alphonse and Delyth had become positively gushy when they thought he wouldn’t notice. All smiles and longing looks.
Damn them.
Enyo’s fixation on the ins and outs of bear fucking didn’t help either. She was so sure that he wasn’t man enough.
Well fine. He was done with the whole idea.
“Perhaps I wouldn’t be able to rise to the occasion,” Tristan said. His voice was all smooth smiles. “But if the stories about you are true, you’ve made mistakes in the art of sex as well.”
Delyth strode a few paces ahead of them, Etienne dragging a few behind. Tristan stopped in the middle of the road and called out to both of them.
“Have either of you heard the tale of how Enyo fucked herself and gave birth to a sniveling little forest sprite? It's a good one. It starts off something like ‘Enyo saw the children Ruyaa had made for herself and longed to be just like the other Goddess…’”
Tristan laughed delightedly at the expression on Enyo’s face. The Goddess was practically boiling. She would think that this was a story passed down about her for generations of humans—something to laugh about on long winter nights.
How else was a simple human like Tristan to have gotten the information?
❂
Enyo gasped in horror. How had he heard of Pwll?! Her grip tightened on Tristan’s arm with a snarl, hoping that breaking it would distract him from telling the rest of the wretched tale! How was she to know that spawning with herself would create a creature effectively akin to a forest or a glen? Pwll’s only happiness was drinking from streams, basking in morning sunlight, and avoiding all chaos. All conflict. 
Pwll had no interest in ruling over the insignificant humans. 
Even Ruyaa’s children had inspired and created. 
Pwll just sniffed flowers and danced with willows. 
She hadn’t seen the wretched child in eons! How could that one shameful event be thrown in her face now?! 
Tristan snatched his arm out of Enyo’s grasp and danced away even as Etienne snorted with laughter. “So Enyo went and found a nice soft meadow and fucked herself for a night and a day.” 
“Not like you have that type of stamina, you mewling idiot!” She lunged for him, teeth bared. 
Tristan leaped away, a grin halving his face. “When she gave birth moons later, she was so proud! Her babe was corporeal, a feat even Ruyaa hadn’t managed.”
Skies above, Enyo’s cheeks were burning with embarrassment and rage. She had asked Ruyaa, years later, where she had gone wrong. Ruyaa had said her pregnancies, her creations were not from physical acts, but thoughts. 
By being so literal, Enyo had created a living being composed entirely of her own essence. 
The wild heart of the land. 
She hadn’t told anyone that little detail! To think, a Goddess like herself could botch the attempt so dismally. As soon as Pwll could walk and talk, weaned off of her teat and needing her no longer, Enyo had set them free. But not before the other Gods had seen, and known, the gentle nature of her self exploration. 
The rogue chortled, his eyes on Enyo’s face. “Only when Enyo looked closer, she found that her little babe was a doe-eyed creature of bark and grass that cared less for the Goddess than frolicking through streams and forest glades.” 
Her fists were opening and closing, imagining her grip to be about Tristan’s throat. Fire-bright eyes flickered to Etienne, the fool, who was smiling and chuckling at her expense. To Delyth, whose lips were nearly upturned in a smirk. 
She even felt Alphonse, deep down, crooning at the image. Thinking it sweet and darling. A nice thing that Enyo had done. 
Enyo was not some sniveling mortal coddler like Esha. 
No.
Her wrath directed itself skyward, the moaning of the overburdened mountains catching her interest. So heavy with snow. So tired. So very tired. 
She would alleviate those peaks and have her vengeance too.  
“You think yourself clever, regaling your little mortal friends with this tale?” she growled, lifting her chin to stare each and every one of them down, despite her inferior height. It didn’t matter; within this weak, trembling body was a Goddess of earthquakes and smoldering flame. She would not be laughed at. 
“I suppose that laughter will keep you warm at night, for I most certainly won’t!” 
With a fierce stomp of her foot, she pointed towards the mountain tips above them.  Nothing happened immediately, but Enyo didn’t blink or waver.
Slowly, the winds picked up, the temperature dropped, clouds rolled in from some unknown destination.  Surely, it had been a bright and clear day before?
Alphonse shivered and looked around. Enyo was gone. 
But the swirling cauldron of clouds overhead seemed omen enough for what the Goddess had done. 
༄
Delyth’s eyes were fixated on the roiling mass of approaching weather, the sudden drop in temperature. She had never before seen a storm move so quickly.
Behind her, Etienne had rounded on Tristan. “Now look what you’ve done!”
“What I’ve done?” he snarled back. “You laughed too! It’s just as much your fault as mine. Just like everything else is.”
Delyth ignored them. She knew those clouds.
She knew what was coming.
“Stop!” Her voice was ice. “We need to find shelter now. I’ll go. You all pull on every fur you have.”
Alphonse shuddered, worry evident on her features. “But, Delyth…” 
For once, Delyth broke her own rules about showing emotion in front of the others. She stepped towards Alphonse and laid the palm of her hand gently against the smaller woman’s cheek. “Wait here, little bird, and I will find you.”
With a shake of her wings, the warrior leaped into the air, keeping low over the trees. The wind ripped at her clothes and braids, but she had fought it before, high in the storm-torn sky where it ruled. At the height of the trees, it was not yet bad enough to stop her.
Even if it were, she would find a way. They had to have shelter or the blizzard would kill them more easily than any sword.
❀
Alphonse watched Delyth’s form shrink and disappear. With a mournful shake of her head, she turned to look at her two male companions. They were like fighting cats. Which was no use to her at all. They needed to keep trudging forward. To find shelter. 
But first, Alphonse knelt at the pack Delyth had dropped; it was hers, though Delyth carried it when Enyo was in control. Carefully she started to layer on scarves and even her sleeping blankets. With her head firmly wrapped and muffled in an additional shawl, Alphonse turned towards Etienne and Tristan. 
She didn’t feel like much of a leader, but…
But she was all that was left. 
Squaring her shoulders, Alphonse marched forward. “Let’s go. It doesn’t matter why it happened. It just did, and now we have to survive it.” 
“Didn’t Delyth say to wait here?” Etienne asked. “It would be easier for her to find us here.”
Tristan was already shaking his head. “No, I’m with the mouse. Let’s head in the direction she flew in, so we don’t get stuck here when the blizzard hits.”
Alphonse hesitated. Etienne was right, Delyth had said to stay here but… but if the warrior found a safer place for them, then had to race all the way back to find them, and they’d have to travel on foot to get there…
Surely. making the distance shorter was the wisest option? 
For once, the voice within her didn’t speak. Didn’t peep. They really were on their own. 
“I…” she sputtered, her confidence faltering. 
Tristan slapped a hand to his face in exasperation. “Do you have to question yourself at the slightest sign of disagreement, mouse? Show some Godsdamned spine. You were right.
Let’s move. The mutt’s always managed to find you before.”
Alphonse cast an apologetic look towards Etienne even as she started to walk again. It felt strange to have Tristan supporting her decision, but…
But she didn’t want Delyth out there for too long, flying back needlessly when they could meet her halfway. 
“Right,” she mumbled to no one in particular as she started to head up the path once more. The winds overhead were howling something terrible in a language her blood responded to, even if she didn’t understand precisely. 
Enyo’s storm was a creation of perfection. 
༄
By the time Delyth found a suitable cave, the winds around her were howling Enyo’s vengeance in shrieking voices. It was cold enough that even she felt it, pummeled as she was by the icy currents of air. 
The cave was farther away than she liked, but they could still make it before the storm if they hurried. If only she could find the others quickly.
Delyth took a deep breath. It would be a waste of time to look when she had a compass of sorts to show her the way. Stilling herself as much as possible, Delyth took hold of Calamity’s hilt and banked into the direction it sent her.
She reached the others in less time than she thought it would take. They’d moved on up the road, narrowing the distance between themselves and the cave.
She could have kissed them. Or Alphonse, at least. 
It might mean the difference between reaching safety in time and not.
The warrior landed with a thud in front of the now-swaddled Alphonse. “You kept going,” she said. “Good idea. I’ve found a cave, but we need to move quickly.”
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Etienne had long since followed Alphonse’s example. He was wrapped from head to toe in every scrap of clothing he owned, and his bedding was wrapped around his shoulders. Still, he shivered. It was a small consolation that the others faced the same horrible cold. Even Delyth shivered where she worked to set up her and Alphonse’s tent. 
The protection spell he had labored over to seal the entrance of the cave wasn’t helping much either, for all that it kept the worst of the snow and wind from swamping them. For shelter, it wasn’t much, but the rock floor was dry, and there was room enough to pitch all three tents around a small fire, some crack in the rock above keeping the space free of smoke.
He was just turning away from his spell when Alphonse found him, her shoulders tense and her hands buried in the folds of her coat.
“I’m sorry, Etienne,” she mumbled. “I didn’t mean to… dismiss your suggestion.” 
Etienne listened tensely, his face sullen. “Dismiss my suggestion?” he asked, incredulous. “You didn’t even entertain it.”
Enyo targeted him. Tristan picked at him. Delyth obviously considered herself a better protector to Alphonse.
Was his best friend now going to disregard him as well?
“It's like you don’t even need me here anymore.” He kept his voice soft for fear of Tristan overhearing them, but his words were no less sharp. 
Alphonse took a step back from Etienne as if he had physically repulsed her. The shock and hurt on her face were evident, and she looked around hastily to make sure no one else could see the rebuff.  “Of course, I need you. You’re my best friend and… and the only one who wants what I want.” 
Etienne stepped back, his face hard. “Do you even know what you want anymore, Alphonse? Because it looks to me like you’ve forgotten why we’re here.”
He looked towards Delyth and the care she took while arranging the sleeping quarters she would share with Alphonse later. It hadn’t been difficult to see how close the two had grown over the last few weeks. Was she so enthralled with her new friendship that she had forgotten that they were trying to bind the Goddess? That both Tristan and Delyth would stand in their way? 
He should have never told Delyth how to repair her relationship with Alphonse.
“Besides,” he said, still whispering viciously. “I’m not really your best friend anymore, am I? You’re closer to someone else now. Someone who you’ll have to betray in the end.”
❀
What little color remained in Alphonse's face drained. Because Etienne was right. She had allowed Delyth to become a friend. More than a friend. Even knowing that Delyth served Enyo, that in the end, Enyo would retain Delyth’s loyalty. That banishing Enyo from Alphonse’s body would ultimately break the sacred trust between her and the priestess. 
Ashen and feeling like she might weep, the healer tried to find the steel in her core that Enyo always wielded. Surely if she could be so strong, so too could Alphonse be a force of nature? 
“You don’t know what it’s like! You don’t understand what I’m going through. I’m dying. Dying Etienne. Every day I feel my body becoming weaker. Every day I succumb to her all the faster. She is weedling me down into nothing more than kindling for the fires of her desire and—” Alphonse tripped over her tongue, trying to find the right words to explain. To make him understand. “For once in my life, I wanted to be… special. To someone.” 
But to let Delyth remain unaware of their true purpose… 
To lie. 
To be dishonest. 
Alphonse’s face was starting to crumple. He was right. 
Etienne just considered her silently for a moment before shaking his head. He didn’t bother to answer her. Just stalked off to set up his tent.
Alphonse debated following her friend, but after a moment's indecision, she let him go. What would she say? That she regretted getting so close with Delyth? That she hadn’t allowed herself to become distracted from their goals? 
Those would just be more lies. And she was tired of lying. 
Hastily, with her back turned to Delyth and Tristan, she wiped at her cheeks and eyes and sniffed. 
Straightening up, she turned to help Tristan with the small fire he had managed to get going. She knew if Delyth looked too closely at her now, she’d know something was wrong, and Alphonse wouldn’t be able to explain it. Let the priestess think Alphonse’s eyes were watering from the smoke of the campfire as she hastened to put together something warm and filling. 
By the time Alphonse had dinner simmering contentedly on the fire, the tents were set up around her. It wasn’t but a short while longer before it was finished, and they were filling their bowls.
Delyth sat beside Alphonse, as was her habit, and draped a wing around the smaller woman for warmth. The others were busy filling their bowls when Delyth turned to her, brows drawn together in concern.
“You are quiet, aderyn bak dewr,” she said. “What’s wrong?”
Alphonse’s lips trembled and wobbled the moment Delyth turned her concerned gaze upon the healer. She felt like her innards were about to turn into a puddle. 
“Etienne isn’t… happy with me.” She shifted her hand to brush against Delyth’s, hidden in the shadows of their bodies. It was safe enough for that contact. “Please don’t say anything to him. He is like my brother. Sometimes we fight.” 
That was nearly a lie. In their entire friendship, she and Etienne had only truly fought three times, if that. Still, it wouldn’t do for Delyth to try and defend Alphonse or talk to Etienne and learn the nature of their disagreement. 
Swallowing her remorse, Alphonse squeezed Delyth’s hand and then turned her attention to her other travel companions. Both looked worn, cranky, and about ready to start another fight. 
Given the limited space and Etienne’s helpful spell that effectively sealed them in, a fight could be quite caustic in here. Alphonse hurried to think of a distraction. 
“Who knows a good tale to share while we wait out the storm?” 
༄
Delyth tightened the wing around Alphonse in comfort. For all Alphonse said about her and Etienne fighting occasionally, Delyth did not think it could be so simple. They had been traveling for moons now under tense conditions and never once had a sharp word passed between the two. Besides, Alphonse looked more upset than her words gave credit for.
Still, Delyth would not speak to Etienne about it. It was clear that Alphonse did not want her to, and it would be foolish to stick her nose into something she did not understand. Besides, she would rather hear about it from her little bird than from Etienne.
Delyth resolved to ask Alphonse about it again later that evening, in the privacy of their little tent. For now, she turned her attention to the conversation at hand.
“Something to pass the time is a good idea,” she said. “I have known mountain blizzards to take days to blow themselves out.”
Etienne paled at this, but Tristan only smiled crookedly. “How about we make it a competition? Winner doesn’t dig the latrine pit for a week.”
Of course, he would see it as an opportunity to get out of work. Delyth nearly rolled her eyes.
Alphonse swallowed but nodded. “Very well. But Delyth decides whose story is best. She isn’t spiteful nor easily impressed.” Alphonse smiled at Delyth, and something in the priestess’s belly warmed at the compliment. “Since the competition was your idea, Tristan, perhaps you should go first?” 




Chapter XIX
Seventh Moon, Waxing Gibbous: Thloegr
“Once, in a town called Trefdwr, I won a game of Liar’s Dice,” Tristan started, his sonorous voice rolling like a storyteller’s. “That in itself was hardly a noteworthy occasion, but this time the man who came closest to winning was a crafty old adventurer who promised to give me a treasure map in exchange for half of the winnings I had made off the game. It was too good an opportunity to pass up for so little, but the old man seemed both surprised I had taken the offer and reluctant to make good on it.
“In the end, he did give me the treasure map along with the story of how he had come close to the treasure himself only to be turned back by the ferocity of the two sisters that guarded it, taking turns sleeping so that their hoard was always under careful watch.
“Having never been dissuaded by the tenacity of a beautiful woman, I made preparations to leave immediately. It took moons of hard, cold travel far worse than that we’ve faced, for there are no roads or valleys that cut directly across the Brig’ian Mountains. The treasure, you see, lay in a cave on the western side of these very peaks.”
Tristan paused a moment to take a swig from his waterskin, pleased to find the eyes of his companions focused upon him.
“In time, I found the cave, for the man’s map was a good one, though I quickly found that he had not given me the entire truth. As I approached the cave, it soon became clear that it would be no beautiful woman standing between me and the treasure but a scaled monster of tremendous size. The two ‘sisters’ guarding the cave were none other than the dragons Ral’draig, Bringer of the Dawn, and Llu’draig, Keeper of Dusk.
“Still, I had come too far to be so easily turned away. Surely I could do better than the old man. So for three days and three nights, I hid and watched the cave.
“As it turned out, the old man had not been entirely untruthful. Only one dragon could be awake at a time; like clockwork, they were, with one pair of great, shining eyes clicking shut at the exact moment the other’s opened. Ral’draig spent her days sunning herself at the cave entrance, content to jealously guard the hoard, and for the first day, I became increasingly uncertain of my chances.
“That night, however, Llu’draig lifted immediately from the ground, her great, black wings pointed straight to the sky. It seemed as though she could not bear to be earth-bound any longer than she had to.
“By the fourth day, I was certain of the dragon’s habits, so I waited, hidden near the mouth of the cave, for dusk. When Llu’draig left with the crack of great leather sails, I slipped in to fill my pack with gold.
“Gods, you would not believe the treasure I had to choose from! The cave floor was littered with gem-encrusted crowns and bangles, weapons of the finest make, and coins of every mint ever stamped. I had to take great care of how I stepped so as not to disturb the
beast sleeping in the center. 
“For hours it seemed I worked near the entrance, carefully choosing pieces to take with me: a diadem, a dagger, a pair of golden dice… The moon was high in the night sky, when, at last, my trembling fingers slipped, and I sent a goblet of rubies cascading across the floor.”
Silence hung in the air around Tristan, and he grinned rakishly at the others’ interest, their eyes wide to a one. Alphonse had scooted closer to the mongrel, her mouth still open in a silent gasp. Even Etienne could not tear his gaze away.
“In the center of the cave, Ral’draig growled in her sleep. Her great head turned in my direction, gold coins clinking off the steel of her pale scales, her talons screeching against the rock of the cave. She could not wake completely, could not open her eyes because her sister still flew high and away from the cave, but even in this state, she was still fearsome.
“I am not ashamed to say that I turned and ran, my arms filled with the heavy weight of my gold-brimmed bag. Ral’draig could not bear to let me away unscathed, however. She opened her great maw and roared a tongue of flame that singed the entire length of my back.
“Still, I did not slow until I was miles away from the cave. My journey back was harder and more painful than the journey across the mountains, but my heart was far lighter. I had met the twin keepers of the sky and left not only alive but also richer.”
Tristan finished with a flourish and a half-bow from where he sat, his cocky grin already in place. He was thoroughly proud of himself. 
“Amazing!” Alphonse croaked, clapping her hands together enthusiastically until she realized that Etienne and Delyth weren’t. She blushed and folded her hands in her lap, sheepishly. 
“I think you missed your calling, Tristan. You are an adept word weaver. I felt as if I were there with you.” Alphonse smiled and looked up at Delyth for confirmation. 
༄
Delyth looked down into Alphonse’s beaming face and something within her melted. It was easy to nod in agreement, especially as the warrior had enjoyed the story. It wasn’t so different from the ones she’d heard at the temple as a child. 
Ral’draig and Llu’draig had always been her favorites. They were strong and wild and female and unapologetically exactly as they were. As a little girl, Delyth had imagined that she had dragon wings, that she was not so different from the great creatures herself.
It was pleasant to hear their stories again.
“Yes, it was a fine tale,” she said. Still, she doubted it was a true one. The dragon twins were creatures of fable, just stories to keep children from wandering off. Etienne seemed to agree with her.
“Let’s see your scars, then,” he said, his tone argumentative. “If you were really burned by dragonfire, there’d have to be some mark.”
Tristan stood, shrugging off his furs and then his shirt until he was bare-chested in front of them. He turned with a flourish, exposing a back that was indeed marred by shiny burn scars. Delyth raised an eyebrow, impressed. Whatever had done that had indeed been fearsome.
Alphonse looked eagerly at Tristan’s scars, not lecherously or in the bloodthirsty manner that Enyo would likely employ, but rather with an expert eye. “His back certainly was burned by something incredibly hot. Most man-made fires can’t burn someone that deep, that quickly…” She gasped. “Your story was true?!” 
“Of course it was true,” Tristan said, pulling on his coverings with unusual haste. It was still dreadfully cold.
Alphonse looked to Etienne, excitement clearly writ across her face. She seemed to Delyth as though she hoped to share that excitement with him, hoped to discuss dragons and treasure hoards. But Etienne’s expression cut her off before she even began to speak.
“You could have gotten those anywhere,” he scoffed, scowling darkly, and Alphonse hastily looked away. 
Delyth wasn’t sure if she believed Tristan or not, but she had seen Alphonse’s disappointment at Etienne’s reaction, and when the priestess looked down to find Alphonse gazing up at her, she found that she couldn’t voice her disbelief. Instead, Delyth turned to Tristan with a question. “What did you do with all the gold?”
Tristan snorted. “What else do you do with gold? I spent it.” He leaned back against his hands, gazing off towards the far wall of the cave as though remembering something extraordinary. “That loot kept me in wine and women for years.”
“Even the dice?” Alphonse asked.
Tristan looked sharply at Alphonse at the mention of the dice, though it was gone quickly, replaced with a cocky, teasing smile. Had Delyth imagined it?
The rogue laughed. “Of course I sold the dice, silly mouse. What self-respecting gambler would walk into a seedy joint with loot like that on display? It’d be like begging for a mugging. Besides, you need five dice to play Liar’s Dice, and there were only two.”
Glancing at the cave mouth, which had chunks of snow and ice dashing past at breakneck speeds, Alphonse yawned. “Well. I think I would have kept the dice. Or maybe the diadem. Something to prove I was there besides burns on my back.” 
“You’d have looked pretty in a diadem,” Delyth said, and Etienne stood abruptly, disapproval clear across his features.
“I’m going to sleep. Don’t wake me if the storm hasn’t cleared in the morning.”
Alphonse winced and looked away from Etienne, prompting a surge of frustration in Delyth’s chest. There was nothing she could do to mend the rift between them.
“Goodnight,” Alphonse whispered, though the halfbreed doubted Etienne heard it as he stomped off towards his tent, then she rose to retire as well.
Delyth stretched, her wings taking up their full span to either side of her. She was tired from the hard flight and the trek through the blizzard. Not to mention, more than a little eager for a few moments alone with Alphonse in the privacy of their tent.
She paused just long enough to mark the flap with her customary ward before stepping inside, only to find Alphonse sniffling with her back to the door. Her chest clenching, Delyth ducked forward and wrapped her arms around the smaller woman from behind, laying her pale cheek against the top of Alphonse’s head.  “Will you tell me what is going on now, bykhan?”
Alphonse scrambled around to clutch at Delyth’s shoulders, her grip surprisingly strong, practically hauling the larger woman down to her. 
The healer’s voice was muffled as she spoke, clinging to Delyth.“He thinks I am replacing him as a friend and… and that it is unwise for me to grow so attached to you… Because it cannot end well.” 
So the boy is jealous.
Delyth wasn’t all that surprised, though she was sorry that was how her closeness with Alphonse made him feel. She supposed it couldn’t be helped. She had, after all, been a newcomer just a couple moons ago, and it sounded like he was afraid of losing the friendship he’d shared with Alphonse for so long.
She sighed and held Alphonse tighter. Etienne’s jealousy might be unfortunate, but it was the other part that the priestess found really worrying.
“Do you think that this won’t end well?” Delyth’s voice was unusually small and vulnerable.
Did that mean that Alphonse still didn’t trust her? Or perhaps that Alphonse would leave her behind after they reached the temple?
The idea hurt more than Delyth was willing to admit. They had known each other so short a time, all things considered. When had Alphonse become so important, not only to protect but also to care for?
“I— Say all goes perfectly at the temple. Which, you admit, is a gamble. Say—say it’s just you and me… Then what? I—” the healer swallowed. “I live in Dailion, you live at the temple… I am a healer, you are a warrior. Bound to Enyo.” 
Delyth growled. “I’m not bound to anyone. I promised I’d see this through for—for the people who cared for me as a child. After that…” 
Did she want to go home?
The priestess didn’t think she could give herself over to a life of service in the temple, not after this. Not after getting to know Enyo as she really was. The people back home, the priests… they had no idea.
She owed them this quest, though. That much she had promised.
“There’s nothing left for me at Glynfford,” she said without bitterness. “I could stay—”
Delyth cut herself off. Did Alphonse even want her around? The way she had said it… ‘I’m a healer. You’re a warrior.’ Did that mean she did not wish to see Delyth after this? Was she only to be a momentary source of comfort?
The idea made her feel hollow.
The priestess swallowed, meeting Alphonse’s eyes only hesitantly. “I mean, only if you’d want me to.”
In her mind’s eye, Delyth saw Tanwen, turning away from a bloody scene: Delyth, gore-splattered and surrounded by the bodies of fallen raiders.
She’d been too strange, too brutish then.
Perhaps Alphonse didn’t want her in Dailion for that reason as well.
❀
Alphonse stopped crying, shock replacing her wallowing sorrow. She ate up every piece of Delyth’s expression. The tenderness in her eyes, the vulnerability in those few words. The way she watched Alphonse, as if the healer was somehow dangerous. 
Alphonse realized that she was.  Dangerous to Delyth’s heart. 
Just as dangerous as Delyth was in return. Because one harsh word from her had sent Alphonse drowning in misery so acute, it felt as if her very heart were breaking in two. A condition she knew was not real and yet…
“You would leave the Wildlands and come to Dailion… for me?” she whispered, afraid to say it any louder lest Delyth suddenly come to her senses. 
Because Alphonse wanted Delyth to be there when this was all over. Even though she knew it would never happen, knew that at the end of this journey, she would either be gone forever, tied to Enyo’s whims, or be freed through her betrayal of Delyth and Tristan. 
But, just for tonight, she needed to dream about a future she could never have. 
A future she so desperately wanted to have. 
Etienne was right. She was cruel and selfish and a liar. 
༄
Hope and fear made for a potent mixture behind Delyth’s rib cage. She felt volatile, equally ready to crack or smile. 
“If that’s what you want,” she said, her eyes fixed on Alphonse’s. Some part of her needed to be sure that Alphonse wanted it, that she wasn’t just saying so. If she even was saying so. “It wouldn’t be easy. Being with me, I mean, around others. The way I am.”
Part of her wanted to hide from this, to close up and stop herself from getting any deeper. Gods, this was going to hurt if Etienne was right. If it didn’t go well. And sometimes, knowing how it felt to hurt made it harder to take the chance. It had been so easy the first time. To put herself in harm’s way.
“Being with you around others as you are?” Alphonse seemed baffled. “Do you mean… because you would take other lovers…? I’ve heard tales that Wildlanders never marry and always have multiple lovers. I understand if that’s your culture.” 
“What? No—” Delyth gasped. Different lovers? She was many things. Wild. Stubborn. She didn’t think through the consequences of her actions when her loved ones were in danger.
But prone to wander?
The idea was foreign. She was no Tristan to grope for the nearest warm body.
Delyth took one of Alphonse’s hands and pressed it to the bony ridge of one of her wings. “Look at me, Alphonse. I frighten people. They say cruel things… do cruel things…”
❀
Alphonse was shocked all over again. Not at the cruel nature of humans but that Delyth, who seemed truly a gentle soul, should endure such things…
“Do you think I am not strong enough to— to stand by your side in such times?” she whispered, knowing it was true. Alphonse could barely stand up to Tristan, wept at the smallest harsh word from Etienne. Of course, she couldn’t protect Delyth from the monstrosities of the dark-natured and violent.
“Gods, no. I think you’re strong enough to face anything.”Delyth raised the pale hand still held in her own and pressed the palm to her lips. “I just had to warn you. Before you decided if that was what you wanted…”
Amber eyes longed to stay on Delyth’s own blue ones, but the instant her lips pressed against the sensitive palm of Alphonse’s hand, her gaze darted to that instead. She swallowed. 
“But—” she mumbled, fixated on Delyth’s lips. “How will we make money? And what if you hate hot weather?” Alphonse instinctively pressed her hand back to Delyth’s mouth, silently begging for more. “We’ve not… made love. I—I don’t know how. And what if I’m terrible?”  Despite her words, Alphonse was unconsciously moving closer to Delyth. Moth to Delyth’s flame. 
“Gods, you silly woman, what does that matter?”
Delyth pulled Alphonse towards her until their bodies were pressed together, and Delyth had to drop her chin nearly to her chest to look Alphonse in the eyes.
“Just say that you would like to be with me,” she whispered. “That's all I need to know. The rest we can work out when we get there.”
Little bird was an apt pet name for Alphonse, her bones practically hollow compared to Delyth’s perfect structure. She felt very small and very frail, and that only made her heart hammer harder. 
“I would,” Alphonse said truthfully, if a bit breathlessly, nearly melting into a quivering puddle as Delyth’s intense blue gaze met her own. Alphonse rather liked having that acute focus fixed on her.
༄
Delyth let out a fluttering breath, its passage like the wings of some delicate thing escaping from a ribbed cage.
Alphonse wanted this, wanted to build something together.
And even if the future was shrouded in distance and impossibilities, it was enough for now just to share the dream of that hazy hereafter. 
Carefully, the priestess lifted her hands from Alphonse’s waist and used her palms to frame the smaller woman’s face. Calluses against soft skin. Sandpaper on satin. 
Delyth didn’t kiss Alphonse right away. She just let herself feel for the brush of silk locks on the backs of her fingers, leaned into the pleasant nausea of deliberately holding a lover’s gaze. When she did kiss her, it was light. Something had changed, and she longed to search for it.
When she pulled away, she was nervous. Her stomach roiled, and her heart was a moth trapped in glass. “Would you—” She swallowed. “Would you like to sleep with me?”
A sweet, broad smile broke over her Alphonse’s  lips. “We sleep together every night. You know I like that…” 
“Ah,” Delyth said. She could feel her blush tingle all along the ridge of her cheekbones. “That’s not what I meant.”She felt heavy, her pelvis a bowl brimming with liquid. Above it, her stomach was awash with nerves.
Delyth had never had to ask Tanwen… It had just happened, built into through stages by girlish exploration. Later, with Ffion, there had never been a question of intent. It felt important to ask Alphonse, though, because she was newer to it all.
She hesitated another moment and let her fingers slide further into the smaller woman’s hair. “Would you like to make love with me?”
❀
Alphonse felt herself blushing as well. Perhaps she should have realized what Delyth was suggesting, but no one had ever asked her that before. Hadn’t been interested. Or if they had, Alphonse had been oblivious to their advances. 
“Oh,” she mumbled, preoccupied with the feeling of Delyth’s fingers in her hair. That was very soothing. Alphonse liked that… 
Slowly, she trailed her own fingertips up Delyth’s sides and finally came to the large wolf furs she wore over her shoulders and about her neck. 
She could feel the ties there, laced together, and knotted to keep the mantle in place while Delyth flew. Alphonse smirked despite her nervous heart and slowly tugged on one tie. It loosened, and she tugged again. That knot undone, her hand drifted to the next set. 
“I don’t feel like sleeping, at all,” she murmured, surprised at how steady her voice was, how smooth her movements were as she pulled evenly on the tie. The second one came undone even faster than the first as if Delyth’s
furs had a mind of their own and agreed with Alphonse’s desire to see her without the heavy cape. 
With her hands at the last set of ties, Alphonse peered up through her lashes at Delyth, nearly coy. “Is that answer enough?” Her thumb found the loop of the knot, and she slowly drew out the tie until the mantle was free. 
Delyth laughed, the sound rumbling up from her belly. “It's answer enough for me,” she said, her voice still colored with warmth.
Delyth shrugged her shoulders so that the heavy fur slithered off them and to the floor behind her. She let the fingers of one hand trail down Alphonse’s throat to trace the modest neckline of her dress. “Tell me if you don’t like something, or if I go too fast.”
“I will,” Alphonse promised as she looped her arms about Delyth’s neck, kissing the warrior once more before peering down with interest at what Delyth had been hiding under her furs all these weeks. 
Delyth snorted, her breath ruffling the top of Alphonse’s downturned head. She’d begun to undo the first few buttons of the smaller woman’s dress, but she was fumbling, unable to see. “Do you want me to take the rest of it off?” she laughed. “That way, you can look, and I can get this ridiculously impractical thing off you.”
Alphonse slipped her hands down Delyth’s front, having never dared to touch her like that. Even with the clothes on. She felt the curves and then the dip of the warrior’s waist. Smiling, Alphonse scooted back enough to look into Delyth’s face. 
“You don’t like my clothes?” Alphonse asked, trying to look hurt or insulted but mostly appearing rueful. At the moment, her sentiment was the same. Delyth would surely look all the better if she weren’t so encumbered with her jerkin and other layers of protection against the cold. 
“I think you must definitely undress, after all, fair is fair. You’ve seen me…” Alphonse trailed off, her cheeks turning a very becoming shade of rose pink. Delyth had seen all of her. Repeatedly. Her amber eyes flickered over Delyth’s chest and hips. “I’ve only had my imagination…” she murmured.
“Your imagination?” Delyth repeated, a smile making hills before her eyes. “So you’ve dreamed of me, little bird?”She stepped back enough to turn around without clipping Alphonse with a wing and then spread the dark sails enough to reveal the lacing down the back of her leather jerkin. “Would you give me a hand?” 
The healer paused to push aside Delyth’s hair over one shoulder and leaned in to kiss her neck. She couldn’t help herself; Alphonse just had to press her lips against the sensitive skin there. To know what Delyth tasted like. Even as she worked at those laces. 
She couldn’t wait. 
Delyth raised her arms to finish with the laces. Almost brusquely, she shoved off the sleeveless shirt and turned around to press her mouth to Alphonse’s, stifling the healer’s sharp intake of breath. Delyth’s fingers again at the buttons down the front of Alphonse’s dress. Alphonse clung to the priestess tightly as they embraced, pulling away long enough to giggle excitedly. Back again, kissing, hands fumbling around Delyth’s own at her dress front to help, to touch Delyth, to do something!
Hastily, Alphonse pulled away long enough to finish the last two buttons, but got distracted by Delyth’s chest. Of course, she had seen other females naked before. Communal baths, medical settings, the odds and ins of life. 
But these were for her, and too perfect to ignore. 
Forgetting her own dress Alphonse reached out to brush a knuckle along the slope of Delyth’s breast, just nearly missing the peaked nipple, down beneath the heavy underside, then up between the two of them. 
༄
Delyth sighed. Gods, those hands were soft and delicate.
The priestess captured Alphonse’s roving hand and kissed her palm, her wrist, the tips of her fingers. Alphonse’s eyes never left Delyth’s mouth.
Her eyes slid from Alphonse’s hand to her face, mouth parted below a lovely flush. Slowly, the priestess let her gaze trace a path from those beautifully formed lips to amber eyes. She smiled a little wickedly and drew her teeth over the first knuckle of Alphonse’s forefinger.
Alphonse swallowed and tugged her hand back long enough to finish the buttons of her dress. It fell away, and she practically yanked her undress off as well, finally in just her breast band and underthings.
Delyth stilled, Alphonse finally all but freed from the layers of fabric. Gods, she had wanted to touch her, driven half-mad by the teasing, forbidden glimpses afforded her by Enyo’s love of being bare.
Now, this was for her and from Alphonse, and she could take her time. 
The priestess pressed her hands to Alphonse’s hips and ran them slowly up her sides until the tips of Delyth’s thumbs just brushed the underside of Alphonse’s  breasts beneath their confining band.
Only, the healer seemed suddenly reserved, her brows drawn together, and Delyth paused, concern twisting her features. “Are you still alright?”
“Yes.” Alphonse nodded slowly. “But… You’ve only ever seen my body when Enyo was wearing it.” 
Delyth drew Alphonse towards her until their bodies pressed together, her arms tightening around the healer’s waist. She wasn’t sure how to tell Alphonse that she was more beautiful as herself than with the Goddess prancing about in her form. 
“I don’t want Enyo,” she said. “I want you.”
❀
Delyth hadn’t ever lied to Alphonse, as least not that she knew of. So she sagged slightly in relief as she believed Delyth’s words. Carefully Alphonse untangled herself from Delyth’s embrace long enough to shuck off her breast band. 
She fought the urge to cover her nakedness and instead moved to Delyth, cuddling closer and slipping her slender arms about the warrior’s waist. It was a very nice sensation, that of her breasts brushing against Delyth, and Alphonse caught herself looking down between them at the sight. 
A delighted laugh escaped her. “They look happy.” 
“I think you must be right,” Delyth said and leaned back slightly to make a show of looking. She came closer to lay a tender kiss on the sensitive skin of Alphonse’s collarbone and let her lips brush upwards to the hook of her jaw. “I’m happy too.”
Alphonse wanted to agree. To say she was happy. Ecstatic. 
Instead, all she could do was moan softly and arch her back, hands gripping Delyth’s hips tightly.  Everywhere Delyth’s lips moved, her skin tingled, and all Alphonse could think about was the next kiss, the next sensation. 
Delyth’s  lips parted to pour warm breath over the gossamer skin of Alphonse’s neck, and she flicked her tongue just below the healer’s ear. “Lay down,” she whispered.
Alphonse shivered and slid down Delyth’s body to finally lay atop the pallet. Goosebumps rose over her belly and arms, but Alphonse didn’t feel that cold. Her core felt molten and quivery in the most delightful way, and the healer watched with hooded eyes as Delyth drank in the sight of her body before lowering herself too. She placed a hand on either side of Alphonse’s face to support herself, dark hair making a curtain around them. She kissed the healer’s  lips, her cheeks, her forehead, her temples. She let her mouth wander over the contours of Alphonse’s throat and down the sloping plane of her chest, only to pause and smile up at her teasingly.
Then she drug her tongue over the bud
of Alphonse’s nipple.
With a startled yelp that turned into a moan,
Alphonse jerked. It was an entirely new and lovely sensation. Alphonse was dimly aware of her hands opening and closing pointlessly at her sides, but all she could do was watch Delyth’s perfect mouth and arch her back, begging for Delyth to do it again. 
Delyth slid an arm under the arch of Alphonse’s back and pulled the smaller woman’s body to her mouth, keeping her attention on Alphonse’s breasts. She traced their contour with her tongue. Drew her teeth lightly over the sensitive nipples. Sucked them into her mouth. She layered kisses over and between them and down onto Alphonse’s belly.
Finally, she lay her cheek against Alphonse’s chest and was still for a moment. “You are beautiful, aderyn bak.”
Who knew lips and teeth and soft touches could be so exhilarating? Panting, Alphonse giggled feebly and brought her hands up to smooth away Delyth’s wild dark locks. When she hovered above Alphonse, she looked like some terrible creature of beauty and pleasure. 
“You’re more than beautiful. What is the word that means so stunning and talented it’s terrifying and thrilling all at once?” Alphonse swallowed and heaved a deep sigh, trying to clear her mind.
Surely she should… reciprocate? 
“Could I—?” She let her hands travel past Delyth’s shoulders and down her ribs to the tapering of her waist. She may not be as skilled as Delyth, nor as methodical, but Alphonse certainly was willing to try. Eager to. 
Delyth moved to lie down beside Alphonse, slipping an arm beneath her head and neck and drawing her close. 
“Yes,” she said, “to whatever you’re asking.”
The smaller woman blushed but let her fingers trail over Delyth’s lovely face, down her throat, across the straight clavicles. 
“Medically speaking, your body is a wonderful specimen. I enjoyed working on it.” 
Delyth looked up at the top of their tent, smiling. “That’s a funny way to say you want to touch me.”
Perhaps that wasn’t the most romantic thing to say. Alphonse shook her head ruefully before trusting her hands to know what to do. Her fingertips hovered above Delyth’s breast for a moment longer, and then, experimentally, Alphonse cupped Delyth. The weight in her hand was warm and surprisingly heavy. Alphonse watched how it filled her
palm, overflowed… Her thumb just naturally wanted to stroke against the nipple, paying avid attention as it stood at her touch. 
Moving to get her other hand free, Alphonse repeated the procedure, finding herself smiling with abandon at the symmetry. She wanted to nuzzle against those mounds. So she did, keeping them firmly in hand before running her mouth and nose across one and then the other. Lips quirking, Alphonse moved her thumb again, and when the bud was too perfect to resist, she placed her lips around it. 
Something in her belly squirmed in delectation at the feel of Delyth’s nipple surrounded by her mouth. 
Until a realization hit Alphonse and her hand slid all the way down to cup Delyth’s backside. It was firm and shapely and nearly as perfect as the warrior’s breast. 
Alphonse removed herself from Delyth’s nipple with a small popping sound, craning her neck to see her hand on Delyth’s rump. Easily just as delectable. 
Alphonse actually whimpered. 
Now she didn’t know which to play with! 
༄
When Alphonse craned her neck to see, Delyth swiped her tongue from the healer’s collarbone to her jaw playfully. Alphonse jerked in excitement and looked at Delyth with a wry smile. “I feel like I’m in a pastry shop, and I don’t know what to try next.” 
Delyth laughed and ran the hand she’d laid on Alphonse’s hip over her ass and down the back of her thigh. “There are a few options,” she said.
Lightly she cupped one of Alphonse’s breasts. “You’ve already found this one and—” She slid her hand back down the woman’s body and squeezed her ass. “This one.”
Delyth pressed her hand to the smooth, flat skin of Alphonse’s belly. “You could kiss me here… Or here.” With one finger, she traced a line from Alphonse’s belly to her hips, then dragged the digit down across the hem of her underwear. 
“There is, of course, always this…” Delyth brushed her hand down the outside of Alphonse’s thigh. 
“And this is really quite nice.” She slid her hand up the inside of Alphonse’s thigh to rest just short of the crook between her legs and turned to smile at the healer. “Whatever do you want to try first?”
❀
“I…” She had never felt her skin so alive. She wouldn’t have been surprised in the least to see sparks dancing across her body in arcs after Delyth’s ministrations. 
But words were useless, pointless things as her mind rocketed to the feel of Delyth’s hands over her belly, across the arc of her hip, down the hem of her undergarments. 
Alphonse lowered her mouth to follow that trail obediently, careful to brush warm lips against cooled skin in a skittering path over Delyth’s body. Down her ribs, across her belly, veering to the hip and back.
Alphonse’s hands gripped Delyth’s thighs lightly as she knelt to nuzzle against her stomach, breathing her in practically. The healer slipped one knuckle closer to Delyth’s inner thigh, letting it lazily circle, each arc slightly higher. 
She tilted her head, cheek braced against Delyth’s hip, amber eyes bleary with the provocative scent, the sweet taste of the warrior’s skin. Still, her hand crept further north, an inebriated smile on her lips. 
“What else?” 
༄
“Gods, Alphonse,” Delyth gasped. She’d sat up partially to watch the path of the healer’s sensuous lips across her belly. Now her eyes were all but sightless; they saw nothing but the lazy circle of Alphonse’s knuckle on her thigh.
For a long moment, Delyth hesitated. She knew what she wanted, with Alphonse’s hand between her legs and her honeyed head nuzzled against the priestess’s belly.
Still, she felt a bit of guilt at the idea of letting those fingers continue higher. This was Alphonse’s first time… 
“How about I show you?” Delyth said weakly, her breath fast and her body quivering.
Tilting her head, Alphonse let her knuckle brush, very gently, over Delyth’s mound before pulling her hand away. 
“Alright…” She smiled and slithered her way up Delyth’s body, making it to the halfbreed’s mouth for a kiss.
Delyth clutched Alphonse’s shoulders close and rolled them both over, her lips smiling into Alphonse’s kiss. Had the healer been a little disappointed to be stopped? The thought made Delyth dizzy with want.
Once more propped above Alphonse, Delyth drew a long U from the center of one thigh, over her mound and down to the center of the other. She repeated the motion slowly, changing directions each time. Sliding a little lower at the peak.
A few of the nerves she’d felt earlier stirred in her belly. It had been a while since she’d touched someone like this. What if she didn’t remember how? But no. Her actions were as much informed by the understanding of her own body as they were by her desire to please Alphonse.
At the top of her slow, upside-down U, Delyth paused and laid her palm over Alphonse’s mound, swiping downwards in a long, leisurely motion with one thumb, her eyes fixed on the healer’s face for her reaction.
Alphonse shuddered at the sensation and closed her eyes impulsively, her hands trembling where they rested against the warrior, one on the small of Delyth’s back, the other encircling Delyth’s bracing arm. “Oh,” she mumbled.
Smiling warmly, Delyth leaned down, letting strands of dark hair caress Alphonse’s cheek before following them with a kiss. The healer’s lashes spilled over her skin. Soft shadows.
Delyth didn’t move her hand. She brought her thumb deliberately back up. Back down again. Until the thin underthings were damp from Alphonse’s sex. She hooked a finger in the hem and tugged downwards, the fabric trapped beneath the smaller woman.
“Lift up.” Delyth slid the fabric down over Alphonse’s thighs and tossed it aside.
Alphonse looked up at Delyth, her face a mixture of eagerness and concern. “Am I… what you hoped?” she asked, voice husky. 
Delyth closed her eyes and swallowed. Her mouth was watering, her mind blank but for the half eager, half self-conscious tilt to Alphonse’s face and the graceful slope of her hip bones. Some things were too good to let yourself hope for.
“Yes,” the priestess said. “More, even.”
She kissed Alphonse again and lowered herself to half lay beside her, their bodies brushing. Next to the healer, she felt hard and brutish and resolved again to be gentle.
Delyth slid her hand back between Alphonse’s thighs and sketched an oval around her sex, drawing it tighter. “Still alright?” she asked, voice cracking.
❀
Unconsciously, the healer had been tracing the same circles on Delyth’s wing, her arm tucked under the warrior’s shoulder. Her eyes had drifted shut again as she settled against Delyth, feeling the warmth from her breath on Alphonse’s neck, the steady pressure along her side where they cuddled. She could hear Delyth’s smooth breaths.
Alphonse nodded slowly and opened her eyes to smile shyly up at Delyth. 
“I trust you. I know you won’t hurt me,” she murmured, leaning forward to steal a kiss, smiling into it when her mind was immediately drawn to Delyth’s hands. Despite her best intentions, Alphonse couldn’t focus on kissing when such sensations were shivering through her body. 
“Oh,” she repeated, becoming taut before feeling herself arch closer, further into Delyth’s hand. It wasn’t a coherent thought or decision on Alphonse’s part. Her body just reacted. Just demanded that she increase the contact, and she had no choice but to comply—a slave to the delicious impulse. 
Each caress against her core made Alphonse arch all the closer, greedy for more. Only after a minute, or maybe it was an hour, how could she tell time like this? She was panting slightly and hopelessly moving her hands over Delyth. 
It felt like little bolts of liquid lightning dancing through her veins, radiating out from her core, and each time Delyth neared it, her heart paused in anticipation.  
The healer tried to remember herself as she captured Delyth’s mouth with her own, occasionally moaning or gasping into the kiss as Delyth’s fingers continued their ministrations. At one point, she found herself avidly kissing Delyth’s jaw, the careful curve of her neck, her throat. Somewhere along the line, Alphonse found herself nibbling on the flesh there and smiling drunkenly as she tore herself away long enough to peer down between them. 
Something about the sight of Delyth’s hand holding her so preciously, their limbs tangled up, and their bodies squirming together, nearly undid Alphonse. She shuddered as Delyth’s thumb pressed against that bundle of nerves again, and a half-choked cry escaped her, muffled as Alphonse buried her face against Delyth’s breast. 
Some part of her mind was rushing down a tunnel, not knowing what was at the end but desperate to reach it. Alphonse’s hips moved of their own accord, greedily urging Delyth onward, closer, harder and faster and softer all at once. 
Alphonse pressed herself against Delyth’s hand and then yanked herself away as a tremendous sensation came crashing through her, utterly wiping away all coherent thoughts or feelings. She was nothing. 
She was everything. 
The next thing Alphonse was aware of was her heavy breath, and her hand clenched into a fist at Delyth’s back. Perspiration glittered on her brow and throat and between her breasts, and then Alphonse was laughing—feebly and weakly and pointlessly, but she was laughing, her cheeks turning pink with joy. She rolled onto her side, nuzzling against Delyth, needing the closeness. Burying her face into the crook of Delyth’s neck, dark hair hiding Alphonse from sight, she murmured rapturously. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.” And “You’re perfect.” And a few more thank you’s. 
Because you always should thank someone for giving you a gift. 
༄
Alphonse’s reaction surprised Delyth, her lips twisting upwards lightly in bemusement. It was fitting, somehow though, her laughter pure and happy. The priestess could feel her laughing between her legs too as she pulled her hand away.
She wrapped Alphonse’s snug, sex-limp body as close as skin, tenting them both with a wing. It might have been hot, she supposed. Anywhere but the center of a blizzard.
Gods, she hoped the sun never rose, that she could hold Alphonse in their little tent forever. Her thighs against Delyth’s thighs against warm bedding below them.
“You don't have to thank me for that,” Delyth said, smiling. “It's for us both. From us both.”
She did feel as though the time was a gift, one that would prove hard to come by as they neared the temple. Laughter bubbled up from her belly, half-unintended. “Perhaps we ought to thank Tristan. For the blizzard, I mean.”
Alphonse laughed gently and finally was able to tear her face away from the shelter of Delyth’s neck to smile up at the warrior. Beamed practically. She was all rosy.  “I don’t think I can not thank you. That would be rude, and you were so… meticulous.” The healer grinned and glanced down at Delyth’s hand, now resting on her hip. “Why don’t I just thank you and not Tristan? Or you could thank him and explain why. I’m certain he’d be happy. I’ve noticed men tend to speak of two women together carnally often… I understand why now.” She nearly smirked. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to boast. It's just—you’re so very… alluring.” 
Delyth snorted. “I don’t think I’ll be thanking him either,” she said. “Men might like to think of two women, but I’d rather keep it out of their heads. It's not for them anyway.” She nuzzled against Alphonse’s shoulder playfully, giggling. “Besides, if they knew just how soft you make me feel, it’d ruin my big scary warrior reputation.”
Her tone was light and joking, but really the outside world couldn’t be far enough away for the warrior’s taste. She wouldn’t let anyone in on this sweet, shared secret for anything. Pulling away, Delyth could just see amber-tinted eyes. She lowered her voice to a whisper too. “I’m glad you find me alluring. I want to lure you to me and keep you close, keep you running back.”
Alphonse sighed and slipped her hand up and over Delyth’s hip, across her tight waistline, then back down. Soothing, long strokes. “I’ll always run back to you. As soon as I am able.” They both knew sometimes, she wasn’t able. 
Alphonse kissed the corner of Delyth’s mouth. “I thought you were the most incredible female I’d ever seen when we first met. And the more I learned of you, the more you drew me in. I’ve been yours for… for a long time now…” Swallowing, Alphonse let her knuckles trace down Delyth’s collarbone and towards the part in her breasts. Between them… under one. 
“I think I thought you were small when we first met,” Delyth said, pink-flushing cheeks made round by her smile. “But it didn’t take me long to see just how brave you are. How wonderful. How kind even in the worst of times.”
She closed her eyes at the gentle brush of Alphonse’s knuckles, the pulse in her neck jumping. She’d been content to lie there, curled together, but now her stomach shivered again. 
“I… I don’t feel as though I deserve this.” Delyth was raw beneath Alphonse’s fingers. Vulnerable.
Alphonse’s hand stilled, her eyes widening. She looked away from Delyth, chewing on her lower lip. “I know I’m not as, well, experienced and I might disappoint you—” 
“What?” Delyth said, startling. “You won’t. You couldn’t possibly… I couldn’t possibly be disappointed with you,” she said and reached out to press her palm against Alphonse’s cheek. “I meant—I meant that… I don’t feel good enough for this.” She pinked and looked away. 
She was dangerous, dark. She had killed men, and she had enjoyed the battle. By comparison, Alphonse seemed so good. So clean.
Alphonse just smiled. “Maybe I can change that.” She leaned forward and pressed a kiss between Delyth’s breasts. Her hair brushed against the skin there, down her sides. Alphonse kissed an inch lower and smiled, nuzzling her nose against Delyth’s skin before carefully crawling atop the stronger female. 
“Alphonse…” Delyth breathed, the sound something like a whimper. Of all the answers the healer might have given her, that was not one she could have possibly expected. Delyth let herself be pushed back to lean against her hands, wings half-spread in tense anticipation. She watched Alphonse’s progress down her torso with unblinking focus, her breaths hitching with every kiss.
The weight of her body across Delyth’s thighs, the brush of her hair against skin. It was inebriating. 
Alphonse grinned roguishly up at Delyth as she kissed the apex of her thighs, not afraid. “Tell me what to do, Delyth,” she murmured, nuzzling against the soft skin of the top of the warrior’s
legs.
“Gods…” Delyth’s fists clenched big handfuls of the bedding beneath her, her lips parted and her eyes wide. She looked up at the top of the tent, exposing the pale skin of her neck before looking back down at Alphonse.
A few different ideas of just what she wanted the healer to do came to mind at once, jumbled, and clamoring for attention.
Her eyes fixated on the subtle curve of Alphonse’s lips so close… 
“Kiss me,” she panted. “Slowly. My thighs. Then… where I touched you.”
Alphonse kissed one thigh, then the other, slowly making her way north. When she got to the apex of Delyth’s thighs, Alphonse lowered her lips to the velvet flesh, kissing experimentally. 
The muscles in Delyth’s belly contracted sharply at that first little flick of Alphonse’s tongue, at the press of warm breath. Her own breath was harsh in her ears. Gently, she leaned forward to carefully gather the silken tendrils of Alphonse’s hair, collecting them into a gold bundle she held loosely at the top of the healer’s head. Out of the way.
“Do that again,” she said. “The… with your tongue.”
Alphonse looked up through her lashes once more and nodded before she licked again, this time a bit slower, dragging the tip of her tongue up the slit and over the little bud. Alphonse pressed her tongue against it a bit firmer this time, pausing long enough to look to Delyth for more direction. 
“Ah.” Delyth twitched, her legs jumping a bit to either side of Alphonse. “Lightly there.”
Her eyes were on Alphonse’s, wide-pupilled. The healer’s lips were damp, the curve of her pale body slightly luminous behind her.
Delyth swallowed, dragged her eyes skyward as if in prayer. Brought them down.
“Lick me again. Long. Slow.”
Alphonse complied, licking methodically, shifting between the tip of her tongue and the thicker padded portion. And again. And again. 
Delyth shuddered, biting down on her lip to keep from crying out. Instead, she moaned, low, and rumbling. She wasn’t thinking, her mind solely occupied by Alphonse’s mouth, and her arms trembled where she held herself up and the healer's hair away from her face.
“Just— just the bud, now,” she panted past red lips.
❀
Alphonse absolutely loved the sound of Delyth’s deep throaty moan, and despite her working diligently on that pearl as Delyth requested, Alphonse found herself becoming excited again. Her nipples were hardening, her own breath coming faster. 
Goddess, the smell of Delyth. 
“Del…” She murmured against
Delyth’s thigh, moaning before returning to the task. 
“Stop,” the warrior gasped. “For a second. I want to taste you.” Delyth released Alphonse’s hair in a cascade down her back and lowered herself to her elbows, wings folded against the floor, though she kept most of her weight off them. “Come here,” she said. “Turn around and straddle me.”
Alphonse was startled, and for a moment thought about ignoring Delyth’s request but… She pushed herself to her knees before Delyth with a wry smile.
Slowly Alphonse licked her lips and then wiped the corners of her mouth with her palm. They were slick with Delyth’s honey. 
“Turn around?” she seemed amused and slightly confused. “You don’t want to see my face? I like watching your face.”
Delyth laughed a little breathlessly, but said, “I love your face, Alphonse, but trust me.” 
“Alright…” she moved around to kneel beside Delyth’s head. It seemed rude to… straddle her. “Are you certain?” What if she suffocated? 
Delyth smiled a little lopsidedly. “I know it seems a bit… awkward,” she said. “But this way, we can both…” Her voice trailed off suggestively, and she reached out to brush her hand down Alphonse’s thigh. “If you don’t want to, we don’t have to.”
Amber eyes seemed to measure the distance between Delyth’s mouth and her mound, the distance between her own… Alphonse chuckled. “You’re very clever and very devious, aren’t you?” 
She inhaled deeply as Delyth brushed her lips against Alphonse’s back. It felt strange to have never wanted anything or anyone to now want Delyth so badly she very nearly burned with it. And she did want to try but…
What if Delyth’s touch was so distracting Alphonse couldn’t pleasure the priestess? 
Alphonse turned to smile down at the warrior and kissed her lips, beneath her ear, her throat. 
“I promise, next time, but for now…” She looked down the length of Delyth’s perfect body. “I want to get this right. Does that upset you?” 
Delyth cocked her head quizzically. “It doesn’t upset me at all.” She reached up to cup Alphonse’s face and stroked her cheek with one thumb. “I guess I try not to think of it as something you get
right. More like something you just enjoy?” She relaxed again, letting her hand fall from the healer’s face. “I’ve enjoyed how you touch me.”
The words settled into Alphonse like stones. Her heart faltered. 
She was making this into something she shouldn’t? She was being too… too studious? Alphonse swallowed and looked away hastily. She ran her fingers through her hair, brushing it away from her face as her mind reeled in what to do. 
How could she have ruined this so quickly? This wasn’t school. She wasn’t competing for grades and positions and rank. 
Blinking rapidly, she sat back on her haunches. “Oh. You’re right. Of course…” Alphonse shivered, suddenly aware of the cold, for the first time in… well, since Delyth’s lips had touched her own. 
“Perhaps I should stop.” 
༄
One moment, Delyth leaned back, smiling at Alphonse, and the next, she could see the tension in the girl’s shoulders, the way she turned away.
Delyth sat up abruptly, suddenly horrified with herself. She had said the wrong thing or gone too fast or been too pushy. 
She hadn’t thought— 
Alphonse had seemed so certain—
“Little bird,” Delyth said, her throat tight and her face drawn, “what’s wrong?”
The priestess wound a wing around Alphonse’s shivering shoulders but didn’t move to touch her.
Alphonse swallowed and shook her head, looking for her nightgown. She reached for the satchel and undid the latches, pulling the top open to rifle through it until she could find a woolen sleeping shift. It was high-necked and long-sleeved. Severe. She tugged it over her head hastily. 
“I ruined it and… I feel badly,” she explained, unable to look at Delyth as she swiftly started to braid her thick hair. Her fingers moved steadily despite her dismay. The braid was made quickly, and then Alphonse was running her hands over the rope of her tawny hair again, and again, looking at the tent flap.
“Alphonse,” Delyth said, a little desperately. “I loved every second of that.”
With Alphonse clothed, the priestess was suddenly and uncomfortably aware of her own nakedness. She pressed her arms over her chest and stood. Her clothes were still littered across the tent floor, but she didn’t really want to put them on.
She wanted to sleep with her skin against her little bird’s. Warm despite the cold outside.
“Alphonse, it's safe here. Just you and me. No rules.” 
The priestess stepped forward and placed a hand gently on Alphonse’s arm. She didn’t want to be overbearing. She didn’t know how much contact Alphonse wanted. 
The healer turned towards Delyth’s touch and slipped her arms about Delyth’s waist hugging her tightly. Her voice was muffled as she spoke. “I— I just wanted you to have good memories of me.” She swallowed and raised a hand to stroke the priestess’s hair. “You’re so very lovely. It’s ravishing, really…” She finger-combed those thick locks. “Shall I braid your hair for you?” 
For a long moment, Delyth looked down at Alphonse. She wanted to remind the healer of their conversation earlier, of how they were going to move to Dailion when this was all over. Alphonse could finish her studies with Etienne, and Delyth would find some work—maybe as a guard or a messenger or well, anything really. She wanted to promise everything would be alright. That there wasn’t any need to worry about memories.
But it was just a dream.
Seeing Enyo to the temple might not free Alphonse. It could kill her. It could trap her mind in whatever dark abyss she fled to when the Goddess was in control or… or—
The future was a saltwater flood rising around Delyth’s chest while she dreamed of dry land. She was already choking on it, her throat tightening as Alphonse reached up to play with her hair.
She couldn’t promise a happy ending. But she could enjoy what they had now.
Delyth nodded; she didn’t trust herself to speak. She would let Alphonse braid her hair. 
The priestess turned away and reached for one of their blankets, pulling it up below her wings and then around her bare body. She knelt to make it easier for Alphonse. “I’m sorry if it's a bit tangled… ” 
When they slept, it was as they usually did, curled close beneath a great, black wing.




Chapter XX
Seventh Moon, Full: Thloegr
For some reason, Alphonse felt as if she were sneaking out of her own tent. She woke early, not having any way to know what time it was, what with the blizzard affecting the light that was able to filter into the cave, but she knew it was time to rise despite her late night. 
She couldn’t help but remember what she had done… What she had done with Delyth.
Alphonse had dressed hastily and backed out of the tent, grateful that Delyth was either still asleep, or allowing her to escape without confrontation.
Guilt wracked through Alphonse, and she hurried to attend to her personal chores before anyone else came out of their tents. Etienne had been right. She was using Delyth. Even if her feelings for the warrior were genuine… Even if she cared for Delyth more than she had ever, ever…
But she was going to try her best to banish Enyo, and when she failed, Enyo would erase every piece of Alphonse. Then Delyth would be left with no Goddess or an angry, vengeful Enyo who would surely punish Delyth for loving…
Alphonse straightened up from restarting the fire. 
Love?
Was that what this was?
Surely not! Delyth didn’t love Alphonse. They were close. They were friends. They were… paramours but—
Alphonse shoved the thought away with both hands. Because if Delyth—if Alphonse loved…
No. No. It was too terrible. 
She hastily made breakfast despite no one to share it with and took her bowl of porridge to the edge of the cave, watching the snow fly by. Listening to the howling winds. She had created this storm. 
It looked just like the one inside her felt. 
She was the monster, not Enyo. Enyo was just a Goddess. Built and designed to be precisely what she was. But Alphonse… She was willingly tricking and lying to her friends, Etienne included. 
They’ll never forgive you. Not really. And they can’t accept what you are now… Will be…
Alphonse clutched her chest, wishing for once in her life that the sick voice was Enyo’s. But it wasn’t. It was her own. The voice that once told her the right path…
Now it was as lost and broken as she was. No guide left within her, Alphonse wondered when Enyo had taken that from her.
She couldn’t remember when she last knew what was right and what was wrong.
Pain sheared through Alphonse’s mind, and she winced, dropping her bowl with a clatter on the cave floor. 
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
The grey dim of his tent was lighter when Etienne awoke, though the seams did not glow with the press of sunlight. It was early, but the smell of one of the others cooking was thick in the limited space of the cave. The air around him was still damnably frigid.
Etienne lay still in the semi-darkness for a long time. Shame lay with him, ugly and panting.
He’d been too harsh with Alphonse. He still believed that he was right, that she shouldn’t have let herself get so close to Delyth; it could jeopardize everything. Still, it was natural for her to want comfort with all she faced… 
He would have to apologize.
Etienne pushed himself up, dressed, and slipped out of his tent to find that Alphonse was the only other awake. She stood at the mouth of the cave, her hands empty despite the smell of porridge still coiling between their tents.
“Alphonse,” he called out in greeting as he approached.
She didn’t react at all. No glance over her shoulder, no flinch of pain at his voice, no response. Instead, she stretched one palm towards the shield keeping the storm out and the cave safe. 
The power fluctuated at her touch, started to shiver and flex. A faint hum of energy reverberated through the stone walls and mixed with the other sounds of their little refuge. She pushed harder against the shield, and it groaned, then threw her hand back, rejecting the contact. 
Slowly she looked down at her hand, flexing her fingers experimentally before tucking them against her side. 
“You’re not entirely useless, mage,” she murmured at last, her voice hollow and unfeeling. Enyo, typically so passionate in her rage or lust, seemed empty as her gaze drifted to Etienne. 
He tensed, his heart sinking. There was no telling when he would get to apologize now. And no telling what Enyo would do. He kept back unconsciously, his mouth suddenly dry. He didn’t like the way she looked at him. Cold and dispassionate. 
He didn’t immediately answer her. He wasn’t going to preen at her praise like some desperate pet. Instead, he followed her gaze to the blizzard raging outside. “The shield has held well. It’s an unconventional use for it.”
Etienne considered the way Enyo had tested his work… Would it hold her? As well as his containing spell had? It just might, though there would be no testing it. It at least could be managed fairly easily with the supplies he could gather on the way.
“It’s nice to think humans can still bend the rules. When I last saw humans, they were starting to get… bothersome about such things.” Perhaps that had been why they had banded together and banished her and her fellow Gods? They wanted rules and order and laws, and the old Gods were lawless creatures of impulse and chaos? 
Etienne didn’t blame them.
Enyo turned towards him fully, studying his face, his hands. Measuring him with that same lifeless gaze. 
“Where do your bloodlines hail from, mage?” 
Etienne snorted. “The slums of Dailion for all I know,” he said, his tone bitter. “What does it matter?”
“I’ve often contemplated human magic. Slow and tedious. Still, some practitioners are so much more powerful than others, like the old days. It’s in the blood. Magic. That’s why it’s so potent, so powerful. Sacred. Va'al’s children… They brought magic to the humans more than we ever did.” 
She shrugged and glanced towards Tristan’s tent, distracted by something there. 
Finally, Enyo blinked, and her attention returned to Etienne. 
“Perhaps you are one of his descendants. An amusing thought that he would laugh over, certainly. Do you know who I speak of, mage?” 
“I don’t know of Va'al,” he said, his curiosity piqued despite himself. “Who was he?”
“My friend,” Enyo answered simply. Was that… sadness, tainting her voice? Her golden eyes drifted to the entrance to the cave once more. 
He supposed it would have been lonely, to be the only one left of her kind. 
“Go away, mage. You make this mortal’s heart crack and weep. You and the Ba’oto as well. I should thank you because as her heart flutters and fails, I find it easier to take hold, but it is …” She rubbed at her chest as if that could ease the ache in Alphonse’s heart. “Annoying.” 
Clearly done with the discussion, Enyo returned to watching the snowstorm, as if the swirling mess of snow and ice and mountain could soothe her loneliness. 
Perhaps it could. 
Etienne didn’t think there was much he could do to alleviate Alphonse’s pain… He rubbed his chest where Enyo’s palm had left a perfectly visible brand. He only ever seemed to make it worse.
⚄
Tristan left his tent to find Etienne striding away from the entrance to the cave. The boy’s shoulders were tense, his face contorted with anguish. Behind him, Alphonse stood facing the storm, shards of pottery scattered around her booted feet. Tristan raised an eyebrow.
Enyo was back.
Etienne slumped past without meeting Tristan’s eyes, and for once, the rogue ignored him.
Toying with Enyo about Pwll had been a mistake, for all it burned to admit it. Tristan had a goal here. He had to get Enyo to the temple, and any further delays would do him no favors.
He sighed. He’d have to butter her up.
Tristan straightened and swaggered over to the cave entrance. He stood there some feet away from Enyo for a few long minutes before speaking. “The wind is dancing so that even heavy snow cannot help but join her.”
Enyo wasn’t particularly melancholy prone. Not like Tha’et or Maoz. She was fairly stable in her moods, though they could be quite a challenge to be around. However, a few times over her long life, she had come down with fits of despondency that had lasted years. 
At one point, she had refused to let any flower bloom and sat in a cold stream, bemoaning the state of her lakes. The crops had been so terrible her followers had flocked to her temples with offerings. 
History would remember that time as the Great Famine. 
Her golden eyes flickered to Tristan. 
“There is no one left to dance with. The wind is dancing by herself,” Enyo murmured, her voice flat. 
Tristan raised an eyebrow. That was… dramatic. Had she really been that embarrassed about Pwll?
A small noise behind him caused Tristan to look around for a moment. Delyth had stepped out of her tent, hair braided back unusually neat in sweeping strands that began at her temples. The rogue smiled.
He did so love a captive audience.
“There are still those that remember the old dances,” Tristan said, turning back to Enyo. He held out a hand in casual invitation, his grin just as crooked as always.
❂
He couldn’t be more than… thirty years old. It was difficult to tell with humans, but Enyo couldn’t see how he’d know anything old. Anything glorious and dangerous and pure. Anything worthwhile. 
Of course, in the darkness, she had always wanted to come back. But Enyo hadn’t thought about what she’d come back to.
This world. Her precious world. So tame. So domesticated. Groomed. 
Her hands balled into fists, and the storm outside redoubled it’s efforts, wailing. 
What had they done to her Illygad, these lazy, selfish humans? 
Something deep within the mountain shuddered. 
“Suit yourself,” he said, closing his outstretched palm. “I’ll dance with the wind instead.”
Tristan turned his eyes back to the storm for a moment, contemplating her vicious fervor. When he moved again, it was without warning. He was simply still one moment and sliding into the opening motions of an ancient dance praising the mountains the next.
The movements cut the growl building in her throat off midway, as she watched the footwork and frenzied dancing. She could almost hear the drums and the fiddles and the panting voices, the slap of bodies against one another…
The wind raged on, but whatever was moaning in the mountain faded. 
As his feet beat out the drum’s parts, Enyo turned fully, eyes slanted with displeasure despite her fingers tapping at her sides. She remembered these dances. They were partner dances… 
⚄
Something old and wild stirred beneath Tristan’s skin. He was as dangerous as the blizzard howling just outside, as soft as a newborn babe. Everything that lay before him was a playground to stomp across.
Real joy replaced his customary arrogance, though just for a moment.
As the slap of his footwork brought him back around to Enyo, Tristan smirked at her. “Well, are you going to let me do this alone? It’s not a dance meant for one.”
The Goddess frowned, but…
She slipped her arm about his waist, spinning with him one direction, pausing, entwining arms about each other’s waist and back, spinning the opposite direction. 
They spun and twirled and stomped around the fire until meeting in the center again. Enyo braced one hand against Tristan’s chest while the other cupped the back of his neck. She arched and tilted her chin back back back until Tristan’s arm about her hips was the only thing keeping her from falling. He hauled her up again, and she returned the favor as he arched back, a struggle to keep him upright in this useless tiny body, but…
She spun in his grip and back around the fire they flew. 
This time when they met in the middle, Enyo shoved Tristan, then he shoved her, a mock battle of sorts. Push and pull, drag and yank. She ‘slapped’ him, and he ‘stabbed’ her with an invisible spear. 
Back around the fire to meet again. 
The dance was the dichotomy of anger and love, lust and vengeance. Each meeting escalated the scene they played out until Enyo knelt at Tristan’s feet, perhaps bleeding of a terrible wound. 
Until she was in his arms, clearly in the throes of some passion. 
The only sounds that could be heard were that of their breaths and their stomping feet and their bodies. 
But watching alone, it was easy to tell the music must have been vivid and demanding and faster and faster and faster, pushing towards some sort of climax. Some sort of finale. Their bodies said as much. 
Tawny hair flew in the firelight, bronzed skin and tattooed flesh speckled with shadows, rippling with feline grace. 
The pair looked utterly attuned, knowing each and every step—two sides of the same glorious, awful, terrible, wonderful coin. 
༄
Delyth was an intruder, watching Tristan and Enyo dance. She couldn’t tear her eyes away. The previous night, she had begun to learn every slope of Alphonse’s body intimately, but now she moved in ways new and hardly imaginable, her beautiful hair spinning out behind her with every graceful turn.
“Fucking Gods,” she breathed.
The priestess had only ever practiced temple dances, but she wished she knew this one. It was full of the same wild abandon she felt while flying. The sort of freedom she wanted to share with Alphonse. Only, it wasn’t her hands on the healer. It was Tristan. And Enyo, in her mind.
Fucking Tristan. She hated every touch in his dance with the Goddess.
Should she even be jealous?
It wasn’t Alphonse that had joined him. 
Beside her, Etienne seemed to shake himself, turning away from the pair. “I’ve never seen Alphonse move like that,” he said, and Delyth decided she didn’t give a damn if she shouldn’t be jealous.
She was going to tie Etienne and Tristan together and push them off the first cliff she found if they ever got out of the damned cave. 
❂
Her chest was rising and falling, her hair streaming liquid sunlight over her throat and shoulders, clinging to her skin, a honeyed golden color in the small campfire. Perspiration lingered on her brow, and for once, this mortal body wasn’t cold. 
Though it shivered in his grip. 
Enyo was smiling as she ran her hands through Tristan’s hair, feeling the mold of his skull and neck. 
A strong body. 
A warrior’s body. 
When their eyes met, Enyo felt time slow and stutter to a stop.  Familiarity blossomed in her core, and she leaned forward, nose brushing against Tristan’s nose, mouth inches from his, breathing him in. Consuming him. She knew him. 
“You—” 
༄
“Stop!” Delyth called, her voice loud and cracking. Almost immediately, Etienne’s hand was on her arm, tugging her back. Had she stepped forward?
“Don’t,” he said. He looked like a coward. “You’ll piss her off. You can see that blizzard as well as I can, can’t you? She could bring the mountain down on our heads.”
“But that’s Alphonse’s—”
“I know.” Etienne was running his hands through his hair. “But it might not go far and—and we could stop them then…”
So she was just supposed to watch some man paw at her little bird?
Anger was dimming the edges of Delyth’s vision, much like it did when her skin came into contact with Calamity. Only now the sword still lay sheathed in their tent. She shoved away from Etienne and stepped forward again, but for once, he was faster.
“Enyo,” he said. “Will you teach us the dance? To—to honor you?”
Tristan shot the mage a shriveling look, tearing his eyes away from Alphonse’s lips. “You? You’re not worthy.”
⚄
The flicker of familiarity, of realization, faded in her eyes as the others spoke, and Tristan’s grip tightened. Tried to hold her attention. Only it was gone, the moment passed. She swallowed and looked away, remaining in his grasp, practically purring as she smoothed her thumb over his throat possessively. 
“Will you dance, too, Ba’oto?” she asked, her voice silken and raw all at once. The storm outside sputtered slightly, trees straightening their branches in relief. 
“The priestess won’t know the old dances.” Tristan’s voice was assured, for all that he should have known less of Enyo’s time than one raised by the temple. He didn’t care. 
For a second…  just the barest moment… Enyo had recognized him.
How long had it been since someone had known him?
It was getting harder to hide his true nature. To remember why he wanted to. And now, Enyo was looking away, dismissing him again like he was the equal of the barbarian priestess.
Delyth’s eyes were on him, though, not Enyo. She glanced at his hands, where he held the Goddess. Her face, still red from anger, showed a struggle for calm. She took a deep breath.
“Yes, Enyo. I will dance.”
Fuck her to the Cursed Realms. She only agreed to separate him from his old friend, out of jealousy for a simple, mortal girl. 
“What do you know of it?” he demanded, his face uncharacteristically dark.
She swallowed. He could see desperation now, pathetic and human. 
“I know it looks like flying,” she said. “All wild abandon. It calls to the wild in me too.”
✶

Enyo tsked at Tristan, patting his cheek affectionately before climbing down out of his arms, her thighs releasing about his hips. Etienne sighed in relief despite his earlier words to Delyth. The dance had been graphic in both violence and sex. 
“I was just starting to forgive you, Crael, don’t make me regret it already. Your jealousy is tedious,” the Goddess said, stroking him affectionately before turning away.
Enyo approached Delyth and peered up into her eyes with an appraising manner as she reached to take Delyth’s hand, then dropped it, wincing. Etienne furrowed his brows, confused. Since when did Enyo have any problem touching Delyth?
“I will teach the mage, Crael, you may teach the warrior.” Without a backward glance, she turned and sauntered over to Etienne, suddenly nervous about his new dance instructor. 
“The first thing about the duality dance you must embrace is the music.” She placed her hand over his heart, tapping it in a simple and addictive rhythm. One two three. One two three. One two three… four… and five. “If you always carry the music, then your feet will never get lost. Do you understand, mage?” 
Etienne nodded uncomfortably, mentally repeating the rhythm. This was a far cry better than being on the other side of a raging Enyo, but he didn’t feel as though he was very far away from that fate either. It had been a complicated sequence of moves, and he felt as though disappointing the Goddess would be dangerous.
Over her head, Etienne could see Tristan nodding in agreement. “Did you hear that?” he barked at Delyth, who refused to answer him. Her face was stony, her arms crossed over her chest.
“A simple nod will do,” Tristan said. “If you can’t manage ‘Yes, Master Dancer.’”
Delyth rolled her eyes, but it didn’t seem to phase Tristan. He mimed the first couple steps of the dance with insulting slowness. “Now, you. And keep the rhythm. It's the most important part.”
Delyth started the motion a little awkwardly, and Etienne grimaced, turning his eyes back to Enyo. “Is that the same for both partners?”
“It is, and it is not. This is not a formal dance dictated by the human courts. It’s a dance of life. My life is different from yours. Your life is different from hers. We all walk the same path: birth, youth, maturity, decline, frail haggard age, and death. How we carry ourselves on the path, however…” She hopped and skipped the footwork, fast and joyful. She swayed and dipped. Slow and deliberate. She teetered and stumbled. Morose and clumsy.
“I cannot tell you what lies in your heart, mage. Only you can tell me. Show us, with your dance. What does your heart demand you to do?” 
༄
Delyth stopped abruptly, turning to look at Enyo while she instructed Etienne. She cocked her head to the side for a moment, then turned back and scowled at the rogue.
“That makes so much more sense than following your steps,” she told him bluntly. “How am I supposed to be free while pretending to be like you?”
She glanced back over towards Enyo only to see Etienne swallow. He looked as though the idea that this wouldn’t just be a feat of memorization was thoroughly unwelcome.
Delyth snickered a little maliciously, her temper foul. Did they not teach dancing in fancy schools?
Tristan was glaring at her. “Fine. Since you don’t need any more instruction, let’s dance.”
Delyth faced off with him, her shoulders tense. She didn’t want to dance with Tristan at all. She wanted to fight him, to break his mouth so badly that he’d lose his ability to give that infuriatingly cocky grin.
But Enyo had said this dance was about what her heart demanded, so why shouldn’t she give it what it wanted?
Delyth swung at Tristan, letting anger inform her movements and their dance became one of blows flung but not landed, of graceful, twisting movements and angry hooks. 
For a few seconds, Delyth got it. The thrum in her ears. The abandon to animal feeling.
And then she lost the rhythm, driven off course by her ire. She tripped and fell, hitting a wing painfully against the stone floor.
✶

Enyo watched Tristan and Delyth for the first few steps and then turned to Etienne.  She sketched her fingers through the air, designing the path they would take. “The fire is the center and the heart. If I am the sun, you are the moon, if I am the day, you are the night. When we meet again, we will portray the next step. Whatever that may be.” Etienne heard Delyth grunt as she fell to the floor.  Enyo gritted her teeth, the storm picked up again, trees once more bending and yielding to her temper.  “Find your rhythm, mage,” she instructed, feet already skittering across the cave floor as she started her arc.  
Etienne wasn’t sure what his heart demanded of him at that moment. It hammered uselessly in his chest, a stupid, panicking thing.
He did know, though, that he was just about as different from Enyo as a living thing could be. In every way she was physical, he was cerebral.
She was a Goddess, he a mortal.
She did not fear. He did.
He was her opposite in this. He could prove that.
No. Didn’t have to prove it. He just was.
Etienne steeled himself as Enyo began her sweep across the cave floor, oblivious to the others. If they watched or began their own dance, it was all the same to him.
For her every movement, he was her reflection, a mirror that only showed exactly what the user was not. His steps were jerky, unbeautiful, but he kept the rhythm through his feet.
1 2 3, 1 2 3, 1 2 3… 4 and 5
His breath picked up, his shoulders tensed. Always, he kept away from Enyo. Letting her chase him. Following in her wake.
It was easier than he’d thought it would be, though filled with none of the uninhibited ferocity Delyth seemed to crave.
Enyo met Etienne at the top of their crest and grinned at him fiercely. She lunged, having no intent to actually make contact. He would duck. She’d spin to kick, and he’d block.
They fought each other in the air and then broke apart, panting, dancing the opposite way. 
They met again, and this time Enyo caressed his arm, tender and sweet. She nuzzled into his own hesitant touch against her cheek. 
Broke apart.
It certainly wasn’t as polished or dynamic of a dance as Enyo and Tristan had shared, but in some ways, it was more revealing of their natures.
༄
Delyth had pushed herself up to watch Etienne and Enyo, but now she turned back to Tristan, her face set.
“Let’s go again.”
Tristan had been watching the others as well, his expression calculating. Delyth didn’t care. She was going to get this, to feel this.
Tristan nodded, and she began again, starting in the same manner as before, her teeth bared in a feral grimace.
She fell even sooner.
“You just don’t get it, do you?” Tristan asked, his face pinched in a snide smile. “It's not enough just to know what you feel.”
For a moment, he wasn’t Tristan at all, but Chief Swordbearer Rhys grilling her and Tanwen for their mistakes in training. “Gods, Delyth,” he’d growled, half exasperated, half proud, “if you’d just think in these situations…”
Delyth stood again. Enyo had danced differently with Tristan and Etienne, so it must not only be about what she felt but how that fit in with her partner as well.
And the rhythm. She mustn’t forget that.
She looked at Tristan carefully. 
He was annoying beyond measure. Cocky. Careless of Alphonse. She didn’t like him. She didn’t want to be like him…
He was a good fighter, though, and so was she.
Delyth nodded towards him. “Once more.”
She started slower this time, letting their tumultuous ‘fight’ build slowly, keeping the rhythm always in the back of her mind like she would if it was a count for some drill in the training fields of Glynfford. They weaved and struck, gave ground and took it.
Anger still burned, low in her belly, but she could think around its edges.
❂
Enyo was cradling Etienne’s body against her own as she glanced over at Delyth and Tristan. Their dance was wildly erratic, and she paused in stroking Etienne’s arm to study their movements. 
It looked almost like a battle, aggressive and thrusting. Neither wanting to yield and yet having to because the dance demanded there be both take and give; the flow mattered more than pride. 
She smirked as they came together in a final clash of wills, and Enyo plunked down on her rump beside the campfire to see who would yield at last.
Etienne was dragged down beside her by the grip she had about his wrist, forced to sit and watch.
She had always loved dancing. 
But more so, she had loved inspiring dance. Inspiring her people to great feats of emotion and power. 
⚄
The big winged bitch had finally got it.
Tristan wasn’t sure whether to be glad, since he got to dance again, or disappointed since he would not be able to hold it over her head.
Ah well, the boy still had learned faster. That was something.
As the speed of their contentious dance peaked, his grin widened. They’d been skirting around this contest of wills for weeks now. He knew she wouldn’t stop. She’d be determined to put him down.
And what fun would that be?
At the last moment, Tristan simply stopped, forcing Delyth to veer awkwardly away, her wings thrust out for stability.
Pity. She kept her balance.
Tristan turned towards the fire and seated himself across from Enyo. “I think I’m done dancing for the morning.”
Golden eyes widened and then narrowed before she nodded slowly in some form of understanding and released Etienne. 
At least she wasn’t in a roaring temper anymore. Nor wallowing. 
No. Now, she seemed thoughtful. “Humans are baffling creatures, even to one as old as I. How they can love and cherish one another and yet hurt each other so very badly.” She tapped Alphonse’s heart in explanation. “I never thought I had the same propensity for cruelty.” 
Tristan thought that was probably true. She was impulsive and vengeful but not mean for the sake of meanness, unless, of course, she was targeting Etienne. And who could blame her? The mage made an excellent target. 
How could an avalanche set out to kill the humans in its path? It was unstoppable, and they were mere dots on the landscape forever to be changed by nature. And yet, how much more powerful might she be if only she took the time to direct that fury?
“You, mage, do you enjoy harming others? What satisfaction do you derive from it?” Enyo asked.
He gritted his teeth. “I do not enjoy hurting others.”
Enyo smiled slowly. “Just those you hold dear then? I suppose there is something satisfying in knowing you can tear one another asunder.” Her gaze flickered to Tristan in silent command. 
Tristan grinned up at Delyth as she joined them, seating herself equally distant from himself and Enyo. A few strands of hair had come loose from the new braids and hung limply around her face. She looked ready to slit his throat.
His grin widened.
“I’m not too stuck up to admit that there’s some pleasure in the trick. In fooling someone less clever than you are.”
Enyo’s gaze lingered on his face for far too long. Even he was uncomfortable by the time she blinked and turned to look at Delyth. 
“I know you enjoy hurting others, Ba’oto. I think perhaps you are the most vicious of us all, Tristan included. Trickster that he is, he’s not a cunning, cruel creature such as you.” Her smile widened. She looked like a snake. 
༄
Delyth’s face paled, and she shook her head. “No—no, I don’t. I fight to protect others from those who’d harm them.”
It was true.
But not entirely.
In her mind, she again stood on the road before Glynfford’s gates, blood-drenched and shaking. Empty eyes stared up at her from corpses shorn of their limbs, painted with open wounds. There were so many of them. And beyond, Tanwen stared in horror. Not at the enemy.
At her.
Some part of her loved the fight itself. Loved to lose herself in the test of her will against another—her power against her opponent’s. Sometimes against the combined might of many.
She was a tool and a dangerous one. Something made for bloodshed.
But if that was true, then she meant only to protect those she cared for.
❀
The wind outside the cave shuddered and then slowed. The snow whipping by seemed to simply stop in midair and then drift to the ground. Enyo shrugged, no longer interested in their company.
She looked at Tristan one more time, smiling, and then closed her eyes. 
Alphonse inhaled sharply and opened her eyes. Everywhere she looked, her heart stumbled. Etienne, who had been right about her. Tristan, who had danced so provocatively and somehow, had felt as if he were her only ally.
And Delyth. 
Alphonse’s cheeks were painful as they flushed, and she looked away, not wanting to speak to any of them. 
Tristan sighed and leaned back, rolling his eyes. “Lucky us. The mouse is back. Did you like our dance?” he teased. “You were most… stimulating.”
Alphonse blushed, as she was certain everyone would have expected. She remembered the dance. But she also remembered how elated Enyo had been, how comfortable she felt in Tristan’s arms.
The way Alphonse felt with Delyth. Most of the time. 
She glanced up through thick lashes at Tristan, trying to figure out what it was the rogue had that the Goddess felt so at home with. He was strong, and she could tell he was handsome, even if not to her taste, but he was arrogant and…
Well. 
He wasn’t truly afraid of Enyo. And that was something neither Delyth nor Etienne could claim.
“I would say the same of you, but I think Enyo did most of the work,” Alphonse murmured.  The insult came out softly, nearly sounding like a compliment. 
Alphonse heard Etienne snort and watched as Tristan let a slow smile spread across his face. “So long as you enjoyed it— So do any of you have any other ideas for entertainment in mind? I’m certainly not going to fight through this snow today.”
Alphonse glanced towards the cave mouth, and the precious shield Enyo had been thinking about destroying. Indeed, the storm seemed to have died down, but now, snow was piled up at the entrance, across the road, weighing down trees… 
It would be desperately difficult to get through. 
But it was summer, despite Enyo’s tantrum. The sun would come back out, and without further clouds and snow, the ice would melt, and travel would be smoother. Perhaps in a day or two.
She felt her stomach grumble and settled her hand over it, silently commanding it to shush. “I suppose we could continue the storytelling contest.” 
Delyth tucked her wings in close and repositioned herself by the fire. Beside her, Tristan nodded. “Of course, we already know who’s won the contest, but I suppose we’ll have to hear from others before it can be made official.”
Etienne rolled his eyes. “Do you ever listen to yourself? It's obnoxious.”
They were going to get into it again if someone didn’t stop them. “Are you ready to tell your story, Alphonse?” Delyth asked. 
“I— well. Alright. I know a story.” Her own story. She resettled her skirts and folded her hands in her lap, waiting for the boys to quiet down. 
She had thought quite some time about what story to tell when her turn came, and so Alphonse had decided on the story of her first patient, one she treated without consulting other students or being told what to do by her masters at Moxous.
His care had been handed to her alone, and his recovery had been one of her greatest achievements. 
Thinking it a good story, one that would uplift everyone’s spirits, Alphonse felt comfortable enough to share it, though it was a bit personal. 
“Healers being trained at Moxous must study for years before being tested. And tested again. And then even more after that. The art of healing is sacred and precise, and so the masters at Moxous ensure only the best practitioners receive their first set of marks.” She indicated her brow, which glowed faintly in the limited light of the cavern. It might have seemed like Alphonse was bragging, but only the truth poured from her lips. 
“One of the last tasks a healer in training may receive before being granted their mark is to care for an ailing patient, of unknown illness, entirely on their own. This, of course, is more than a test, for another life hangs in the balance. And if you fail…” You didn’t just fail your studies, but another being who was relying on you for help.
“Brande was my patient. He was one of the Cabot. In Ingola, we have people who have been changed or gifted with traits unlike humans. Not many, and most of the sea-loving sort. He was one such individual and had come from one of the port cities to look for work.” 
Alphonse folded her hands, eyes gazing off in the distance as she retrieved her memories of Brande. He had skin that looked wet all the time, and teeth that were sharper than normal. His fingers and toes were long and partially webbed, and his nails were sharp. He must have been a tremendous swimmer, but Cabot were not popular amongst Ingolans. And so despite all the ships and docks, he hadn’t been able to find steady work. He thought coming to a larger city like Dailion would increase his odds. 
“The healers at the free healing wards across the city didn’t know what caused his illness, and so they sent him to Moxous for the masters to take a look at. Those masters must have thought his condition not so complex because he became my patient.” 
At first, she had been slightly afraid of Brande. With his silky skin, shark teeth, and long, strong fingers. Eyes that blinked too much, saw too much… 
But as soon as she laid her hands upon his chest and felt the pattering of his heart, she knew he was just another patient that needed healing. 
“I worked with Brande day in and day out. We would start one course of treatment, and see progress, only to find him waning the next week. I studied and studied
and found every text I could on his kind. On Cabot.” Sadly, there had been very little written. It seemed not many cared about the health and welfare of Cabot in Ingola. The few texts she had found were mostly due to Etienne’s stubborn hunting. Her gaze shifted to her friend. Her heart faltered at the hurtful words hanging in the air between them.  He, of course, knew this story. 
“I lost sleep over it, stayed up many nights with him, watching his wasting body and drying skin. I feared I would lose him. And it seemed so terribly unfair. Not because I would be dropped from Moxous and my own career as a healer set aside, but because from all that I had learned about Brande, he was a very nice man. And he shouldn’t have had to die because a student could not heal him.” 
At that time, Alphonse had begged, begged her Masters to step in. To help Brande. 
They had told her it was her task and her task alone. 
She had come back to Brande’s room, to find him breathing weakly on his cot. He had lost so much weight. His skin was cracking no matter how many baths and lotions and salves she smeared over him. No matter how much magic she poured into him… 
“I asked my masters, but they reminded me of the traditions of Moxous. I had to heal Brande on my own. I came back to Brande’s room, and I’ll admit I was disheartened. I sat beside his bed and held his hand. Sea Cabot have those webbed fingers…” She smiled fondly at the memory.
“I was weeping.”
Of course, she was crying! When was Alphonse not crying? “And my tears fell on his skin. And much to my great surprise, his skin began to glisten and shine as it had before. Just where my tears fell. And then I realized: Salt! My tears were made of saltwater, and his people hailed from the coast. Brande had thought just bathing daily in freshwater would be well enough, but as it turned out, he desperately needed saline. I was so relieved I cried more, which only made him all the better.” 
“Once bathed in brine, his health quickly returned. Brande was able to leave in perfect condition, and I earned my marks.” Alphonse had thought the point of her story was to never give up on yourself. 
But she had wondered, in her darker moments, if there was a more nefarious undercurrent to the happenings at Moxous. Had her masters truly had such unerring faith in her ability that Brande was never actually in danger? 
Or perhaps, they had seen a Cabot and known that if she failed, it would be no significant loss to Ingola? That his life was expendable because he was not what they found valuable? 
Alphonse hated to think of her masters that way, but…
She smiled a bit. “That is my story.” 
✶

Etienne smiled a little sadly as Alphonse’s story came to an end. He remembered the days in which she had struggled to heal her first patient. It had been stressful for both of them; her desperate to ease the man’s pain, him scouring through old archives to help.
The struggles of that time were tiny in comparison to what faced them now—to the task at the temple. He shuddered and glanced at Alphonse. They had changed so much. And not particularly for the better.
Across the fire, Delyth was staring at Alphonse with wide eyes, her face drained of color. “In Ingola, I would be a Cabot?” she asked, her voice hushed. “There—there are others who are not exactly human?”
Tristan snorted at this. “What, did you think you were the only one?” It was clear that he thought she was ridiculous.
“I’ve never met another,” she shot back.
Etienne wondered what that was like, but shook his head after a moment. He couldn’t imagine being the only one like—like that. Then a curious thought struck him: How did she learn to fly?
Was it the sort of thing you were just born knowing how to do, or did you need someone to teach you? Had she learned by trial and error? He resolved to ask her if he ever got a chance.
❀
Alphonse nodded slowly in sad realization. Delyth had truly not known any of her own kind? She had said she was raised in the temple, but for some reason, Alphonse had thought there would be other priestesses with wings and mighty swords. 
“Yes. Cabot simply means… mixed.” Well, actually, it meant something a bit more derogative than that, but the effect was the same. Not fully human. They were rare, but not unheard of. Dailion certainly had a handful that she saw regularly. 
Brande had been the first she had touched and interacted with on a personal level, but… 
“I’ve not seen any with your wings before, but I’ve heard of many different types of Cabot. Some who swim, some who can breathe underwater—well…” She wouldn’t get into all of the different kinds.
Alphonse’s heart whined in pain for her friend. She now lived that life. Alone. One of a kind. 
“I’m sorry, Delyth. I didn’t mean to tell a sad story…” 
She should have just told the story of the time she accidentally transfigured Etienne’s hair into a blooming bush of roses, and he had to walk around for a day and a half with butterflies and hummingbirds chasing him down for a drink. 
༄
Delyth supposed Tristan was right. It had been ridiculous to think of herself as the only one. After all, she had to have come from somewhere. Only, she’d heard stories all her life of the monstrous creature that must have been her father. She had never thought there might be people like her. Ordinary, wonderful, working, struggling people.
And the idea that not only were there others but that there were many different kinds… She struggled to wrap her mind around it. She wanted to meet them, to find them and join them and learn more about them. She wanted to be seen by people who would understand not only what she was but part of what she had gone through. Almost like… well, family.
“It's not a sad story,” Delyth said slowly. “It was a happy one. You saved this Cabot man, even if… if he was not popular amongst most Ingolans.”
In her mind, Delyth saw Alphonse’s face looking up at her in the dim light of their tent. ‘Do you think I am not strong enough to stand by your side in such times?’ she’d asked.
The priestess was sorry she’d ever questioned Alphonse. 
“I— Well, Delyth, do you want to tell a story?” The healer looked decidedly uncomfortable with the attention focused on her.
Delyth let her eyes drop back to the fire. She wanted to tell a happy story as well, one without any bloodshed. When the right one came to mind, she smiled slightly. The pain that used to come with memories of that time had faded to a sort of bittersweetness.
“I was late the day I was to be made priestess.”
She had woken up that morning in a small copse not far from the village proper. It was a balmy spring day, the trees above whispering morning gossip through green leaves, the rough blanket below her a thin barrier from fervent earth.
And there had been Tanwen, of course.
They’d fallen asleep naked, as entwined as the roots of neighboring trees. Delyth’s head rested on the clan girl’s shoulder. Tanwen’s thigh pressed between the halfbreed’s legs. Both were soft with sex. 
Delyth had just lain there for a time, drowsy and content, until the memory of what they had to achieve that day came rushing back to her.
“At the temple where I was raised, warrior trainees were permitted to try for the rank of priestess every year, starting at sixteen. We called the series of tests `Y Treialon.’ The Trials.” She looked up from the fire at Alphonse. “I was eighteen the first time I was permitted to run.”
Although Tanwen could not be made a priestess, she had begged leave to participate, to test herself. No one turned her down. Tanwen was slated to rule over her clan one day. But despite her obvious eagerness for the Trials, the clan girl had made getting up and dressing that morning all but impossible, pressing kisses to Delyth’s body even as she tried to clothe it.
When they finally arrived, they were both panting and red-faced, their hair disheveled. They only just made it before the start of the first Trial, trailed by the disapproving glares of their elders. Tanwen had been too rapturously excited to care, dismissive both of the older warriors and Delyth’s fretting.
“The Trials were composed of three parts. The first was an obstacle course of sorts, a trail that ran into the surrounding mountains, pitted with traps and leaps and climbs. I was never strictly prohibited from flying, but I refused to do so. I didn’t want to finish only for someone to claim that I could not qualify.”
Delyth and Tanwen both had sprinted from the starting line at the call to begin. All who finished the Trials made the rank of priestess, but it was a point of pride to complete them first. 
“We—That is myself and—and an old friend, finished this first Trial quickly. The second took more care. We had to find a route through an area guarded by older warriors. Detection meant failure.”
In the nights before the Trials, that was the part that had kept Delyth up worrying. She was not stealthy by nature: her height and massive wings made quiet crouching awkward and uncomfortable. The Trial itself had proven less difficult than she’d imagined, however.
“It was less a test of stealth than one of cleverness,” she continued. “We paused for a time, hidden in the trees, and worked out the pattern in which the patrols walked the field. Then, we simply went through where they were not.
“The final contest was a
test of skill. We had to fight a number of warrior priests, older and more experienced. They were just supposed to test us, to let us pass after we had proven ourselves, but each I met seemed to fight me with their full strength.”
Delyth remembered little about this point of the Trial except for her anger. They had tried to keep her from their ranks, tried to force her to back down. Delyth, who had lived and served at the temple every day from the time she could walk. 
“One by one, I fought through them. Tan—my friend, gained ground ahead of me. Those behind us began to catch up. I could not bear to let them pass me. I had to be first. I had to prove beyond any doubt that I had earned my right to walk as one of them.”
She swallowed. Though distant now, the longing to be accepted by the other warrior priests was heavy in her chest.
“I threw myself forward with renewed vigor, fought with abandon. And finally, pushed through the last of the priests. My friend reached the end before me, but she was the only one.”
Tanwen, eager and exhilarated and careless, had thrown her arms around Delyth as the halfbreed finished. In some ways, it’d been the beginning of the end for them, but at the time, she’d only felt victorious.
“I was made a priestess of the temple at Glynfford that night.”
Her name had been called first, in the end, as Tanwen could not take a place among them. The feast had lasted hours, her memories of it jumbled from excitement and alcohol. She’d danced. Heard her name called. Slipped into darkness to find Tanwen’s mouth, honeyed from mead… 
It had all changed so fast after that.
❀
Alphonse had listened raptly as Delyth spoke. She found herself staring at the priestess unwaveringly and even leaning forward, looping her arms about her knees to rest her chin atop. To the healer, this was the best story because Delyth had claimed her rightful place in the temple through nothing more than her own will and determination. Years of hard work and dedication. Alphonse had only found a cure for Brande because she was weeping in defeat. 
And Tristan had been greedy in stealing from those dragons. 
But Delyth… She fought for the rights they should have given her in the first place. 
Her lips trembled in emotion, and Alphonse struggled to find the words, a way to express what she was feeling and thinking. 
She coughed, hastily wiping her eyes on her skirted knees before trying. 
“Is that when they gave you Calamity?” Her voice was partially choked with raw feeling. 
༄
“No, aderyn bak,” Delyth said. Her eyes searched Alphonse’s face fervently. Was the healer upset? It had been meant to be a happy story. “I wield Calamity only so that I might protect you. I received the sword a little more than a week before we met.”
At her side, Tristan yawned, wider and more noisily than necessary. “How sweet,” he drawled. “The little halfbreed fighting her way to acceptance.”
Etienne just looked thoughtful. For once, he didn’t take the opportunity to snap at Tristan. “How did they know then, that Enyo had been summoned?”
Delyth did not particularly want to share just how… sentient the sword was. If Enyo found out that the priestess had been using Calamity to track her, she might make it impossible for Delyth to continue doing so. Instead, she told them a half-truth.
“The temple had a seer named Cerys who received visions of Enyo’s coming. I was chosen because I could handle the sword without becoming a slave to its bloodlust.”
At the time, Delyth had been proud of this. Now she wondered if it wasn’t simply because the same bloodlust coiled in her own breast, fighting for release.
❀
Alphonse shivered at that. She couldn’t remember what it felt like precisely, to hold Calamity, but she did know how dearly Enyo loved the blade. Desired it. 
Hungered for it. 
“That is because you are a pure soul. Only good could battle that… That piece of Enyo…” Alphonse trailed off, realizing what she was saying. Even as she believed it was true, then that meant her own goodness. Her own purity was fading or changing… And that was why Enyo was able to take hold so much more easily now. 
Frowning, Alphonse pushed the thought away and turned her amber eyes upon Tristan. 
“You shouldn’t call her a halfbreed. She’s a warrior priestess, and she fought for the title. She’s stronger than all of us, and we should treat her with that respect.” Her tone was admonishing and strained. 
Alphonse didn’t enjoy arguing or any sort of conflict. Normally, if Tristan bullied anyone, her especially, Alphonse would ignore it or crumble. 
But Delyth had fought so hard for her rank, for her place in the world. 
Swallowing, she did her best to hold his gaze though it made a pit of snakes open in her belly. She could do this. For Delyth. 
Tristan rolled his eyes at Alphonse. “So what? She passed some little test set up by twittering rule-lovers. That doesn’t make her any less… mixed.”
He sat back and looked over at Delyth, who was blushing fiercely, her usually granite features open in a mixture of gratitude and embarrassment. “bykhan…” she muttered, her eyes on Alphonse.
“What do you think, Del? Would you prefer mutt or Cabot or mule?” His face was twisted in a smirk. 
There was a rustling of cloth, and suddenly Alphonse was standing before Tristan. Her eyes were watering over, and her cheeks were a mottled red of… rage? 
Alphonse?
Angry? 
And before she could think or breathe or do anything at all, she leaned down and slapped Tristan forcefully. The smack echoed through the cave, and Alphonse stumbled back from the blow, shocking herself at the power she had put into the strike. Her hand stung, and now she was crying, but she realized they were tears of wrath. 
Bracing her hand against her chest, cradling it, Alphonse swallowed and fought the urge to apologize. 
She looked around at the startled faces of her companions, then back down at Tristan. There was a red handprint on his cheek.
Embarrassment washed over Alphonse, and she hastily retreated to her tent. 
✶

Etienne was standing when Alphonse rushed away, but he didn’t remember jumping to his feet. Delyth had gotten up as well, her face shocked. Only Tristan still sat, his cheek red with the force of Alphonse’s blow.
The rogue was grinning, his eyes wide with ridiculous amusement. “So fucking predictable,” he said, and his laugh rang throughout the cave.
Etienne wasn’t sure whether to be more disturbed by Tristan’s response or that Alphonse had slapped him in the first place. She was a healer for Gods’ sake. Always, she had treated the vow to do no harm to others with a near-spiritual fervor. It was her deepest calling.
And now?
She’d been so moved to anger that she’d lashed out. Hot and violent. For Delyth no less, who she had known for a matter of moons. All these moons, Tristan had treated him with careless malice, and never once had Alphonse stepped in. But all Tristan had to do was call Delyth a halfbreed to invoke the healer’s fury?
Etienne turned his eyes on the warrior, but she was looking away, back towards the tent she shared with Alphonse. Etienne had known that the two were getting closer, but since when had his dearest friend come to care so much about Delyth that she would strike someone just for taunting her?
Alphonse wasn’t just changing physically, not anymore. Her very personality seemed to be altering. And why, if not because of Enyo’s influence?
Delyth turned, meeting Etienne’s gaze only briefly before looking away again. She completely ignored Tristan, where he sat, now doubled over by his own mirth.
If Etienne had thought she might explain, he was wrong. She just turned and swept away from them both, back to the tent where Alphonse had disappeared.




Chapter XXI
Seventh Moon, Full: Thloegr
The healer had been looking down at her palm, which was equally as red as Tristan’s face, rubbing it in some mixture of regret when the tent flap opened. 
Alphonse glanced over her shoulder quickly, half expecting Tristan to have come back for revenge. It was Delyth instead, and she sighed. “I’m sorry, Delyth. I shouldn’t have hit him. It’s not right to turn on one another like that…” She held out her hand imploringly, certain that some reprimand was coming. “I’ll apologize—” 
Delyth smiled a little ruefully. “I think Tristan was overdo for a sound slap. Not that it did him any good. He’s out there cackling like a jackdaw.” Hesitantly, she stepped forward and took Alphonse’s outstretched hand in one of her own. “You needn’t worry so on my count, though,” she said. “I don’t need Tristan’s respect. I have my own and… and yours.”
Alphonse looked down at their hands, Delyth’s stronger, calloused one sheltering her small delicate one. A hand meant for healing. 
Not harming. 
She turned her hand over to see the slowly fading red mark on her palm. “No one ever told me it hurts to hit someone…” Her whole hand was stinging. “I guess that’s the price. If you raise your fist in anger…” She closed her fingers to hide the offending evidence and peered up through her lashes at Delyth instead. 
“You do have my respect. But Delyth, I am sorry if I embarrassed you. I know you’re much stronger and braver. You don’t need me raising a fuss just because of Tristan.” She swallowed. “Well. Even if I didn’t like him saying those things to you. About you. Even if it did make me… angry.” She whispered the last word. 
She felt like a brute. 
But he had sneered and called Delyth a mule and… It wasn’t right! Delyth was beautiful and wise and careful, thoughtful. She was patient, and— Alphonse sighed. “You deserve better than that.” Better than Tristan name-calling, better than Alphonse lashing out, better than the temple warriors pushing her harder than the rest of the initiates in her story. 
༄
Delyth blushed again, her stomach twisting with equal parts warmth and discomfort. “That’s a high peak you’ve set me on. I’m afraid I might fall off and disappoint you.”
Some of the things that Alphonse said, Delyth had believed herself when she was younger: that it hadn’t been fair to be put in the world so different and despised.
But, it was just the hand she’d been dealt. She’d jresponded how anyone would have if faced with her odds.
And Gods knew she’d made plenty of mistakes. Some of them bloody and gruesome.
She squeezed Alphonse’s fist, where it lay closed in her own. “Violence always has a cost. Some of my worst mistakes have been made forgetting that. And I’ve made plenty of them. Mistakes, I mean.”
It seemed important to get Alphonse to realize that, if only so that Delyth wouldn’t let her down in the future.
❀
She very much doubted Delyth’s mistakes remotely resembled the magnitude of her own… Sneaking up to the temple to destroy Enyo. Lying to Delyth about her real purpose on this journey. Letting herself tumble into whatever this was between them without any real hope for a future. Making Etienne worry over her… 
Not stopping Etienne before he enacted an ancient ritual they had no business attempting…
She had known it was beyond their abilities. She had known it was dangerous and wrong. It required blood magic for Gods’ sake! Yet she had done nothing to stop it. She hadn’t said no. 
Her biggest mistake. 
“Do you ever see yourself with a family? Children and a home and the likes?” she asked, opening her hand again. The red was fading. 
༄
The abrupt change in topic took Delyth by surprise. She blinked down at Alphonse, unsure how to answer.
When she was little, Delyth had longed to be a part of a family. As a teenager, she had scorned those who had them, angry at whatever force of happenstance had led her to be brought into the world without one. As an adult, she had assumed that her family would be what she could cobble together out of the bonds she formed with the other warrior priests.
Now, she thought she might one day like to meet others like her, to see if they could be a form of family.
And, if they survived this and Alphonse was willing, to make a family out of the two of them. Etienne could be a part of it too, she supposed. Since Alphonse had said he was like a brother to her.
But children?
She knew she preferred women, and the two of them could not… 
Delyth swallowed. “I would like some form of family,” she said finally. “And a home. But children… I don’t know how— it’d not work…”  
Did Alphonse want children? That farmer she was engaged to could give her children. 
The thought made Delyth wince.
Alphonse shook her head. “I just wanted to know more about you, Delyth. Your story… It made me realize I hadn’t asked much of your past. I thought it might be too personal. But now… Please.” She urged Delyth to sit, gesturing to the pallet they had shared last night. “I don’t want to keep my distance anymore.” 
Delyth relaxed with Alphonse’s admission and settled beside her, encircling the smaller woman with a wing. It’d become habitual now—that little form of contact.
Sharing more of her life with Alphonse was a welcome idea. Delyth wanted to know the healer better as well, and perhaps… Perhaps this meant that Alphonse had not completely given up hope of a life after Thlonandras.
But where should she start? Alphonse knew that she’d been raised at the temple, struggled to become warrior priestess, and then left to protect the vassal. She wasn’t sure she wanted to bring up past lovers, though if Alphonse asked, she’d be open about it. “What do you want to know?”
“Everything.” Alphonse scooted closer, letting her shoulder brush Delyth’s as her massive wing sheltered them both.
“Ummmm…” Delyth breathed. It was hard to concentrate with Alphonse looking up at her, eyes soft, and focused on Delyth’s.
The priestess swallowed and glanced away so that she could think.
“I taught myself to fly,” she said finally. “But not until I was nearly a teenager. When I was really small, my caretakers hid my wings. Quickly, they grew too large, and then I was told to keep myself firmly on the ground. I’m not even completely sure why I decided to disobey them. It wasn’t easy. But I started slipping away to practice and eventually got the hang of it.”
It wasn’t a particularly dramatic story, but perhaps it’d be something Alphonse wanted to hear. Delyth turned back to the healer, pulling her knees up to her chest to rest her cheek on them. “Does that count as part of everything?”
“Yes. It does.” Alphonse looked at Delyth’s mouth and then smirked, leaning in to brush her lips against Delyth’s in a soft kiss. Pulling away, she blushed. “Were you afraid to fly? Or was it simply something you knew how to do, once your body learned each step?” 
“I was afraid,” Delyth said. She was smiling, her belly aglow from Alphonse’s quick kiss. “In the beginning, I fell often. Every new height was terrifying.”
She turned over her arm and held it out for Alphonse’s inspection. There was a poorly mended scar winding through the center of her forearm. “I still have the scars because I refused to go to the healers. I was afraid they would make me stop.”
❀
Alphonse touched the scars, gentle and thoughtful in her examination. She could have healed those wounds so quickly. Delyth wouldn’t have even had scars to remind her of those falls. But then… 
Alphonse traced her fingertips down one scar. 
They were parts of Delyth, of her history. Pieces Alphonse didn’t want to be hidden or erased. “But you learned. And now you fly faster and higher than even the birds…” she murmured, letting her hand travel up to the crook of Delyth’s elbow, back down to her wrist, up again… long, smooth strokes. 
“What do you want to know of me?” 
“Mmmm...” Delyth hummed, closing her eyes and shivering a little at the light caress of Alphonse’s fingertips. She opened her eyes with a playful look and repeated Alphonse’s answer from a few moments before. “Everything.”
Alphonse giggled. It sounded silly now that the question was posed to her...What could she tell Delyth that she didn’t already know? 
Plenty. 
Delyth knew the most intimate facets of Alphonse, but she didn’t know the mundane details. “I miss my veil every day. I was teased by the other girls at Moxous for not wearing bright or pretty colors. For being a Mother Agathi follower. The first bones I ever healed were my own. I haven’t been back home to my village since I was fourteen when my grandmother died, because Moxous doesn’t allow the students to leave regularly. I hate beets. I love fresh fruit and, ah… I had never been courted before.” 
Was that enough? Was that everything? 
Hardly. 
“Why did you stop wearing your veil?” Delyth asked. “How did you break your bones? Do you miss your family? How do you feel about your family? Have you ever wanted to be courted by anyone before?”
Alphonse shook her head. “I’ve never wanted to court anyone. Ever. It didn’t occur to me as interesting or… valuable.” But being with Delyth… It was perfection. 
The healer felt herself smiling despite how silly it must have seemed, to beam up at Delyth for no good reason. But…
They were sharing their lives. Right now. And Delyth would remember Alphonse when she was gone. When Enyo took it all. 
“I feel… sad. About my family. They love me, but they follow Mother Agathi’s teachings very strictly. They would not understand my being with you because I enjoy it. And I know that if I ever returned to the farm, they would want me to marry Henri and have children as Mother Agathi dictates and… I don’t think I want to have children with Henri.” So she didn’t miss her family either. At this point, Etienne was more her family than anyone else. She’d spent more of her life with him. 
And he was mad at her for the same reasons she couldn’t wear her veil anymore.
༄
“Thank the Gods.” The words were out of Delyth’s mouth before she could think about them. “I don’t want you to have children with Henri, either.” Perhaps that was a little insensitive… She didn’t want to belittle the way Alphonse thought about her family.
“But I understand, I think. I might not have grown up with a typical family, but the temple wants things for me that I no longer really want. It makes me feel a bit guilty, though I don’t think it would be healthy to go back and do what they want just to keep myself from feeling that way.”
She grinned at Alphonse. “Also, I’m particularly glad that you enjoy being with me.” She leaned over and brushed a kiss against the corner of the healer’s mouth.
“I…” Alphonse started and trailed off, distracted by the kiss. She brought her hand up to take Delyth’s chin, gently guiding it back for another kiss. And another. She was a rosy pink when she pulled away and sighed. “How did you learn to kiss so well?” 
Delyth was breathless by the time Alphonse pulled away, her eyes heavy-lidded. She sobered at the question, though, examining the healer’s face.
“When I was sixteen, a girl from a nearby clan came to study at the temple.” She turned away, thinking back to the day she had met Tanwen, flame-haired and wild. It felt like a lifetime ago now. Something that had happened to someone else.
“We became friends, and then as we got older, lovers.” The priestess swallowed, watching for Alphonse’s reaction. “She left a while after I made the rank of warrior priestess. To fulfill her duties to her clan. There were a couple others, but Tanwen was the only one I loved.”
❀
Alphonse had been smiling as Delyth explained, thinking it nice to know the priestess had something sweet and amorous during those training years. Years that had sounded very challenging. 
She pushed a bit of her own tawny hair over her shoulder and realized that Delyth looked… on edge. 
Having never had a paramour before, Alphonse hadn’t realized that perhaps talking about past lovers was a sensitive topic. Perhaps that woman had left on bad terms? Or perhaps Delyth still missed her and wished to have her back…
“Fulfill duties… Like the duties I have to my family and Henri?” she asked carefully, a sinking feeling coming to Alphonse’s stomach. Perhaps Delyth had been cast aside for a male and children and a typical life. 
The idea made Alphonse feel sick. 
༄
Delyth’s brows rose. That was a very intuitive question; Alphonse had hit on it exactly. Perhaps because the duties requested of the healer and Tanwen weren’t incredibly different, for all that they came from very different peoples.
“Yes, sort of.” Delyth tightened her wing around Alphonse in a comforting gesture. The smaller woman looked uneasy. “She was heir to her clan, and the position came with certain responsibilities.”
Delyth left out just how certain Tanwen had been of their ability to get around the rules. How she’d wanted the halfbreed anyway until the raiders attacked… The priestess didn’t want to acknowledge that darkness inside herself.
“It was a long time ago, though,” she went on. “Besides, if she had not left, I might not have ended up here with you. And I wouldn’t trade that for anything.”
Alphonse flushed happily. “I broke my bones falling down some stairs. I was hurrying to get to class on time and tripped over my skirts.”
The priestess’s eyes widened. “Did you heal them right then?”
It seemed miraculous to her, how easily Alphonse could knit bone and sinew back together. She had taken the broken bones in Delyth’s wing and mended them in moments, just the moon before.
She nudged Alphonse with her shoulder. “I’ll bet you weren’t even late to class.” 
Shaking her head, Alphonse held up her wrist. “The masters decided it was time for me to learn, so they permitted me to do my own wrist. It took me three days to get it right. Of course, when I got it wrong, the bones had to be rebroken.” 
The grin disappeared from Delyth’s face. “They just left you alone? For days? With a broken wrist?”
Gods, that must have been painful. The more the priestess heard about these masters, the less she liked them. They had abandoned Alphonse and the Cabot man both in her story from earlier.
The trainers at the temple, for all their faults, had never left their students in such precarious positions. When Delyth had her own wrist broken, they had sent her to have it healed immediately.
❀
“They say you can study and study and study, but at some point, you have to take that theory and put it into practice.” She lifted one shoulder in a shrug, seemingly not all that upset about her upbringing. 
She had learned how to heal, after all. 
And she could do it in even the most strenuous of circumstances. Perhaps that would not be true if she had been coddled or not given opportunities to fail so horribly.
“Delyth,” Alphonse started, placing her hand on the warrior’s leg, “I am very sorry about last night. I— I suppose, having grown up in such an intensely competitive manner, I took wooing
you more… studiously than I should have. I see how that could be...unattractive or unappealing.” And all she wanted was to clear the air between them. Fix whatever she had ruined. 
If such a thing was possible.
Delyth covered Alphonse’s hand with her own. “Nothing about you is unattractive or unappealing.”
She raised the healer’s hand to her lips and kissed it gently before moving it back to her leg. “I don’t think there is a should have or shouldn’t have in this. So long as we’re both open and willing—which I think we are—then whatever we bring to it is valid. However you approach it… well, I’m with you.” She scrunched up her nose. “Does that make sense at all?”
“I suppose so. But… That’s not entirely fair because… Well…” Alphonse winced as she tried to think of the words without sounding too… brash?
“You’ve gotten to study cooking before, and you know what people like to eat and… Alright… Perhaps now you’re not hungry but… What if, at a later time, you are hungry and you grow tired of my burning the pot? And before you know it, every time you think of my cooking, you think of burnt food and feeling unsatisfied, all the while I get to eat your marvelous cooking. You use herbs and flavors I didn’t even know existed, and I look at you and my mouth waters, and every time you cook for me, I’m sated and full and… Well. I don’t even want to think about eating someone else's cooking. It’ll probably taste like ash in my mouth and…” 
She was rambling, and she knew it. Was she even making sense? 
What Delyth said was the journey mattered, not the destination. Alphonse wondered if she even knew what the destination was or how to get there. 
“And then I fall in love with your cooking, and you hate my cooking, and I’m selfishly full, and you’re starving, and then you wake up and realize that you could have been eating wonderful meals all this time instead of burnt rice?!” 
Delyth took a deep breath, her brows creased as though she was having a hard time following. “Well, so far, I’ve liked how everything you’ve made has tasted. I don’t think it matters much that I’ve cooked before because everyone likes their um… food a bit different, right? Though I’m glad that you like my cooking…”
Delyth trailed off for a second, the silence long enough to make Alphonse squirm, her mouth opening to speak again only for the priestess to resume.
“Besides, if you ever add any flavors that don’t suit my particular taste, then I’ll just tell you, alright? It's not like we’re taking turns at the cooking fire while the other one eats in a different tent. We’re both standing over the pot. So you can tell me which spices are your favorite, and I can tell you mine, and we’ll get really good at cooking for each other. So that way, no one goes hungry, and the meals are a little different and a little better all the time.”
Alphonse looked up at Delyth moonishly before snickering. She couldn’t help it. They were both so silly! Adults, who couldn’t talk openly about each other’s bodies or making love… 
“Fine. But be warned, Enyo sometimes puts very spicy ideas into my mind, and I don’t know if that’s traditional seasoning or if Gods just eat things differently.” Some of those ideas didn’t seem all that bad… 
Delyth cocked an eyebrow at Alphonse, her lips twisting into a smile. “Well, the only way to know if you’ll like a particular dish is to try it, right?”
“I suppose, though, I doubt you’d be interested in raw rabbit…” Enyo’s tastes varied. Tristan was typically on the menu, but Enyo seemed to see everything through a more… opportunistic light. 
“Perhaps not.” Delyth shrugged. “But if it's something that you would like to try, and it just involves the two of us, then I’ll try it. The worst that can happen is we laugh and decide we don’t like it.”
She leaned over to kiss Alphonse’s cheek again. “I’m glad you told me your worries about— about cooking. I was worried after last night, not because of any of the food itself, but because of how upset you were afterward.”
Alphonse chewed on the inside of her cheek, thinking of all the lies and the guilt. It had been upsetting. It still was. 
“If I am ever upset, please assume it has something to do with this—” She touched her heart, where Enyo buried herself. “And not with you or us. I do not want you to think there is anything that you have done. It is entirely me. And Enyo. And Etienne. And this… mess we created.”
And while that wasn’t the full truth, it was half of it.
And the weight resting on her soul lifted, just a bit. 
Delyth bit her bottom lip, still uncertain. “I— I don’t want to just assume, Alphonse, because then what if one day it is something to do with us or something else that I could help fix and I just assume that it’s this… this mess?”
She cocked her head for a moment, thinking. “How about if I ask you what’s wrong, and it’s something to do with Enyo that you don’t want to talk about you just…”
Delyth touched her own chest like Alphonse had done. “And I’ll know what you mean. Our secret.”
Considering this bargain, Alphonse held out her hand. “Agreed.” They’d shake on it. 
As soon as that was settled, Alphonse sighed and flopped sideways onto the pallet, looking up at the roof of the tent. She hadn’t slept all that well last night. She’d been too worked up about her failings, lying, the new experiences Delyth had shown her… 
Now she was both tired and not tired in the least. And if Tristan was to be believed, the snow would take at least another day to melt. 
They would run out of stories to tell. 
Maybe she’d learn to play dice games after all. 
“Do you think Etienne and Tristan have killed each other out there?” Was it terrible that some part of her, the part mostly in agreement with Enyo, thrilled over the idea? 
Delyth yawned and looked towards the tent flap. “I can’t imagine they’d have done it so quietly, but we should probably go check anyway.” The priestess stood and stretched, clasping her arms in front of her instead of reaching up. She turned and held out a hand to Alphonse to help her up. “Coming?”
Groaning, Alphonse slipped her hand into Delyth’s. 
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
“I was eleven when I entered Moxous.”
Etienne was dimly aware of his companion’s eyes upon him, but he kept his own gaze down at the campfire between them. Already it was dark beyond the mouth of the cave, the sunset hidden by the mountains that sheltered them.
Choosing a story had been difficult for the mage. He did not think his life had been as exciting as Delyth’s or Tristan’s, and neither was it populated by the scenes of compassion that so exemplified Alphonse. He hadn’t been sure until his old friend had disappeared into her tent that morning, her hand red with the force of the blow she’d dealt.
“Already, I was hungry for knowledge. Moxous, for me, was a symbol of freedom, of status. The chance to study there meant that I would not live out the rest of my life like my father had: poor and unhappy.”
He knew that he had been too harsh with Alphonse the night before, but her earlier attack had only proved him right. She was losing herself, changing because of the Goddess. She had to remember what they’d come for, and he could think of no better way than to remind her where she had come from.
“I did not make friends easily at the school but kept to myself. It wasn’t long before I found the archives deep within the school’s library and turned there to study in the relative quiet.”
Etienne nobly ignored Tristan’s snort of derision.
“It was there that I met Theo. He was a few years older than me: slender and unassuming. He had a knack for turning up in the archives whenever I was there to discuss our studies, and quickly we became friends. We had the same interests, both studious and ambitious, and because he was older than I, Theo knew much more about magic. I learned more that first year from him than any of the school’s teachers. 
“Compared to Theo, my peers were harsh and misunderstanding, and the more isolated I felt from them, the more time I spent with my friend. The archive came to be a sort of second home; every spare moment was spent there. I thought it a little strange that I never saw Theo anywhere but the archives, that he turned down my invitations to the dining halls and the grounds. I might have worried about this more, I suppose, if something stranger hadn’t happened first.”
The mage finally looked up, his eyes meeting Alphonse’s over the fire. He didn’t smile, for all that it was a sweet story.
“One day, while speaking with Theo in the archives, I looked up to find that another student had wandered into our domain. She was small and girlish but dressed as severely as a matron.
“I was angry at first, at being interrupted, but the girl seemed only vaguely curious. She stood calmly near my table, head cocked to the side, and asked why I had been speaking to myself. I was immediately affronted, but when I swung around to point out Theo, he was gone.”
Etienne let his eyes drop back to the fire, his expression bitter.
“That student could have laughed at the boy who’d befriended a spirit rather than his own peers, but she didn’t. She was kind and easy to be around. She looked after me and didn’t mind my rambling about the knowledge I had found. We became friends quickly and have not parted since.”
❀
As Etienne had started to tell his tale, Alphonse sat up straighter, watching him carefully. Her heart understood what his words didn’t say. He missed his friend. His only friend, really. 
And perhaps he was sorry that he had been so harsh with her. So brutally truthful and blind to her needs, her experience. She hadn’t been oblivious all those years ago, seeing a young boy talking to himself. She didn’t think him odd or strange or insane. 
She saw that he sat alone in the dining halls, and none of the other children chose to sit next to him in class. Whenever he did have a partner, they often resented how quickly he learned new techniques or were afraid of him when his spells went awry. 
So she had followed him down to the archives, and when she saw him rambling on and on to thin air, Alphonse had decided he was lonely. 
As she didn’t have many friends either, Alphonse had reached out her hand in friendship. 
It wasn’t until years later did she realize that Etienne hadn’t made up an invisible friend to keep him company in those gloomy stacks of books, but rather had the rare innate ability to see spirits and souls of those long past. 
When the masters had learned of this skill, they had been over the moon. That perhaps had been when they started to push Etienne harder and harder, putting him in more challenging and arcane classes. 
Alphonse chewed on her lower lip as the story came to an end, and then, when Etienne finally looked up at her, she tried to smile at him. She, too, remembered that friendship. “Did Theo ever stop appearing to you?” 
“Not exactly. Our long conversations were a thing of the past, but I saw him occasionally throughout our time at Moxous.”
“You can see ghosts then.” Tristan’s voice butted in. Etienne confirmed as much, but the rogue just shrugged. If he knew more, he wasn’t letting on.
“That was a sweet story,” Delyth said. “Do I have to pick the best one now, or can I think about it?”
Alphonse’s gaze flickered to Tristan, who had demanded the competition in the first place. She was grateful Delyth was the one choosing because she couldn’t decide, not in a hundred years. 
Tristan’s had been the most exciting, Delyth’s revealing about herself, which Alphonse liked very much…
But Etienne’s story…
It reminded her of the girl she had been. 
༄
Tristan shrugged. “I don’t think there’s any reason to wait, now that you’ve heard them all.”
Delyth begrudgingly agreed with him. She was only putting it off because the task of choosing between the stories was so difficult.
She discounted her own story immediately, of course. It wouldn’t be fair to name herself the winner of a competition she judged. 
Etienne’s story had been interesting, telling of both himself and Alphonse. Delyth had not known before then that there were those who could see and speak to spirits. 
Alphonse’s story was the dearest to her heart, of course. It was full of Alphonse’s compassion and had shown her that there were other halfbreeds in the world, vastly different but likely with shared experiences. The knowledge lent Delyth a sort of hope that she had never expected to find.
Tristan’s story, though doubtful in its verity, was certainly the most exciting. Delyth had grown up dreaming of dragons and the thought that the two great keepers of the sky still guarded their treasures… It was like something from a dream.
Delyth sighed. She supposed she shouldn’t gloss over Tristan’s contribution just because she disliked the storyteller.
“I think Tristan has earned this one,” she said after several moments thought. “Who knew he’d be so good at spinning tales?”
Alphonse was smiling and nodding; she approved of the choice then. Good. Delyth thought perhaps, though, it would be best to shift the conversation before Tristan got started on himself. She reached out to brush Alphonse’s arm, eyes crinkling with affection, “How about tea?”
Adorably, Alphonse blushed and turned to her pack while Delyth struggled to hold back a giggle. “I’ll make it!” the healer said.
Tristan seemed rather uninterested in the prospect. “I’m glad you recognized the artistry in my work, Delyth,” he said and rose to stalk towards the cave entrance, clearly too good for the presence of mere mortals. Delyth rolled her eyes.
⚄
Something had changed in the relationship between Delyth and Alphonse.
Tristan could see it from his spot leaning against the mouth of the cave, pretending to examine the snow beyond. The two drank tea together as usual, but Alphonse’s eyes never left the priestess, her expression rapt, occasionally tilting her head to one side as if listening to someone whisper within her ear. It was almost an Enyo-esque focus, though Tristan was fairly sure it was not Enyo controlling the girl just then. When she stood to stretch, it was Delyth’s turn to watch while the shifting tongues of flame made a skull of her face, gaunt and hungry.
Tristan turned away. This… complicated things.
While exceedingly boring, the priestess had thus far shown no intention of abandoning her quest. She had sworn to see Enyo to the temple, and she still worked to accomplish this. If she changed her mind, tried to find a way to preserve the girl instead… 
He had seen mortals attempt more idiotic things for less motivation than an attractive lover. Still, Delyth’s tiresome morality may prove to be useful in this case. She had made a vow. She would strive to keep it.
As for the boy, however… 
Tristen placed his palm against the shield covering the cave entrance, though he did not test it so obviously as Enyo had that morning. The boy was no follower of Enyo or the old ways, and his skill in magic might end up causing problems.
His mind returned for a moment to the dance he had shared with Enyo, to the way she had looked at him as if she understood, on some level, who he was to her. Longing was a dull knife in his chest.
There could be no problems, not where she was concerned.
He turned away from the cave entrance just in time to see Etienne slip into his tent across the cave from Delyth, where she inked a rune into the fabric of the one she shared with Alphonse.
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Hands tugged Delyth through the tent flap, and then a mischievous smile met the warrior before Alphonse was kissing her with reckless abandon. Her hands traveled up over Delyth’s furs, cupping her neck and face, down her arms to her hands, planting them firmly on Alphonse’s rump. 
She giggled and broke away long enough to unfasten the ties on Delyth’s furs, sighing appreciatively as they fell. Smoothly, she brushed Delyth’s black hair away from her neck, kissing the sensitive skin of the throat, across the collarbone, down to the rima between her breasts. 
“Yes?” She asked, looping one hand about Delyth’s hips and circling around to Delyth’s back. Kissing her neck and then each wing, Alphonse deftly tugged on the strings of the priestess’s jerkin, much more assuredly this night than the one before. Knowing the mechanics of the jerkin, Alphonse tossed it aside playfully when it was finally loosed and paused where she stood behind Delyth, admiring the curve of her neck, the creaminess of her skin, the way the light reflected on those massive wings…
She traced one fingertip down the length of Delyth’s spine and shivered. Perfect. The warrior was too perfect. Strong, beautiful, sharp lines and just enough curves to entice the healer. 
Stepping closer, she let her own breasts, peaked with excitement and anticipation, brush against Delyth’s back. Delicate hands slipped around Delyth’s rib cage, cupping her breasts from behind as her lips paid homage to those mighty wings. She had to stifle a moan as Delyth’s nipple caressed against her palm, burying her face against Delyth’s neck. 
At some point during the sleepy lounging around the fireside, Alphonse had become acutely aware of how cruelly Delyth’s mouth curved in small smiles. How devastating it was when Delyth’s gaze lit upon Alphonse. How the muscles in her long legs flexed and moved as she stretched out beside the flames. 
It lit something within Alphonse’s belly, and she had been burning when she came into their tent. And she didn’t care if Tristan or Etienne were asleep yet, or if it was proper or right or sweet as she desired Delyth, as her hands greedily smoothed circles across the planes of Delyth’s flat stomach, working southward diligently. 
Whatever part of Alphonse that worried about respectable, orthodox things had melted away, and now all she wanted was Delyth. To make Delyth writhe and gasp and moan and say her name, the way Delyth had done to Alphonse the night before. 
More.  Was that her voice? Who cared? 
Quickly Alphonse’s hand had found the top of Delyth’s pants, and she yanked on the ties. “Yes? Please say yes,” she whispered into Delyth’s ear as she kissed the shell of it, mouth devouring every inch it could. 
༄
Alphonse’s fingertips were coals, her tongue more flame than flesh. Everywhere she pressed against Delyth, rivulets of fire crisped her skin, set her to boiling.
The priestess wasn’t sure if she would melt or billow out in lazy, steam-thick tendrils.
“Yes,” she said. What other answer was there? “Yes, yes, yes.”
The tension around the fire that evening had been palatable, Alphone close, and her eyes boring into Delyth’s. The priestess had known that Alphonse wanted her, that she wanted this, and still, the healer’s eagerness was surprising, heady. 
It ate up all the air in the tent.
Delyth let her hands run down Alphonse’s arms, where they clasped around her waist, pressing tight against her sides. She wished she could reach more, wished she could run her fingers over phoenix-feather skin until she burned just as brightly.
❀
“Kneel,” she whispered, bending the knee at the same time the warrior did. 
Leisurely, Alphonse let her fingers drift along the top of Delyth’s pants, her other hand mirroring the movements over the tops of Delyth’s breasts. She had been thinking about the journey rather than the destination and…
Well…
Enyo’s fantasies on the subject had been quite instructive.
Alphonse couldn’t disagree with the Goddess; it was stunning. Alphonse could peer over Delyth’s shoulder down the tremendous sight of her body while feeling the length of the priestess’s legs straddling her own. And of course, she could feel every inch of Delyth’s silk and tempest
skin…
But by having her chest to Delyth’s back, she was afforded that modicum of privacy and solidarity that let her focus. 
Idly her soft strokes worked lower on Delyth’s breasts, over the tops, swooping across one nipple, then the other, below, across the belly, sweeping back up. The hand at the top of Delyth’s trousers slipped down one thigh, back up, down the other… Exploring. Memorizing. Devouring. 
She let herself slowly traverse Delyth’s body with her fingers, her palms, her mouth. Despite her own excitement, Alphonse took her time languidly stroking each inch of skin before finally letting her hand travel below Delyth’s pants. 
She tried to remember how Delyth had told her to touch, kissing the side of Delyth’s neck as she caressed the dewy satin folds. 
༄
Delyth felt the muscles in her thighs and belly tense as the healer’s hand slipped beneath her waistline. Her fingers bunched and relaxed where they curled in her hair, a motion telegraphed in the planes of her biceps.
“Alphonse…” The name came out like a groan.
The priestess’s thoughts were torn between the slide of Alphonse’s lips against her neck and the searching brush of her fingers, a tease of anticipation that begged the question of where she would touch next.
Alphonse brought her fingers up, back down, up, back down… Long lashes tickled against Delyth’s shoulder as Alphonse buried her face against the priestess. “Next?”
Delyth shuddered, the brush of Alphonse’s hair across her back cool satin. She didn’t speak right away, taking in shaking breaths.
“Inside me.” When she did speak, the words felt like a plea. She wanted Alphonse’s fingers hooked within her, beckoning.
“Inside…” Her tone was ponderous; still, she moved a probing finger against the warm slit. Then she slipped one finger, just as Delyth had said, inside. Alphonse seemed startled and then delighted, kissing Delyth’s ear and neck as she stroked “Oh. Goodness…” 
Delyth wrapped a hand around Alphonse’s arm, urgent and needy. Her head fell back against the healer’s shoulder, her eyes fixed blankly on some distant point above them.
“Yes,” she panted. “Two fingers… and faster.”
She used the hand on Alphonse’s arm to direct her, before letting it slide away, her abdomen twitching at the press of slender fingers.
❀
“Oh.” She liked how Delyth was pressing against her, how tight her grip was on Alphonse’s wrist, pushing her further. Delyth was one of the most even-tempered, stoic people she had ever known.
To see her command…
Alphonse swallowed as she felt her own belly tightening in arousal. Later. She could think about that later. 
Quickly she complied with the warrior’s requests and moved her hand faster, finding her free hand sneaking up to cup Delyth’s breast, thumb running over her nipple. 
Alphonse could feel Delyth tightening, tension blooming from the tips of Alphonse’s fingers, and moving out until the warrior was one band of muscle from the line of her jaw to the curling hooks of her toes cradled against the furs below them. She twitched and shivered beneath Alphonse’s arms, and then she was through whatever barrier had built up within her.
Alphonse gasped, looking down at the warrior's body and thought there hadn’t been anything made more beautiful nor more alluring than Delyth in that moment. She pushed Alphonse’s hand away and softened, still trembling.
The healer withdrew her hand and carefully laid a kiss on Delyth’s shoulder before pulling the priestess closer, enjoying the warmth of their bodies pressed front to back. Shyly, she traced her fingertips across Delyth’s ribs, uncertain what to say or do… Thankfully, it didn’t seem like she needed to do anything.
The warrior’s breaths were still coming fast when she turned and crumpled, pulling Alphonse into her lap. Delyth just held her for a time while the thrumming of her heart against Alphonse’s cheek lost its frantic beat.
Finally, she tilted the smaller woman’s face up for a kiss, tender and slow. “I don’t think you’ll have to worry about your cooking.”
Despite telling herself it was about the journey, Alphonse sighed in relief as Delyth kissed her and proclaimed her skills agreeable. She tilted her head to rest against Delyth’s shoulder, reaching behind the warrior to slip her fingers across her wings. 
“I—I feel…” It was difficult to describe. She felt elated to have given Delyth pleasure, and uncomfortably close to the priestess, almost reliant on her, and relieved to have someone to lean on. Someone to hold her. And afraid of what that meant for the future. However limited it was. 
“I feel safe. With you.” 
Delyth swallowed. “I feel safe with you too.” The words echoed deep in the warrior’s chest, vibrating into Alphonse’s ear where she lay against the other woman.
“Do you want to sleep?” Alphonse blushed, but her eyes were alight. “Just you and me…” She meant without their clothes on. Skin to skin… The way it should have been last night. 
Delyth furrowed her brows, and she looked down at Alphonse. “Are you ready to sleep?”
She wasn’t ready to sleep, but she did like the idea of their bodies tangled up together and Delyth’s warm breath on her skin and her hands holding Alphonse close. Sharing a bedroll. It seemed profoundly personal and…
“I don’t want to sleep, but I do want to wake up in your arms.” The healer smiled and kissed Delyth’s lips softly. The priestess was smiling when she pulled away. 
“I’d like that too.” 
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
Alphonse had slept so deeply, Delyth’s arm her pillow, and her wings their blanket, that it was well past dawn when she finally woke. Her eyes were gummy and difficult to open, and her body groaned in complaint when she tried to sit up. She never wanted to leave that warm shell, cocooned with Delyth. 
For a while, Alphonse just lay there, admiring the way her tawny locks melded with Delyth’s black, their hair spilling out in an arc above their heads, like a colorful aura, even their curls intertwined.
Eventually, she managed to roll over but couldn’t be bothered to sit up, to get dressed. She just enjoyed the feeling of their combined breaths, rising and falling as one.
Some part of Enyo whispered that these quiet mornings were coming to an end soon, and Alphonse pushed the thought away hastily. How had she lived without this contact, so desperately needed? How had she lived so barren and cold and isolated? 
She buried her face against Delyth’s chest and wished the sun would stop rising, even if it meant the end of the world. To just stay there with Delyth. 
But her wish didn’t come true, and the sun continued its progress across the sky. 
After a few moments, Delyth started to stir. “Morning.” Her voice was thick with sleep, and she breathed in deeply.
Alphonse shook her head minutely, not ready to admit it was indeed morning. She could hear Delyth’s voice vibrating through her chest, into the healer’s ear pressed there. Lazily she brushed a kiss to the base of the warrior’s throat and tightened her hold. 
Just a few more minutes. 
Or a few more hours…
Because this was the last day in the cave; they would resume their trek to the temple and her fate. 
Enyo’s destiny. 
Alphonse swallowed a trickle of fear. Camping would mean less privacy, waking with the sun no matter what, and enduring whatever challenges Enyo threw at them. This quite possibly could be her last peaceful day on Illygad. 
“I don’t want to greet the day,” she mumbled, voice muffled from her position nuzzled into her paramour. “I don’t want to leave you.” 
Coward. 
It was true. 
༄
Delyth tilted her head to place a kiss on Alphonse’s temple. She didn’t particularly want to leave either. The tent was safe, just the two of them, free of the press of the others and the trek to the temple. The cave beyond seemed impossibly cold by comparison.
And they would leave today, leave to continue farther in the mountains.
Delyth didn’t think she had ever felt such dread regarding a task for her temple. Before, she had attacked her duties with fervor, if not for the Goddess, then at least for the other priests. Now, she was beginning
to feel pulled in opposite directions, tearing down the middle and uncertain which part of her would give.
She took a shaky breath.
“Let’s put it off a few more minutes,” she said. “We’ll leave before the others start to wonder.”
❀
Alphonse sighed and nodded in agreement. Of course, they couldn’t stay forever. 
But they could buy a minute more…
Or two. 
Alphonse brushed kisses against Delyth’s throat and jaw, and finally her mouth. It felt as if this was the end of something. Lips wobbling in uncertainty, Alphonse finally sat up. Her hair was a wild mess of curls and whorls, voluminous as it haloed around her head and shoulders. Who knew a veil had kept such things hidden and in place?
She dressed and rolled up their pallets before tugging on her stockings and boots. 
Pausing before the tent flap, Alphonse glanced over her shoulder once more, trying to memorize Delyth’s body and face, this moment in time. 
But she blinked, and the moment was gone…
Amber melted into glowing embers, and she left without a goodbye. 
And Enyo marched to Tristan’s tent without a beat of hesitation. She ducked and crawled in
to find him, her lips parting in a vicious smile. 
“Do you want to hear a secret?” 
Tristan sat up, bare-chested and messy-haired. He looked as though he had just woke. Still, he grinned lopsidedly at Enyo looking down at him.
“You know I do.” His voice was practically a purr.
She crawled across the top of Tristan’s blankets, coming to crouch above of him. It was less sexual and more… the way a cat looked while perched above an injured bird. Playful and divinely cruel as its prey suffered. 
Even if Tristan wasn’t her prey. 
“The mage is powerful. Annoyingly so. And while a bore, he does have a good grasp of magic concepts and laws.” Though not as much as she. And she wasn’t limited by gutless Ingolan rules. “But I believe I can
bind
him—To himself. When the time comes.” She smirked and reached to brush her nails over his hair, tucking it away from his highly angled face. Savage and wonderful. “I just need one thing. Do you know anyone who is a master of procurement?” 
⚄
Tristan’s grin widened, though he didn’t move to touch Enyo. She was too dangerous just then, all feline teasing.
He could imagine Delyth’s face, though, if she walked in. Jealous sop.
“I think the boy will largely take care of himself.” Tristan’s voice was lazy and conniving. “He’s a coward at heart.”
Still, it was always good to have a… fall back, just in case—especially when dealing with something so important. He would help Enyo back, no matter the cost.
“I know a few masters at gathering desires, Taouk, but as none of them take to wandering the mountains during snowmelt, you’ll have to do with me.”
She smiled broadly, nearly showing her back teeth. 
“I couldn’t think of a better thief. Now, you’ll have to be very clever in procuring this item…” Enyo leaned closer and whispered, her lips tracing against the shell of his ear intimately. 
When Enyo sat back, she looked like the cat who had swallowed the canary, puffed up from her grandiose plan. 
Tristan shivered, though if it was the velvet of Enyo’s lips, the heat of her breath, or her words that drew it out of him, he couldn’t tell. When she pulled away, he was tense with a mixture of desire and excitement.
By all the realms, she was fucking tricky.
He leaned back to soak her in, his face a grinning mirror of her own.
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
Etienne supposed he should have been glad to dismantle his shield. They were moving again, off to the temple, where he would rebind the Goddess and free Alphonse. Free his old friend.
Instead, he felt alone.
There would be no going back to how things had been before Enyo was summoned. Alphonse was tainted, changed on some fundamental level by sharing her body with evil. And she had Delyth. Someone new to care for.
Even the night before, after Etienne had spun a story that should have made her remember, should have brought her back to him, Alphonse had only stared at Delyth from across the fire.
Damn her. It was like she had lost all sight of what they were here for. Delyth wasn’t one of them. Alphonse was supposed to be on his side.
Etienne shook his head vigorously to clear it, unnerved by the direction his thoughts had been heading. What was making him think this way? He had never before been prone to such dark musings, such a bleak outlook. He supposed it could have simply been a result of the situation they were in, but still. He could not shake this black mood, except in the quiet hours he managed to steal when all the others were sleeping.
Behind him, Etienne heard the strike of clay on stone from where Alphonse had been standing to look at the cave mouth. Irritation spiked in his chest, stopping his hands in their work, his breath in his lungs. He didn’t bother turning around, and it was some time before he could resume his work on the shield. Finally, he brought it down with only a small spray of snow dusting the rock floor.
❀
Blinking slowly, Alphonse looked around in confusion. How had she gotten to the edge of the cave mouth? Why was she holding a cup of— She gasped and dropped the cup. The dark contents sloshed and spilled, oozing over the floor. 
Blood? Whose blood had that been? 
She stepped away from the liquid chasing her, creeping for her boot tips. 
Sputtering, Alphonse found the metallic tang on her lips and hastily wiped at her mouth, the back of her hand coming away with dark gore smeared across it. 
What had happened?! She remembered more and more of Enyo’s time awake, yet today was as dark as those first with Enyo within her. Could the Goddess choose to block her out? 
Heart pounding, Alphonse stumbled and grabbed the cave wall to brace herself. That was when she felt the pain in her hand. She yanked her grip away and looked. Her palm was cut deeply. The blood in the cup was surely hers.
What had Enyo done?!
She looked around. No one was near, all packing up, and Etienne preparing to take down his shield. Hastily, Alphonse ran her thumb over the cut, hiding the injury in a flash of green light.
No one need know. No one had to be aware of how powerful Enyo was becoming. Yanking Alphonse out, blocking her own sight and memory. Harming her body without Alphonse waking. Not to mention the weight loss and muscle wasting… Her body was becoming weaker, frailer.
The Goddess was taking root in her soul. 
Alphonse hurried away from the blood and the wall, keeping her amber eyes firmly on the cave floor. Ashamed. Doomed. Cursed. 
Joining the others at the cave entrance, Alphonse had to fight the urge to wipe at her mouth over and over again, certain everyone could see the red staining there. See the stain in her mind. In her core. But no one mentioned it, no one asked.
Even when she looked at Etienne, he who saw every detail, he said
nothing. 
So Alphonse was over the snow and past the cave entrance first, as quickly as possible. She wanted to flee before the reek of her blood in the cavern filled the air. How could her companions not detect that sour metal tang?
As they resumed their trek up the mountain path, Alphonse glanced back only once. Perhaps it was her mind playing tricks on her, but she could have sworn she could see a swath of her blood pooling through the snow from the cave mouth, as if not a cup of Alphonse had been spilled, but her entire body. 
As if she had died there. 




Chapter XXII
Eighth Moon, New Moon : Thloegr
Excerpt from the Journal of Etienne d’Etoiles

 
Eighth Moon of the Year 1819, somewhere in the Northern Brig’ian Mountains
After the delay caused by Tristan’s inadvisable taunting of Enyo, the rest of the seventh moon passed with damnable slowness. Everything, it seems, has become more difficult.
The roads now are steeper, winding tracks that slip around the rough faces of the mountains, growing less kempt with each day. Despite the fact that it is high summer on the gentle planes of Ingola, the air here is continuously colder. We wake to rain and sleet more often than sun, and a few times, it has even snowed, though not with the fervor of Enyo’s blizzard.
My companions are greatly unchanged, though the Cabot, Delyth, has become even more distant. She says little, especially when Enyo is present. Useless, unless it becomes necessary to separate the Goddess from Tristan. She, at least, still works to preserve that bit of Alphonse.
Tristan is consistent if nothing else. He strives to irritate those around him, cruel and smirking. He has learned, though, not to treat Enyo to the same teasing that beget the blizzard. Wonder of wonders. More worrisome, is the new tendency for him to whisper inaudible conversations with Enyo. I’ve not been able to overhear anything they are saying, and don’t dare to try and separate them myself, given Enyo’s propensity for physical harm and the chance that she might again destroy my meager magical supplies. Delyth, of course, has done nothing but ignore this.
Conversely, the changes in Alphonse grow more noticeable every day. She no longer seems to have the ability to fight the Goddess. Enyo is in control more often—as many as 6 hours on a given day and can only be stopped through bribery and cajoling, often with the use of Delyth’s blood, sickening though it is. Alphonse no longer expels these offerings but becomes somnolent with them. 
When Alphonse is in control, her temper has become very evident. It seems as though the incident in which she slapped Tristan in the cave was not an isolated occurrence, but evidence of a deeper, more sinister change. The cost of sharing her body with Enyo, no doubt. Even her physical form is changing, losing the softness that has characterized her face and motions for as long as I have known her. She is almost gaunt now, her cheeks hollow, her fingers all but skeletal. Possibly it is a purposeful attack from Enyo, to make my friend easier to control.
My own temper is little better than Alphonse’s, I find, though I have not tried resorting to violence. It is hard to think clearly in this bloody cold, and the Goddess’s tendency to target me has not made it any easier.
Even after moons of observation, I can discern no patterns in the way Enyo will act at any given time. Often she is a simple hedonist, dancing or drinking the wine Tristan procured from passing travelers, but this is just as likely to turn into sexual advances—most often directed at Tristan, though occasionally with the aim of seducing Delyth as well. I am never sure if a moment of appreciation for nature will turn into revelry, calm meditation, or sudden cruelty, and there are times when she does none of this at all.
Just a week past, our party came upon a man on the side of the road, his leg broken. Enyo approached him, and though I feared for the man’s life, she only commanded him to be healed and spread the word of Enyo’s return. Somehow, she had managed to access Alphonse’s healing abilities without allowing the healer control over their shared body. It is unclear whether this greater control is due to Enyo’s growing power or Alphonse’s new lack of ability to fight her.
For now, I can do nothing but observe and prepare the binding spells I will use when we reach the temple. Hopefully, when the time comes, Alphonse will be able to aid me. I must confess, however, that the closer we get, the more sure I become that it will be me alone facing the others.
Gods aid me. Alphonse cannot be left to suffer any longer, for all I fear that the changes wreaked by the Goddess will be permanent, the cost of her paying for my mistakes.
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
All day, Alphonse was plagued by a creeping feeling down her spine. They had come through a small village, poor and struggling, their crops having failed from an unseasonably dry spring. The company had bartered with very little success and left. 
Enyo was eerily quiet, perhaps cowed by the apparent suffering of her people. Whatever the reason, she made herself scarce and left Alphonse to walk alongside Delyth for the entire afternoon. Their hands would brush against one another as they climbed the little pass and into a valley that should have been full of fruit and vegetables. Sometimes, she would share a smile up at Delyth, her stomach clenching in a most agreeable way whenever Delyth’s ice-blue eyes smiled back. 
Despite these moments of happiness, Alphonse could not shake the feeling of being watched, the trees whispering with dry winds…
But she couldn’t understand what they said. Not like Enyo.
It still felt like a warning. 
Time and time again, she would glance up at the rocky mountainsides and see a flicker of movement. But she’d look again, and nothing would be there. 
A light humming was distracting Alphonse as they came to a sharp bend in the path. “What’s that sound?” she asked Etienne. Her voice was hoarse from lack of use. It had felt important to keep quiet for some reason. He didn’t seem to know what she was talking about, frowning at her like she was now insane, like she was hearing things that weren’t there. 
The humming persisted, and Alphonse lagged behind, trying to find the source. 
It wasn’t until Delyth was about to take the turn that Alphonse realized what the sound was. 
Calamity, strapped to Delyth’s back. It was vibrating excitedly. 
༄
Delyth could feel Calamity’s whine against her shoulders, but for long minutes, she ignored its steady climb. She had no desire to touch it, to let it inflame the battle-lust that lurked behind the bars of her rib cage.
The sword set her on edge. Was it vibrating so out of a lack of use? Did it need regular blood-letting to be appeased? Recently, she had avoided using it even to bribe Enyo with blood. Should she have just gritted her teeth and borne the sword’s desire then?
Then again, Calamity had never had to be sated while it hung on the walls of the temple at Glynfford. It had not moved until the summoning of Enyo had sent it falling from its perch, and in the long moons since, it had never vibrated like this. Delyth alone knew of the blade’s true sentience… could it be a warning? It was her duty to be sure.
Still, she hesitated, glancing back towards Alphonse. It had been so nice, so peaceful just to walk with the healer for a time, reveling in secret touches and smiles. Calamity would pierce that simple joy as easily as it did flesh.
And yet, it had to be done. As she rounded a bend in the road, Delyth reached up to grip the sword hilt. Later, she was never sure what had hit her first: the sword singing of blood soon tasted, or the sight of the road blocked by a group of poorly armed townsfolk.
The warrior’s vision dimmed. Her very blood was a battle cry, and somehow, Calamity had become unsheathed, hanging almost casually in her white-knuckled hand. She forced herself to take deep breaths, long and shaking. No one had attacked yet. There might not be a need for battle.
❀
Alphonse stumbled to a halt, unable to stop herself from emitting a small gasp of fear. She immediately saw the armed villagers and understood. 
Their traveling group seemed rich beyond compare when she saw the hungry faces and crumbling homes of the locals. Of course, the villagers would feel the need to take what Alphonse and the others had. 
After all, they were not starving. Their children weren’t hollow-eyed. It wasn’t excusable, to turn to thievery and banditry, but…
She understood. 
Even if it frightened her. Even if she didn’t know how they would possibly get out of this unscathed. As desperately as the bandits needed food and clothes and coin, she too relied on the contents of her pack to survive every day. 
The silence grew between the two groups before a large man, barrel-chested and strong despite hard times, stepped forward. 
“Put down your things and go.” The threat was unspoken, and Alphonse shivered, gripping her satchel and thinking she would do as he said. 
⚄
Tristan had been near Alphonse in the back of the group when Delyth and then Etienne stopped in front of him. He stepped around the two, striding out ahead, his grin and casual demeanor unchecked.
“Well, that's a right difficult thing to ask a poor group of travelers, isn’t it?” He kept his voice light but stopped a foot away. Plenty of space to draw his daggers should the man choose to attack. “We’ve a long way to go yet, and would just as likely die to the elements as to your… eh…. fine weapons.”
Tristan made a show of looking the man over and finding the results lacking.
“Look, boys, why don’t you all head back to your farms like the nice, simple folk you are. No one need die today.”
The man said nothing but looked back at his companions. One of them nodded, put his fingers to his lips, and emitted a piercing whistle. Tristan cocked an eyebrow. “Is that supposed to be some kind of agreement? The all-call home?”
Of course, it wouldn’t be so simple. Behind him, Alphonse shrieked, the sound sharp in the thin, mountain air. When he turned, it was to find her trapped in the arms of another villager, her legs flailing at his calves. At least until she noticed the blade at her heart. 
Tristan’s lips tightened into a thin line. So that was how this was going to go.
There were at least a dozen more behind Alphonse, but the rogue had no intention of getting between Delyth and the man holding the girl, so he turned instead to the man in front of him.
“Let’s see what sort of dances they teach in peasant villages these days.”
༄
See? They’re listening to Tristan.
Delyth wasn’t sure if the thought was directed to herself or the sword. She didn’t have the strength to wonder. Calamity was vibrating in her hand; her blood was singing. She kept still only out of the fiercest display of will power.
And why? The sword had never been so hard to control before. Not since the very first time she had touched it.
There was no telling, no time to think. She could only breathe.
Until Alphonse’s voice cut through her already fraying grasp on reason.
Delyth swung around, her vision narrowed to the man holding her little bird. He was strong and weathered, likely from years of laboring to eke a living out of the rough mountains. 
But he was no match for Delyth and Calamity.
Her fingers made irons around the wrist that held the knife to Alphonse’s breast, and with a care that belied her savagery, the priestess pulled the arm away and up.
Then she sunk Calamity to the hilt in the man’s armpit, piercing heart and lungs in a single thrust. He fell away from Alphonse like so much meat, dead before she could pull the sword free.
There was no stopping after that. A dozen or more men from the village had crept up behind them in what some distant part of Delyth recognized as a trap.
She didn’t care. They would all bleed.
The next closest bandit took Calamity in the throat, the one after that was cleaved from collar to waist, sliding apart in a gruesome unmaking. With the initial surprise of her attack wearing off, the others turned to face her, but it made no difference. Delyth felt no pain, saw nothing but bodies in a red haze. She killed them when they fought. She slew them when they fled.
There was nothing but the wild strength coursing up her arm and the spray of blood to bathe in.
❀
Alphonse fell to the ground with a resounding thud, the air knocked from her lungs. She opened her mouth to gasp, but there wasn’t room in her chest for breath. She choked and rolled onto her back, trying to regain the ability to breathe. 
Around her, people screamed and shouted, metal groaned against metal, and the road became a dust cloud as people tussled against one another. Delyth was pure grace and power as she wheeled away from the man she’d saved Alphonse from. Her eyes were distant and cold, her
motions flawless as she slid Calamity through one bandit’s torso, across another’s thigh. 
Blood spilled, splattered, dribbled, and oozed…
A clawed hand yanked on Alphonse’s mind, and she screamed in pain, clutching her head. 
Enyo wanted out. 
NOW. 
“No! No! You’ll hurt them,” Alphonse said through gritted teeth and thick, fear-wrought tears. 
Let me out.  Let me out. Let me out!
“No!”
The hand took Alphonse by the heart and squeezed until she fainted.
✶

Etienne whirled around at Alphonse’s first shriek, his heart banging to escape his chest. His oldest friend was wrapped in the arms of one of the farmers-turned-bandit, a decrepit blade clutched to her heart.
And he could do nothing.
Nothing but watch as Delyth slew the villager with a single thrust and a spray of blood.
Then, there was blood everywhere, the halfbreed cutting down farmers like they would the wheat in their fields, a grisly reaping. On his other side, Tristan had drawn his knives and moved to attack the leader of the bandits. At first, it seemed as though the rogue would lose to the bigger man, but no. He proved too quick, dodging and cutting until, at last, he reached the man’s throat.
Etienne could only back away, horrified.
Gods, he did not want to kill these people.
He didn’t want to die.
Etienne reached out a useless hand to a screaming Alphonse, the words of helpful spells dying on his lips. He grabbed handfuls of his own hair, tugging. There was nothing to cast, nothing to do.
He was too afraid.
Etienne turned pleading eyes towards Alphonse, looking to her for some kind of clarity, some sort of understanding, even as her eyes rolled closed, and her limp body crumpled to the earth. As quickly as she fell, she was up again. Snarling and vicious, springing to her feet as if this were some jaunty dance. 
Enyo. 
She rocketed towards the last man, where he cowered and scrambled to flee. She didn’t slow to grab up a weapon of any kind, demand Calamity back, or take one of Tristan’s daggers. Instead, she honed in on the man and came to a sudden stop behind him. 
Unaware of the most dangerous foe lying in wait,
he continued to scuttle backward, trembling, eyes wide and darting between Delyth, who had turned his way, and Tristan, who was wiping his red-soaked blades on the dead men’s worn clothes. 
“Don’t!” he choked out, dropping his rusted spear and holding his hands up in surrender. “Please! I have a family. You have so much, and we were starving. We were ashamed to attack you when you brought fair trade, but we needed—” His words ended in a painful yelp as fingers gripped the back of his neck. 
Despite her size, Enyo yanked the man off his feet, as Alphonse had been, his toes barely brushing the ground.
Without waiting for the others to intervene, she dropped the man onto his back. 
He looked like a beetle turned on its hard shell, legs kicking futility and arms outstretched to stop her as she bent down. Fingers already dripping with his blood made a strange and vicious cup, and then she struck. 
A horrific crunching echoed through the empty valley, the sound muddied with screams of terror. Enyo’s hand had gone through the man’s ribs and into the chest cavity, but by some horrible twist of fate, the man was still alive, moaning and praying to Rhan to change his lot. 
Enyo chuckled richly and leaned close. It nearly looked as if she’d kiss him. 
“Wrong Goddess,” she murmured, her voice raw power; silk and fire, honey and ice, screams of pleasure and moans of despair.
And then she ripped his heart from his chest. 
Etienne couldn’t tear his eyes away. She was laughing. Chuckling as though the gruesome death of some desperate farmer was the sort of gently amusing thing that made for fine entertainment, breathing in his despair.
And then she was standing over him, his still heart clutched in her red-soaked fingers, the stuff of his life dripping down her arm in viscous crimson ropes.
His Alphonse… his oldest, kindest friend standing over the body of a dead man, her face as gleeful as he had ever seen it.
Etienne fell forward and vomited between his feet until tears streamed freely from his eyes. When he stood up, Tristan was mere inches away.
The rogue hauled Etienne up by the collar of his shirt and thrust him hard against the rough bark of a pine behind him. Immediately, the mage tried to flee, to get away from this mad man, this man who wielded knives and felled those well over his size and strength. Tristan didn’t let him. He pinned Etienne with one gloved hand, gripping his face just below the eyes.
“That,” Tristan said, gesturing towards Enyo with his free hand, “is your fault. If you had killed one—just one of the marauders, she’d not have had the chance.”
He tightened his grip viciously, teeth bared and fingers digging painfully into Etienne’s cheeks. 
“You couldn’t save her today. Couldn’t ever save her. Alphonse is lost, and it's your fault, you useless, cowardly sack of shit. You will never be able to change this.”
And he was right. 
Etienne had failed.
He could not respond, could not free himself. He just closed his eyes, desperate to block out the sight of Alphonse standing with the heart raised above her head while his tears soaked through the fingers of Tristan’s glove.
❂
The last fluttering beats of the heart drummed in her palm, and Enyo sighed, stroking it lovingly. She turned and spotted Delyth, and more importantly, Calamity. 
Her blessed, beautiful, clever little sword. So sweet. So darling. 
“Ba’oto. You wield her well.” Her voice was husky with lust. Sauntering closer to the priestess, heart in hand, she was preening. Her bloody fingers ran through her hair, combing it back from her dirt-smeared, gore-spattered face. She swallowed in anticipation and stopped only a foot away from the priestess. 
Her priestess had offered this sacrifice. She had killed and maimed in Enyo’s name. In honor of her Goddess. “For my most faithful servant.” Enyo held up the mangled heart, ember eyes wide with hunger but steady. She would let Delyth have the first taste. 
༄
Delyth came back to herself in a series of dizzying flashes. Her head was pounding, the blood rushing through her ears. Her breathing was heavy, but there didn’t seem to be enough oxygen in the air around her, and her hip throbbed painfully. A stab wound? She didn’t remember getting it.
All around her lay the dismembered bodies of dead farmers. Boneless. Sightless.
Again.
It had happened again.
And it was useless to blame the sword. Cowardly. But still, she wanted it out of her hands. Off her skin. She wiped it hurriedly and thrust it back into its sheath. 
Delyth was already a monster.
She didn’t need Calamity’s help.
And then there was Enyo, standing before her with the still-warm heart of the man she had killed dripping down her forearm, thrusting it towards her priestess, her Ba’oto.
All this carnage and still Delyth had not been able to stop Enyo from sullying Alphonse’s hands with the death of another.
“Isn’t this—” Delyth’s voice broke around the words, her hands outstretched towards the bodies around them. “Isn’t this enough for you?”
Flame filled eyes widened even more, the look of a dog about to snap. 
“Yuk, Ba’oto,” Enyo commanded. 
Delyth just turned her face away. She would not eat the heart. 
Hadn’t she proven herself animal enough?
The Goddess’s lips peeled back in displeasure as Delyth refused to eat the offering. Just as it seemed she might slap Delyth or consume the heart herself, she chuckled.
Flames turned to embers, which transformed into amber eyes, and Alphonse stood before her, heart still outstretched as if she were offering some sweet fruit to her lover. 
Her pale face crumpled and she choked on words barely whispered, her lips moving but only the weakest of sounds coming out. “No… no… no…” 
Delyth’s expression twisted with grief as Alphonse took in the scene around them, her gentle features morphing into a silent scream. Tremors rippled through her body, and the heart jiggled in her clutches as Alphonse shook. It looked as if she’d be ripped apart by the convulsions as she turned to see the man, prostrate on the ground. Missing a heart. 
Of all the cruelest things Enyo had subjected the healer to, none had come close to this, to waking up to find herself coated in the blood and flesh of a simple man.
Never before had Delyth wished for Enyo to have remained.
She stepped forward and placed a hand on Alphonse’s face, dragging her eyes away from the carnage. “This was not you, bykhan.”
She could not erase the scene around them, could not scrub it from the healer’s memory like so much filth.
But she could get them away.
Delyth tugged Alphonse closer, leaned down, and swept her up so that she was cradled against the warrior, legs hanging over one arm, back braced by the other. Then, with a sweep of great, black wings, Delyth flung them both into the air and away from the battlefield.
Below her, she could see Tristan step back from Etienne to watch them depart, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. All that mattered was getting Alphonse away from the stench of blood and broken bodies.
Delyth pressed Alphonse close to keep her from the bite of the wind and turned from the road almost immediately. She kept her eyes down and flew close to the treeline, searching.
It took a while before she found what she was looking for, but when she did, she angled quickly downward, taking more care than usual with her landing.
When she straightened, they were surrounded by the gentle rustling of mountain pines and the trickling of a small, cold spring. It wasn’t much water, but it would carry away the blood that drenched them. The priestess set Alphonse down gently and caressed her cheek.
“Are you with me, aderyn bak dewr?”
❀
Alphonse couldn’t stop the shivering even if she wanted to, her body as repulsed by what she had done as her heart. 
Quickly she loosened her grip on the mangled clump of flesh still in her palm, wincing as it plopped onto the ground with a wet smack. Her hand ached, as if punching it through that man's chest had nearly broken her bones. It was a miracle it hadn’t. 
Turning away, Alphonse looked up at the nearby trees, mute now. They had been murmuring and laughing the entire journey, but now they stood in repugnant silence. 
Alphonse couldn’t blame them. She found herself deplorable as well. The dark smudge in her heart where Enyo had rooted was growing, becoming a gaping maw that all but consumed the healer. 
Empty eyes trailed down to her hands, stained red. 
Delyth slipped around Alphonse and took her cleaner hand, leading her slowly towards the stream. At the bank, she kneeled and tugged Alphonse down after her.
“This will be cold, little bird.” She took both Alphonse’s hands and thrust them into the frigid ice melt, scrubbing at the dried blood with her fingers. “You’ll feel better when it's gone, dear one. I promise.”
Swirls and spirals of blood dispersed in the freezing water. A remote part of her mind noticed the cold, but Alphonse couldn’t care. Couldn’t flinch at the painful rubbing against her bruised knuckles. 
She deserved to suffer. She didn’t need to feel better. Never again. She was a healer. She was supposed to mend and preserve and repair. 
Not rip and tear and destroy. 
Kill. 
She moaned as her soul
ripped further along that raw edge. She had killed a man. And not swiftly and mercifully as Delyth had. Not to protect. She had done it for sadistic malice. Pure glee. A cat playing with a mouse. 
The bandit’s squeals were death cries a bird might have made as some wild dog tore free its wings.
And she had felt so ardent as she did it. 
Her stomach heaved. 
Delyth left off cleaning Alphonse’s hands to press her hair back away from her face while she gagged, gently twisting the tawny volume into a more manageable rope. 
“It wasn’t you, bykhan,” she said again. “It wasn’t you. You couldn’t stop her. Even if you remember it, it wasn’t you.” The words became something like a litany, a feverishly whispered prayer.
When she stopped, the priestess took handfuls of pure, mountain water and poured them down Alphonse’s arms until even the longest streaks of blood were no longer visible. 
Alphonse let Delyth use damp hands to wash the blood from the healer’s face, to tease it from her hair. As if that would somehow hide the massive dark crater in her soul. For a long time, all she could hear was the pleading in her own mind, demanding, begging that this not be true. 
When that faded to a whisper, she could hear water dripping off her hair and hands, the subtle splashes of Delyth, likely washing her own hands of the hot, sticky stuff. The steady beating of her traitorously whole heart. That it should work while that man’s lay in the dirt, separated from his body…
He had said he had children. 
Had that been a lie? Did that make it any better if it had been? 
“No,” she mumbled to herself, finally opening her eyes to see the priestess… 
༄
With Alphonse free of as much blood as possible, Delyth turned to clean the gore from her face and arms. She found slices and bruises she didn’t remember. New scars to try to  forget.
Her hip wound was an ugly, jagged thing still bleeding sluggishly. It wasn’t easy to clean, but she kept at it, dumping handfuls of water over it again and again until they began to come away clear.
Behind her, Alphonse muttered, too quiet to be intelligible, and Delyth looked up. She didn’t want to ask to be healed, didn’t want Alphonse to be reminded of the blood or to feel guilty about not noticing.
She remembered what it’d felt like the first time.
To wake up in a sea of bodies.
For her, though, it had been easy to kill them, easy to categorize them as attackers, as enemies who would kill and maim those she cared for. She had killed some two score people now, though it was difficult to be sure of the number.
And Alphonse. Gentle Alphonse had been used to kill one. That one was devastating to her in a way Delyth had never felt, tearing her apart visibly.
The comparison was stark in Delyth’s mind, Alphonse’s hands still clean when laid next to her bloody palms. Enyo was right. It was the priestess that was the monster.
Only, there was no time to dwell on that now. There was her wound to see to. And Alphonse, still shivering. Perhaps healing would show Alphonse that she was still good, that she was still gentle and worthy of love.
Delyth scooted closer. “bykhan, will you heal this? I was careless and did not realize I was hurt.”
Lost eyes turned slowly towards Delyth. Alphonse’s lashes were fluttering to no purpose, blinking far too often. She tipped her chin down to see the injury and automatically held out a hand to fix the gaping flesh.
Nothing happened.
Delyth had seen Alphonse heal a hundred times, knew that it happened effortlessly, that the little healer just placed her hands on the injured and with a warm glow of green light, their wounds stitched together.
Her little bird’s face darkened, and a crease appeared between her brows. She was holding her breath, her outstretched hand tense. She had never struggled to heal before. Never hesitated. For it to happen now… Delyth’s chest gave a painful twang. Was this Enyo’s doing?
Alphonse removed her hand and closed her eyes in shame. “I am a monster.” 
Delyth moved closer until she could wrap Alphonse in her arms. 
“If you are a monster, then I am as well.” The healer was still shivering, her body somehow smaller than Delyth remembered. “You’re in shock, Alphonse. You’ll be able to heal again, I’m sure of it.”
And it wasn’t a deep wound. Nothing she had not lived through before. She shouldn’t have asked at all, should have been more thoughtful. 
“We wanted to eat it. We were going to eat it… What kind of person does that?” Alphonse asked, blinking up at Delyth. Her face was devoid of hope or any emotion but shame. Shame Delyth wished she didn’t feel. “You wouldn’t eat it. I saw.” Which, of course, had been why Enyo had brought Alphonse back. To punish Delyth for disobeying her. Delyth knew it. The Goddess hated to be denied. “I make you weaker…” 
Delyth just closed her eyes and laid her forehead against Alphonse’s. Slowly, she shook her head. “You aren’t Enyo. You know you’re not Enyo. She’s not a person, Alphonse. She is something so much bigger and older and worse, and I’m so sorry you have to be the one to do this. I’d take it from you if I could.”
She laughed ruefully, the sound desperate and humorless. “Besides, you do not make me weaker. If— if an army were to march through these woods, I would stop them for you. I’d tear through them like a summer storm just to keep you safe.”
❀
Alphonse could see the truth in that, and she nodded numbly. 
“You’re a very good fighter. Humane…” Not like Alphonse. 
She fell silent again for a long time, staring vacantly at the little stream before shuddering and crossing her arms over her chest in some attempt to shield herself from the cold. 
Etienne was right. She had lost sight of the goal. She had lost hope. 
She was turning into Enyo. 
Delyth’s words floated back to her in memory, and Alphonse looked at the warrior. “I’m glad you don’t have to bear Enyo. I wouldn’t want you to be broken apart into tiny pieces that will never fit together again. You’re too precious…” 
She was tired. So very tired. Tired of fighting. Tired of being afraid. Tired of feeling guilty. Tired of becoming a monster. 
It would be easier to just… let Enyo have her. 
“Where do you think we go when we die?” 
༄
Delyth was crying, thick rain-drop beads making hot tracks down her face. Gods, was that what it felt like? To have everything you were broken into smaller and smaller pieces? She couldn’t imagine it. She couldn’t let it continue. She was losing Alphonse just as the healer had come to mean so much. Losing her to something old and vindictive.
And maybe she wasn’t carrying around that pain.
But this was going to break her just as certainly.
Delyth shook Alphonse, her expression fierce. “Don’t you dare leave me. Hold on to those pieces. Take them in both your hands and fucking hold on. You’ve been so strong. My brave little bird. Hold on.”
❀
The shaking actually startled Alphonse enough that she blinked, expression changing. She looked up at Delyth, her doe eyes beseeching. What was there left to hold onto? 
Small hands offered to Delyth, empty. 
She had no magic. She couldn’t heal anymore. She had broken her oath as a healer, she had betrayed her best friend, she had lied to her paramour. She was tainted and dirty and rotten and broken.
Enyo had won. She didn’t need to make it to the temple. Alphonse was ready to admit defeat. 
“What do I have left?” 
Delyth took Alphonse’s proffered hands and pressed one to the skin above her beating heart and one to her cheek, still damp with tears. “You have me, Alphonse.” 
Those glassy amber eyes shuttered and opened again. She inhaled unevenly. 
“You still want me?” she asked, actually surprised. Who would want to be with a murdering heart-eating blood-drinking monster? 
Delyth made a choking sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob. “Gods, Alphonse, what about this says anything else?” She let go of Alphonse’s hands to rub her face, scrubbing away at tears with an almost angry frustration.
“I—But I don’t understand… I— Because I was going to eat that heart and… I know you’ve been letting us drink your blood. I mean— You shouldn’t be with someone who— who does that to you, Delyth.” She had assumed Delyth would have enough of this.
Enough of flip-flopping between brutal Goddess and whimpering, frail mortal. Enough guarding and enough managing. Protecting Alphonse, protecting the world from Alphonse… 
Something wailed in Alphonse to shut up. If Delyth was still willing, she shouldn’t shove her away. The girl knocked that voice aside. 
“I want you to be treated better. To be treated kindly and reverently. You don’t deserve this punishment, Delyth. Not because you’re a warrior and not because you were born different. If this is some sort of— If you’re trying to pay some debt… You’ve done enough.” 
༄
Maybe Alphonse was right.
Maybe Delyth had done enough.
Maybe she had fulfilled every obligation she had ever owed to the temple that had raised her.
But it had been a while since she was here just for the temple.
Delyth put her hands on either side of the healer’s face and looked down into her amber eyes. How could she possibly make her understand? The priestess wasn’t going anywhere. She wasn’t going to let Alphonse give up. Wasn’t going to let her fade into smaller and smaller pieces.
And it had absolutely nothing to do with what either of them deserved.
“Alphonse,” she said finally, “I love you.”
❀
Incredibly, Alphonse laughed. A sudden, bright musical sound that made absolutely no sense in the fading afternoon light by the stream. The sound was jarring coming from her stiff lips and tear streaked face. 
“You can’t love me! You love me? No…  You shouldn’t love me. How could you?” She babbled, fluctuating between beaming up at Delyth and then scowling.  No one could love her. She was nothing. She was dust. 
She was glittering pieces of diamond lost on the wind because Delyth loved her. 
“How? How can you love me? That’s impossible.” Color, warm, dusky rose pink, was slowly blooming in her face. Her eyes were brightening. 
Another laugh escaped her, and Alphonse clamped her clean hands over her mouth, trying to hold it in. What was happening? Her stomach was knots of guilt and butterflies of joy. Her mind was whirling and dancing and weeping. 
But her heart.
Alphonse dropped her hands to feel beneath her breast. It was beating. It wasn’t completely hollow. Completely empty…
It had that little piece of love.
“Love? Love.” She tested the word. It felt fuzzy on her lips. On her tongue. Like it popped and bounced of its own accord. No one had every said that word to her before. 
“Yes, love, you silly woman.” Delyth found one of Alphonse’s hands and kissed the palm. Kissed her shoulder. Her cheek. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”
Each kiss felt like a tiny shock of energy, of life. Each kiss brought warmth back to Alphonse’s cold and numb body. 
And those words. 
They filled her heart and her mind and her body until there was nothing left but Delyth’s voice, chanting. 
I love you. I love you. I love you. 
Alphonse tilted her chin up to Delyth’s face, wanting a kiss on the mouth. 
The priestess’s gaze traced a path from Alphonse’s amber eyes to her lips and back again. She reached out to wrap both arms around Alphonse’s waist, pulling her close and leaning in until she could feel Alphonse’s breath against her skin. Then, Delyth kissed her, hair falling forward to mingle with Alphonse’s curls. She pressed I-love-you’s into the healer’s mouth, drew them with her tongue.
When she pulled away, Alphonse could feel herself glowing. “Wait here.” She wobbled to her feet, looking around the clearing for… something. Anything to give the warrior and her love. Any gift she could give besides her bloody self. 
Thankfully, there were flowers blooming by the side of the stream, and she picked white and yellow ones. A shiny quartz rock caught her eye as well, and Alphonse clutched it in her palm. It was warm from the summer sun it had been baking in all day. 
At the last second, she spotted a large feather, perhaps from a red eagle or hawk. She stuck it in the middle of her strange bouquet and approached Delyth, suddenly shy. 
“I wish I had more to present you with… But— Here.” The flowers, the feather, the pretty little rock. 
Delyth looked… well, she looked a little confused. 
Alphonse blushed and laughed. 
“In Ingola, when two people decide to share their lives, the girl gives her dowry…” Alphonse settled on her knees in front of Delyth again, eyes wide and rimmed with tears. “I can’t marry you, and I don’t have anything but my heart and a rock and a feather and some flowers— But I love you Delyth, and I want you to have all that I am. All that I have… Even if they are little pieces.” Was it silly? Was it a foolish tradition? Was she ruining the moment by handing Delyth a feather and a rock and some weeds? 
༄
Delyth took the little presents Alphonse had found for her gingerly. They were such small things to hold so much meaning.
Little treasures. Little pieces.
Like Alphonse.
She placed the flowers in the crook of her arm and the stone in one of the pouches at her waist. The feather she wove into one of the braids that fell around her face, then looked up at Alphonse for her approval.
“I don’t have anything to give you, little bird.” Delyth’s face was twisted in concern. She wanted to do this in whatever traditions Alphonse followed. “Nothing but myself. And I’m yours, Alphonse.”
The healer smiled and shook her head, brushing the feather affectionately. “The protector doesn’t have to give gifts. Their shield and their home are enough. You’re enough. Always.” Alphonse sighed and brought Delyth’s hands up, kissing each one. “I love you.”




Chapter XXIII
Eighth Moon, New Moon: Thloegr
It was morning, Tristan’s tent dim and smelling of too many nights’ travel. Beyond its fabric walls, none of the others yet stirred, their roadside camp soundless but for nature waking around them. Enyo would like that, Tristan supposed. But he preferred human settlements to the vast wild.
There was more fun to be had.
The rogue had not seen Enyo since the previous day when she had reached through the chest of a still-living man to tear his heart free of its moorings, rabid and dangerous.
The years of captivity hadn’t changed her.
Now, he was eager for her return.
Tristan stood and dressed, careful with the satchel he carried slung over his shoulder. He wore no gloves, though even the days had become cold. He stepped from his tent and resolved to wait. Thankfully he didn’t have to wait long.
Tristan looked up eagerly when Alphonse left her tent but scowled on seeing her expression. 
Enyo didn’t smile like that.
She looked too happy, a wide grin pasted across her features and her tawny hair a little… out of control. As if someone had run their fingers through it too many times. She hadn’t been just sleeping the previous night. He rolled his eyes.
They were positively gooey, especially since returning after the battle the previous day. It was a wonder Etienne had failed to notice it.
She was tugging on the front of her bodice, straightening it when she spotted Tristan.
Surprised and a little embarrassed, she turned away from him to start breakfast.
Tristan had all but given up to go back to sleep when Alphonse left her domestic meddling to veer off into the forest. She moved alongside the bank and then jumped over the stream where the water had gotten bottlenecked. Strange behavior for Alphonse. 
Not for Enyo. 
Tristan smiled, showing teeth, and rose to follow her across the stream. “Enyo,” he called, still behind her as she wended between trees, “I’ve got something for you.”
Slinging one arm about a tree trunk, she twirled around it merrily. Beaming up at the canopy above, her flame-filled eyes flickered to Tristan just once before she wrapped the other arm tightly across the bark, hands clasping in the middle. Embracing the tree. The Goddess actually sighed contentedly. At peace for once. Because of the battle.
Tristan gave a long-suffering sigh.
Of course, she’d go all tree-stroking nature Goddess this morning. Just when he had something interesting to tell her. “Yes, the trees are very nice.” Tristan sounded as though he couldn’t care less about the scene around them. “But, Enyo, wouldn’t you like some tears?”
Finally, those cat eyes slithered to Tristan, her lips peeling back from her teeth. Were her canines sharper today? Was that possible? 
“Tears of true despair? Raw emotion? Not just physical pain….You remember?” 
Of course, he had remembered. Tristan knew the old ways just as well as she did. Tears from raw emotion would always be more potent than those released from pain. Tears held the memories that had brought them in the first place. It was what fueled the spell.
It wouldn’t do to admit he understood, though. Tristan cocked an eyebrow. “Do you doubt me?”
He opened his satchel and pulled out the glove that’d been soaked by Etienne’s tears the day before. It’d been a pretty clever way to get them if he did say so himself. It wasn’t as though glass vials grew on trees.
And the emotion had been real enough. Tristan didn’t think he’d ever seen a creature so pathetic.
He held out the glove to Enyo. “Yes, piteous despair-induced blubbering. Can’t get much more hopeless than the boy was yesterday.”
Taking the glove, she sniffed it as one might inhale the essence of a bloom and growled appreciatively. “You’re a wretched, terrible boy,” she murmured, the words purred compliments. She inhaled once more then handed the gloves back. “Did you enjoy the battle yesterday?” Clearly, she had. 
Tristan’s grin widened. “Their trick wasn’t very good, was it?”
The bandit’s pitiful attempt to ambush them from behind had done nothing to help them. They should have given up their ridiculous notion of letting the travelers go free if they gave up their things. It might have been less of a pitched contest if they had just attacked entirely by surprise.
Then, maybe Enyo would have gotten a few more. He doubted even the priestess would have been so easy with Alphonse had her mouth been dripping with sinew.
Ah well. “It was nice to punish them for it, to prove that we’d not fallen for their little ruse.”
❂
Enyo’s arm dropped away from the tree, and she slunk over to Tristan, her body loose and easy. Had anyone realized she had been getting wound tighter and tighter? The bloodletting had been a release for the Goddess. 
Now, she glowed. 
He reminded her of Va'al in all the right ways. Smart, cunning, ruthless, wicked. Perhaps he was a descendant. 
Perhaps he’d be more…
The Goddess curled up against his chest, rubbing her cheek
across his body affectionately. Like a wild animal greeting one of the pack. 
Or marking her territory. 
Those hands, which had so easily punched through a man and yanked out his heart, slipped about the belt at his waist, pulling it closer...
“Well then…” Tristan took Enyo’s hips in wide hands and ran them up her sides. “I guess that was the answer you were looking for.”
Tristen pressed one hand up beneath tawny locks to grip a fistful of hair just behind the Goddess’s skull, pulling her head back to look at him. Then he kissed her, hard and demanding.
She actually gasped, startled by the sudden grab. Her face contorted in feral temper only to be tamed by his ferocity.
She growled deep in her throat and yanked Tristan’s hips closer with enough force to make him stumble. 
Then, she was climbing him like he was one of her many beloved trees, arms wrapped about his neck, kissing him ravishingly as her legs locked about his hips. 
Enyo peeled herself away long enough to bite cruelly against his throat, perhaps thinking for a moment to rip out that lovely voice. 
⚄
Tristan clenched his jaw at the press of Enyo’s sharp teeth, lips locked in a smile. He gripped her thighs where she wrapped around him and shoved her against the tree where he’d been leaning.
By all the fucking realms, why did she have to be wearing so many clothes?
Tristan growled, the sound coming deep from his chest, and yanked at the folds of the dress where they hung from Enyo’s knees, struggling to shove them back, up and over her waist. He’d made some progress too when someone shouted incoherently behind them.
Tristan half-turned his head, preparing for some violent blow from Delyth, but only the boy stood there, pale-faced and wide-eyed. He chuckled. “Shoo, little mage. The adults are talking.”
From where she was pinned against the tree, Enyo was squirming, trying her best to unlatch Tristan’s belt. She leaned forward to run the tip of her tongue up his neck and along his ear, uninterested in their audience. 
“You know mages, they like to watch,” she murmured into Tristan’s ear, one hand creeping below the neckline of his shirt at the back of his neck. Perhaps giving Etienne a little show. 
✶

Etienne had never been a violent person, but as Tristan laughed at whatever Enyo had murmured in his ear, he wished for a sword as wicked as Calamity to drive through the other man’s back.
“You— you can’t—” he sputtered, the words sounding pathetic even to his ears. 
Tristan and Enyo didn’t care that he was here, wouldn’t so much as give him the respect of hesitating.
Delyth, at least, could have made them listen.
Tristan’s word’s from the day before came back to him, ringing through his ears like some macabre nursery rhyme: You couldn’t save her. You couldn’t save her. You couldn’t save her.
And there was nothing he could do this time either, but let some shitty excuse for a thief and a bastard use his best friend’s body while he stood there, useless.
Etienne gripped big handfuls of his own hair, tugging at his scalp. He had no supplies for spells, and any magic would only set the Goddess off. Should he go get Delyth? Would she get there in time?
He couldn’t leave, couldn’t leave Alphonse alone with Enyo and Tristan.
But maybe… maybe he could do what Delyth would?
Etienne reached for the simple eating knife at his belt and slid the blade across his palm in a searing line of pain. His blood ran freely, red and glaring.
What was it that Delyth called Enyo?
“Taouk.” Etienne’s voice shook. “I would like to make an offering.”
❂
Enyo had very nearly gotten that unwieldy belt unlatched when the smell of blood hit her. She stiffened and peered over Tristan’s shoulder with wide eyes. They were filled with lust and hunger. 
Each impulse warred within her and the Goddess growled, nibbling Tristan’s neck with her eyes clamped on Etienne. The mage had never offered her blood before. And even as sated as she was from yesterday’s fun… 
He was a powerful mage. A death speaker too. His blood might be particularly potent. Each sacrifice was making her stronger, Alphonse weaker, Enyo’s control cementing and complete. 
When would she get the chance again? 
Her hand at Tristan’s belt slipped lower, brushing against the length of him, hard and ready, and separated only by clothes. She moaned. 
Etienne’s blood was pooling in his palm. But Tristan was so firm and terribly mannered…
The coppery tang of blood filled her nostrils, filled her mind. How could she think straight? 
Tristan leaned his head back and huffed in need or frustration. His hands still tugged at Alphonse’s dress.
Etienne stepped forward, his eyes desperate. He was open and bleeding. 
He reached out his cut hand towards her, squeezing it shut so that more blood flowed. It squelched from his fist in a wet spurt, droplets of the stuff sprinkling the ground around him. When he unclenched his fist again, his fingers were coated, a grisly glove.
“For you, Enyo.”
Well, that settled it. She kissed Tristan one last time, whispering something intimately in his ear before slithering off his body and prowling over to Etienne. 
Her eyes were like saucers in her face, and she barely bothered to treat the blood sacrifice with the reverence it deserved before she was greedily scooping up his palm and pressing it to her mouth. 
✶

Etienne watched Enyo in horror. Just a few moons ago, those same hands had left tea and pastry on his work table. That mouth had chided him gently to attend his exams. Those were Alphonse’s cheeks, made to smile sweetly. Alphonse’s eyes, so often turned down in modesty before.
And now she smeared her face with blood. Gorged herself with it. 
The image of Alphonse folding her veil neatly upon his desk was another glaring contrast. Her hair was free and wild from passion. She gave no indication that she even noticed the ichor dripping down her chin and onto Alphonse’s dove grey dress, the white shift underneath blooming with each red splotch. 
His oldest friend had been corrupted, her humanity dispensed in pieces until all that was left was this wild, hungry thing, dripping blood—bathing in it.
Killing.
Etienne felt himself dry heave. She would have eaten that villager’s heart with just as much relish.
When she was finally finished, Enyo licked the length of the cut, and Alphonse’s green healing magic mended it, leaving a scar. “To remember, mage, who your Goddess really is.” 
He was only dimly aware of Delyth storming into the clearing, eyes wide and gripping the great black sword. Tristan snickered at her as he reclasped his belt. “The boy’s gone and done your job, halfbreed.”
Etienne was looking down at his hand, heedless of Delyth’s reply. Blood still filled the creases between his fingers.
What had they come to?
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
Delyth flinched, torn suddenly from more pleasant thoughts. Enyo was at her side, reaching around a wing to stroke Calamity as they trudged up towards Thlonandras. The Goddess’s face was rapturous, but there were dark circles beneath those eyes, the once smooth cheeks shrunken.
So much malicious glee leaking out of Alphonse’s gentle body.
The halfbreed turned away, and Enyo was gone again, flitting over to Etienne to walk alongside him in pleasant silence, occasionally looking down at his healed hand then up at his face. She smiled slowly and licked her lips before frolicking off to other delights.
A beautiful formation of clouds, the way the wind sung to them, the “absolutely breathtaking’” views from the mountains. Enyo’s good mood was unflagging.
For the noontime meal, she lounged in Tristan’s lap and fed him little bits of cooked rabbit from her eating knife. She preened his hair back and whispered things that neither the priestess nor the mage could hear, but made the rogue smile fiendishly. 
Somehow, no amount of knowing that Alphonse loved Delyth made it any easier to see Enyo draped across Tristan in her little bird’s body. If anything, it just made her angrier.
She watched Enyo closely throughout the day, hoping for any sign of the healer. Enyo stopped for a nap, but not even sleep seemed able to free Alphone from the Goddess. She was too pleased, likely from the attention of the two men that morning.
Delyth closed her eyes. She still felt the echoes of the panic of waking up to find Alphonse gone, not only from their pallet but from the camp, of waking up alone again. Calamity had been a crippling weight, a fever. She thought that if she had gotten there before Etienne, she would have killed Tristan.
Neither had explained exactly what had happened, but it’d been easy to discern from Tristan’s rumpled clothes and Etienne’s desperate act of giving his blood to Enyo. Thank the Gods he had gotten there in time, had been willing to give his blood.
She hadn’t expected him to do it, but she was grateful for it.
Now, as the afternoon gdeepened, Enyo looked like the healer, with her hair neatly braided and flowers crowning her head, all the delicacy of Alphonse’s features and the crown of petals above. Some of the buds Enyo plucked were white and yellow like those Alphonse had brought her the day before. The memory made Delyth ache.
Like clockwork, as soon as the time came for actual chores to be done, Enyo vanished. One minute she was glaring at Delyth holding the shovel to dig the latrine, the next Alphonse was looking around in confusion. 
Incredulously, she reached up to touch her crown of flowers and laughed, the sound leeching all the tension from the warrior’s shoulders. It melted her hard edges, like the mountains in spring. Ice to summer stream.
Alphonse walked over to Delyth and smiled up at the warrior shyly. “Good morning,” she murmured, handing a daisy to her paramour. It was evening, but Delyth understood. They hadn’t said it that morning.
She reached out and took the little white flower and tucked it behind her ear, just above the feather still entwined in one of her braids. “Good morning, bykhan. I’ve missed you.”
She wanted to sweep Alphonse close just then, but held back with Tristan and Etienne bustling by to set up camp. Instead, she just smiled warmly.
❀
“I missed you too…” Alphonse stepped closer, nearly going on her tiptoes to kiss Delyth before remembering they weren’t alone. 
Sheepishly, she looked around and instead stole a brief touch, her fingers curling around one of Delyth’s locks and slipping across her shoulder in unmistakable tenderness. Her expression was open and loving as she carefully placed that lock of blue-black hair behind Delyth’s shoulder. Preening her lover. 
Alphonse sighed. “Shall I prepare dinner?” 
Delyth was blushing slightly, her eyes soft and fixed on Alphonse. She reached up and plucked a few fallen petals from the smaller woman’s dress.
Tristan snorted, passing by. “The latrines aren’t going to dig themselves.”
The priestess didn’t seem to notice. She gestured a little clumsily to the shovel in her hands. “I’ll help you in just a moment.”
Alphonse smirked. “Take your time, I’m not going anywhere,” she said in a lightly teasing tone of voice. Still, she watched as Delyth headed into the trees. Maybe her eyes slipped down the priestess’s backside for a moment too long…
It was hard not to look! Delyth was very well muscled and shapely. And she wore breeches, so everything was on display. 
Shaking her head to try and clear it, Alphonse set about getting supper ready. Root vegetable soup. 
Again. 
She was immersed in her work when Delyth came to stand beside her at the fire, grinning with playfulness. “Do you mind if I cook with you?” she was saying, her voice sly. “I know a bit about spice.”
A blush was rising up Alphonse’s cheeks, nearly painful. Delyth was flirting with her! Surely she should flirt back? But how? Alphonse had never flirted with anyone in her life. Had never wanted to. Alphonse handed over the large wooden spoon to Delyth and turned to gather some herbs from her satchel. “Thyme?” she asked, mortified at how her words fumbled in her mouth. Delyth was suave and confident; the way she looked at Alphonse made the healer feel warm and tense in all the right ways. And all she could say was ‘thyme’?!
Gods.
Delyth snorted playfully and let her shoulder brush against the healer’s as she went to stir the stew. “Why not? You know I like the taste,” she grinned wickedly and let the last word drawl.
The healer gasped and dropped the packet of thyme. She snatched it up off the ground and handed it to Delyth with wide eyes and cheeks so warm the sun might have been rising in them. 
“I—I like the taste too,” she mumbled and then remembered they had company. Hastily, Alphonse took the water bucket to the stream so they could have something to drink with their meal. She splashed cold water over her eyes and brow and down her neck. 
✶

Etienne watched Alphonse walk away, astounded, having reached the fire in time to hear their banter. Delyth provided no more answers when he turned her way. She was following Alphonse with her eyes as well, lips still coiled upward. He was reminded for a moment of the two women teasing him about his cooking weeks prior, but it seemed to have taken on some new meaning between the two of them—an inside joke between close friends. 
Etienne winced as he sat before the fire and dropped his head. When had he and Alphonse stopped joking?
And yet, why should any of them be so light-hearted in a time like this? Just yesterday, Alphonse had torn apart a man’s rib cage. The priestess had killed easily a dozen or more. 
And here they were. Teasing.
Alphonse should have known better. Should have known what was at stake. But he alone seemed to keep enough of his sanity to realize just how dire their situation truly was.
Gods, he was so tired.
Tristan sat down at Etienne’s left, and the mage subconsciously made himself smaller. “Quit your moping. Dinner’s almost ready.”
❀
Dinner was well spiced and delicious. Alphonse didn’t try for much conversation, instead enjoying the feeling of Delyth’s leg pressed against her own as they sat side by side, eating in companionable silence. 
She had seen Tristan’s sneer a few times but didn’t let it bother her. And Etienne seemed stressed. Alphonse nearly asked him on three different occasions what was wrong but…
It seemed like bad timing to do so in front of the others. She made her mind up to speak to him after dinner, in private. She hoped he could tell that was her plan by the subtle looks she tossed his way. 
Despite the chill in the air, the night was nice with the fire crackling merrily at their feet. Homey almost. Alphonse craned her head back to gaze at the stars peeking through the clouds overhead. It startled her to see late summer constellations. She and Etienne had started this journey in spring.
So much time had passed. 
“Look, there is the Bear.” She pointed with her spoon up at the gap in the clouds. “And the buck, and the hare. I wonder who named the stars.” Had it been the Gods? Had Enyo named the sky?
Delyth didn’t follow Alphonse’s gaze, instead tracing the planes of the healer’s upturned face until she blushed. “Perhaps they were people like you, who looked up and wondered.”
Across the fire, Tristan snorted, rolling his eyes in habitual disgust. “Of course, it wasn’t. Don’t you have followers of Dyl in Ingola? Supposedly, he named the stars to guide sailors.” He took another spoonful of soup. “Not that knowing the name of something makes it any easier to follow. Bloody dreamer.”
Oh. Of course. They did have followers of Dyl. In fact, Brande had been one. She should have known. 
Feeling a bit embarrassed, Alphonse looked back down from the constellations and to her nearly empty soup bowl. She finished it in two more bites and then set it aside. She was starting to feel quite tired, her lids heavy. “Even the Gods are dreamers sometimes. I think that’s nice.” 
✶

Etienne looked up sharply at that, his shoulders tense. 
What was that supposed to mean? There was nothing nice about the Gods! Especially Enyo. Was she changing her mind? 
It seemed impossible. Alphonse was living with a parasite slowly sucking away her life force, leaving her weaker and weaker as they struggled up towards the mountains. How could she possibly see the Gods as anything but the vicious, conniving creatures they were?
Unless Delyth had poisoned her mind. It had to be. It wasn’t as though even Alphonse would take to listening to Tristan. The priestess’s displays of friendship would be a far more attractive trap for the too-trusting healer.
Beside him, Tristan just shook his head. “Only the useless ones.”
Of course, he was more interested in Enyo, bloodthirsty, and unpredictable.
“Well,” Alphonse murmured, too tired and too happy to argue. She yawned and slipped onto her side, and then her back, using Delyth’s lap as a pillow, her amber eyes once more fixed upon the heavens above. She didn’t seem to have a care at all. Etienne scowled.
“I think it’s nice, and being grouchy about it won’t change my opinion, Tristan,” she said.
༄
In the shadows of the night, the healer’s hand on the opposite side of the fire, hidden from view, slipped to brush over Delyth’s braced against the ground. 
Delyth looked down at Alphonse and smiled, sliding her hand closer so that their fingers could entwine. “It is nice.”
And she supposed the thing about the Gods was too.
When she looked up, Etienne was brooding into the fire, and Tristan was rolling his eyes. Fairly typical evening behavior. 
“How do you know so much about the different Gods?” she asked. Tristan had proven himself knowledgeable in the ways of the old world more than once on their journey. Was it the mysterious master he had mentioned to Enyo?
The fighter just shrugged. “I’ve done a bit of traveling.”
Etienne shot him a dark look. “So enlightening…”
“You learn a bit from the world and the people you meet.” Tristan leaned back. “A lot more than books can teach you, clearly.”
Delyth sighed. That had the sound of a new argument just starting. With the two men distracted, she ran her thumb over Alphonse’s, where their fingers pressed together and brushed a stray lock of hair away from her face. It was such a simple thing to sit with her like this. Simple and perfect.
❀
Amber eyes, heavy with fatigue, drifted away from the stars and into Delyth’s own icy blue ones. Alphonse smiled and nuzzled her cheek against Delyth’s leg, even daring to lay a kiss on it with her face turned away from the light and the onlookers. 
She didn’t think she could say those three simple, devastating words aloud now, with their audience, but she did hope that Delyth somehow knew she was thinking them. 
I love you. 
I love you.
I love you. 
Slowly she blinked, warm and fuzzy, and so very comfortable. The fire’s crackling was soothing, and Etienne and Tristan’s snarling just background noise. No more important than the roaring of a river. Easy to let go…
Alphonse yawned. She should get up. Talk with Etienne. Though not quite yet. Perhaps in a minute. For now, she could just… close her eyes. Rest. Enjoy the feel of Delyth’s fingers through her hair. 
✶

Etienne broke off mid-sentence, halfway through arguing that Tristan was being insufferable on purpose and that he should just admit where he had learned so much about the Gods. Through traveling. Hells. They’d been traveling for moons without learning anything except for just how horrible Enyo could be.
Only, Tristan wasn’t paying any attention anymore. He was watching Delyth and Alphonse across the fire.
Alphonse had fallen asleep, it seemed. Delyth was gathering the healer into her arms with slow care, letting sleep-loose limbs curl over her forearm and bronzed curls press into her shoulder. She stood and turned, pausing a minute before completely leaving the light of the fire. Her face was half-illuminated, turned towards Alphonse with an expression more soft and open than Etienne had ever seen on the warrior’s usually stoic countenance. 
Then, she slipped into the dark of their tent, vanishing from sight.
“A bloody waste, isn’t it?” Tristan’s eyes were on Etienne again, his cruel half-smile in place. 
“What is?” Etienne sounded defensive even to himself. Anger and revulsion boiled within him before he was even sure of the cause, quick as Enyo’s blizzard.
“Two perfectly fine women in love with each other.”
What?
Etienne found himself jerking back into the direction Delyth had gone.
They couldn’t be…
In love?

Since when? How?!
He knew they had been getting closer but had it really gone that far? And without Alphonse telling him? Had she really given up enough on their quest to get rid of Enyo that she would let herself get involved with someone working against them?
“Damn shame.” Tristan’s words cut through Etienne’s thoughts. The other man was standing, shaking his head in the direction of the girls’ tent. Then he too left to sleep, leaving the mage alone by the fire.
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
Etienne did not sleep that night. When the fire went out, he rose more out of a desire to move than to head to his tent.
His mind was full of the images of the last few days: 
Alphonse stood over the body of a thin, dirty farmer, his chest bloody and gaping where she had reached in past bone and sinew to pull out his hot, beating heart. She’d looked at it like the finest delicacy at a nobleman’s table. Licked her lips. Squeezed till the blood ran down her arm.
Maybe that had been Enyo.
But when she and Delyth had rejoined them, she’d been herself. She’d been happy. As though she had not just killed a man, while Etienne stumbled, his mouth still acidic with bile and his eyes full of broken bodies.
He supposed it made sense now.
She cared more for the halfbreed than her own humanity.
That very day had started out with her lapping up his blood and ended with Delyth and Alphonse laughing, cooking together.
Etienne pulled at his hair through clenched fists. Alphonse had been good and gentle. A healer. The death of that man should have torn her apart.
But that Alphonse was dead.
It could not be clearer. The Goddess had already won. Had broken apart his dearest friend until only echoes remained. 
She was dead.
And he had killed her just as surely as Enyo had. His pride, his fucking hubris, had invited a disease into Alphonse’s gentle soul, and it had destroyed her from the inside. Even her body, emaciated and weak, was proof of her illness. Now, all that was left was for the echoes to disappear as well, for the foul creature inside to become even more powerful.
There was nothing he could do to stop it. Because Tristan was right.
He was useless. Cowardly.
And he couldn’t bear to watch it, couldn’t bear to see the last scraps of Alphonse fed to an ancient evil by her lover and a filthy thug.
So he wouldn’t.
With shaking hands, Etienne tore down his tent and left before the sun ever neared the horizon.




Chapter XXIV
Eighth Moon, Waxing Crescent : Thloegr
Alphonse giggled as she tried to pull away from Delyth’s warm embrace, instead falling in for more kisses. 
“I have to start breakfast,” she murmured, reminding the warrior even as her hands slipped down Delyth’s body, still bare from the night before. So perfect to touch… She yanked her hands away, realizing she was falling into the same trap she had been prey to before the sun rose. 
“Beast,” she murmured, her tone so far from insulting it was ludicrous. “You’re an absolute vixen.” Swallowing down her arousal, Alphonse kissed Delyth once more and straightened up, fixing her clothes. 
Breakfast. It called to her. 
Delyth sighed, letting her head fall back against her arm, dramatic but smiling. “If you absolutely have to.” She stretched out, trying to look particularly vixen-ish as though to get Alphonse to spend a few more minutes in the tent with her. “Chief Alphonse,” she murmured playfully, “off to prepare the troops.” 
The healer shook her head at how silly Delyth was being and ducked out from the tent flap. It was a shame that Delyth didn’t feel she could show that tender, silly, playful, loving side in public. 
Of course, Alphonse understood why. Delyth was a warrior priestess. She wasn’t supposed to be cracking jokes and winking and smiling. Her stoic nature protected her as much as it served as a perfect mask for her role as guardian of the temple. 
Then again, she liked that Delyth only shared that special piece of herself with Alphonse. A little treasure just for the healer. 
Smiling, Alphonse stirred up the coals to the fire and then took up her bucket to head towards the stream they’d been following for days now to get fresh water. Some to boil for tea and some to—
The bucket rattled to the ground as Alphonse dropped it. 
She stood staring at the campsite like a frightened deer. Startled by hunters and too horrified to try and flee. 
There was her and Delyth’s tent, then to the right Tristan’s, and then to the right of that…
Nothing. 
No tent. 
No Etienne. 
Alphonse scrambled over to the spot as if getting closer to Etienne’s humble little shelter would make it suddenly appear. With him in it. 
But standing where it had been pitched, she turned in a small circle, looking at the ground. She could see where the stakes had been pulled up in a hurry, the earth crumbling in small piles. It looked as if he hadn’t even slept, no indentations in the grass… 
“Delyth!!” she screamed, running back to her tent and yanking the flap open. Birds shot to the sky in a flurry of wings, startled by her shriek of terror. “Etienne is gone! He’s missing! Someone—someone must have kidnapped him or— Did—did—” She gasped and turned to look where his tent had been. “Did I leave the tent last night!?!” What if Enyo had done something to get rid of Etienne? 
With trembling hands Alphonse gripped her head, trying to think. Who would have taken him? Where would they have gone?! 
༄
Delyth scrambled out of the pallet where she’d still been laying, too comfortable to rush into clothes and cold air. Alphonse was the color of bleached bone, her eyes wide and her words tumbling over each other in a race to escape her throat.
For a moment, the priestess just stared, trying to catch up.
Then she started to fling her clothes on.
“You didn’t leave the tent last night.”
Did she? Delyth didn’t remember marking a sigil. Her arms had been full at the time with Alphonse’s sleeping body. But no, it was impossible. She’d slept with the healer wrapped in her arms, both of them covered with a wing. There was no way she could have left and returned without Delyth waking.
So it hadn’t been Enyo, but neither of the other two options that came to mind seemed much better.
“Stay here.” She was pulling her boots on, Calamity already belted to her back. “I’ll go look for him.”
Delyth flung herself from the tent and into the air, ignoring Tristan’s still sleep-slowed countenance.
On one hand, this wasn’t a particularly safe area. Predators ran rampant through these mountains, and the few bands of people living here would not balk at theft or kidnapping. It might even be reasonable to assume that any bandit would consider Etienne the easiest target, as he slept alone and without weapons, but there had been no sounds of a struggle the night before. And bears did not typically make off with tents.
The only other option Delyth could think of was that Etienne had left of his own accord, though she shuddered at what that might do to Alphonse. If he had, he couldn’t have much of a head start. She’d find him and drag him back if necessary.
❀
Alphonse couldn’t settle. 
She paced the clearing, looking at Etienne’s empty camping spot repeatedly. Then the road. Then the sky, hoping Delyth would come back with Etienne in tow. 
If she had been better at summoning spells, if she knew how to scry… But she’d never even been taught those types of magic. Besides, she didn’t have anything of his to fixate on. How would she find him?! 
Was he hurt?
She didn’t see a sign of a struggle. No blood, no drag marks in the dirt.Wringing her hands together, Alphonse worried and worried and worried. Breakfast was long forgotten. 
What could have taken him? Why?! Why hadn’t she woken? Heard him crying out for help? 
Had she been so fast asleep? 
Had Enyo woken and chosen not to help? 
Had some other mage come along and— and overcome Etienne? It felt unlikely. She chewed on the inside of her cheek so vigorously it seemed as if she’d bite right through it. 
⚄
Eventually, Tristan gave up grumbling about how rude it was to wake people by screaming when there was obviously no immediate danger. Then, he re-emerged from his tent. This time, fully clothed.
Alphonse paced the clearing like a caged thing, anxiety twisting her features.
It didn’t take long for Tristan to figure out why, though he still didn’t say anything right away.
It wouldn’t do to look too ecstatic.
When he thought he could speak without laughing, the rogue strolled over to Alphonse, interrupting her along the path she was trying to trod into the packed dirt. “So, the boy finally got fed up with it all and left.” His voice was casual. At least it didn’t sound gloating.
Alphonse spun to look at Tristan, amber eyes flashing something like molten gold…
Enyo’s anger, surfacing through mortal veins. How thin the barrier had grown already.
But it was gone in an instant, and Alphonse shook her head. “He’d never leave me. We are best friends. We’re practically brother and sister. He… he wouldn’t leave me alone with—” With them. With Tristan. With Enyo… 
Tristan drew his eyebrows together in mock concern. “Of course, you’re right. Etienne would never do that to you. You mean too much to him.”
He stepped away from her, peering at the ground where Etienne’s tent had been staked the previous night.
“Only, I don’t see any signs of a struggle, do you?” He paced around the area, one hand supporting his chin. “And the boy was no fighter, but surely he could have cried out or done a bit of magic to alert us.”
He gave up looking and wandered back to Alphonse, keeping his expression sorrowful.
This was almost too easy.
“Besides, what would be the purpose of just kidnapping one of us? Of taking only shelter and food enough for one person?” He looked off into the distance where Delyth had gone. “I mean, if I were going to steal, I wouldn’t be so careful about it. I’d just take it all.”
❀
The healer blanched. Tristan… did have a point. 
She looked back to where Etienne had set up his tent. It looked as if it had never been there. As if he took the time to fold it up and pack it away, rather than just dragging it off like a wild animal or an attacker might. 
“But,” she stuttered, her mind grasping. She was sinking into to some dark, wet pit with slick walls that offered no grip.
Etienne would not leave her. Not when they were so close to the temple. Not when Enyo was getting so strong. He wouldn’t leave her to Enyo! He wouldn’t doom her to a life like this. He was the only one who knew how to bind Enyo! 
He wouldn’t. 
But… he was gone. Where had he gone? Why? Was he going ahead to—to scout out the temple? 
“Maybe he got a head start?” 
Tristen just looked at Alphonse. “If you say so, mouse.” He didn’t laugh, but his tone made it clear that he didn’t believe it.
Several
long, slow minutes passed before Delyth returned, this time from the opposite side of the camp. Initially, Alphonse had stepped towards Delyth, relieved and desperate to hear the news. To know where Etienne had gone… But with the pained look the warrior was giving her, Alphonse stumbled to a halt. 
“Alphonse.” The warrior was breathing hard, as though she’d gone at great speed. “Alphonse, I didn’t see him.”
Delyth’s face was drawn, her skin pale. “I’m so sorry, dear one, but the roads are perfectly smooth in either direction, as if…”
She couldn’t finish, but Tristan could. “As if by magic?” 
“Smooth? What do you mean? Why would they be smooth?” Did she mean there were no tracks? Hiding which way he went? 
Why would he hide his route?! Unless he was going to the temple to set up? 
Yes. Yes, surely, that was it. But…
“Why?” Why didn’t he tell her he was going? Why had he snuck off in the dead of night? Alphonse grabbed both sides of her head, trying to think. Trying to reason the way Etienne would. His sharp, meticulous mind. 
He would leave to…
Well. 
“Why would he leave?” she asked aloud, not expecting an answer. He’d leave because the project was over. The spell was cast. The transfiguration complete. He only lost interest in something once he had met his goal. Which meant...Which meant. 
“He’s done with me?”
“It looks that way, doesn’t it?”
Delyth glared at Tristan. “We don’t know that.” She stretched her hand out towards Alphonse, took a step closer.
He had given up. He had left her to Enyo. He had fled without so much as a goodbye—in the dead of night like some thief. He knew Delyth was loyal to her temple. He knew Tristan was deeply interested in seeing Enyo restored. 
He knew his magic had been her only hope of survival. 
And yet he was gone. 
He had abandoned the spell because it was already ruined. Already lost. He saw no point in trying to repair the permanently broken. 
“He left,” Alphonse repeated blankly. There was an echo of silence in her mind as the word bounced around. Alone. 
Alone. 
“I—I’m… alone.” 
Not alone. Never alone, Enyo’s wicked voice crooned. Alphonse sagged where she stood. The Goddess was right. Never again would Alphonse be alone with her thoughts, her feelings, her fears. 
Enyo would be there forever. 
Because Enyo was not going to be banished or bound or cast out. 
Enyo was going to have her body, and Etienne had left her to that fate. 
Never alone. 
Never Alphonse. 
Never again. 
༄
Delyth rushed forward to support Alphonse, where she stood, limp and dragging. All thoughts of Tristan had fled her mind. She didn’t care that he was there.
“You have me, Alphonse.” Her voice broke jagged on the edges.
How many times did she have to say it? What would she have to do to get Alphonse to believe it?
“You aren’t alone.” She dragged Alphonse’s face up to meet hers. “And I know this hurts; I know you feel abandoned. But I’m still here. I won’t leave you.”
And she wouldn’t.
Not for anything.
Though, if she ever saw Etienne again, she would tear him apart before dragging him back to Alphonse.
Amber eyes blinked up at Delyth, surprisingly dry. No tears. Some wounds cut so deep there was no point in crying. There was nothing behind the long-lashed gaze. Just emptiness. “He didn’t say goodbye…” 
Delyth didn’t have an answer to that. She just pulled Alphonse into her arms, wings half opened as though she could fly away from this as easily as she had the battlefield.
⚄
Tristan turned away from the pathetic scene, his lip curling. He had never had the patience for the fall out after a trick had been played. 
But the trick had certainly been worth it.
Nothing stood in his way any longer. The boy was gone. Delyth was a follower from one of Enyo’s temples. Alphonse seemed to have entirely given up hope.
With his back to the two women, Tristen smiled, the expression thin and wicked.
Enyo was going to be so pleased.




Chapter XXV
Sixth Moon of the Year 690: Rhosan
The goatskin drums had been pounding for two days now.  Distant and desperate thrumming, Enyo had long since drowned out their primal rhythms, accepting them as her own heartbeat. An urgent and unrelenting pulse of blood within her body. Within her mind. 
Summer Solstice was always a time of celebration and sacrifices. When the drums stopped, they would select their next ‘vassal’ to sate the Gods and anoint the fields. 
Until then, the humans would dance in chaotic circles around the massive bonfires, wine would flow freely, and all would gorge on the last fruits of the spring. Summer was here, and there was no place for spring gaiety. 
Enyo bit into the bruised meat of a plum, relishing in the sensation of her teeth breaking through the thin membrane and into the overly sweet flesh. Juices ran down her chin and dripped onto her chest.
Satisfaction coated her tongue as she tossed the pit away from the clearing, watching the gathered Gods, humans, and other creatures milling about drunkenly. Some rutted on the outskirts of the clearing, within easy view of all. Others laughed and talked. Some wept silently and watched the flames. 
Standing from her position on the pile of pelts she used as a throne of sorts, Enyo traipsed through the collection of bodies, considering each bright face turned her way. 
As the Solstice gathering was on her lands, her territory, she would have the honor of selecting the sacrifice this year.  Something she looked forward to very much. 
Striding past Maoz and his human lover, a beautiful creature with rippling black hair and a full womb, Enyo rolled her eyes. 
Maoz had dozens of human lovers, male and female alike. Over the years, he had spawned so many half breed offspring, it was no surprise that females were now seeking him out deliberately. His children were strong, long-lived, and beautiful. 
The rutting Hunter. He was effectively a stag— One whiff of a female in heat, and he was on her. Even females who had been barren before were able to conceive with him. 
Enyo had tried it once, with Maoz. They had caused a raging forest fire. It had been fun, but she preferred more interesting partnerships than just fucking in the woods. 
Coming to the edge of the gathering, and to the tables holding the massive kegs of wine, Enyo paused. The drums were beating faster. 
The time was coming soon. 
“Va'al ?” She called, not bothering to look around. He’d appear if he wished to do so. That crafty one was always lurking about, always eavesdropping. 
⚀
Va'al watched the festivities from the shadows. The incessant drums had begun to grate at his nerves; the pleasures of the clearing had lost their draw. He was utterly and frustratingly bored with gaiety.
It was time for a bit of conflict. 
The humans and the Gods alike were far too happy. Even the sorrow of the weepers was mixed with awe. The Hunter had his rutting. Enyo had her sacrifice. Kirit hadn’t even bothered to come, and the Cursed Realms knew Ruyaa never concerned herself with anything so earthly.
It was indeed time for a bit of something different, but that left Va'al with an entirely different conundrum.
What sort of conflict did he want tonight?
Battle was always exciting, but at the moment, it seemed as though a lover’s quarrel might be easier to manage. Even among the humans gathered in this small clearing, he could taste jealousy weaving amid thoughts of food and sex. Animals, the lot of them, but oh so entertaining.
Perhaps, with a bit of work, he could convince some lustful wife into a passion, some jealous husband into a murderous rage. There was only the task of choosing who to play with; he had just set about it when a word from Enyo interrupted his thoughts.
The Goddess of nature was always a good time, Va'al supposed. She could be absolutely feral, devoid of the niceties that plagued Esha and Iluka. He shrugged. The lovers could wait. 
“Enyo,” Va'al purred as he stepped out of the shadows and took a place at her side. “Stunning as ever. What did you need your poor friend Va'al for this wild night?”
❂
Enyo looked Va'al over carefully. He was the most ‘mortal’ looking of them all, with tanned dark skin and silky black hair, chocolate brown eyes that sparkled with mischief, and a long nose with a hook on the end. Yet he was too handsome. Too delicious to be truly human. After all, looks could be deceiving.
He was the closest thing to a friend for Enyo. They regularly frolicked hand in hand, creating mischief and mayhem wherever they went. 
Of course, on the rare occasion—every fifty years or so—they got into a fight. Well… not many mortals had been left standing to tell tales. 
“It occurred to me that this Solstice could be even wilder…” Her gaze flickered towards Maoz, his horns visible even through the crowds. Stoic and single-minded, the Hunter was difficult to annoy, to rile up. 
But when he did, the entire forest felt it. 
Her lips parted in a cunning smile, eyes bright as they came back to Va'al. “I see your annoying lover isn’t here… Perhaps you’d like to choose another?” Her meaning was clear. Seduce Moaz’s human, enrage the beast.
Have some fun. 
⚀
Va'al followed Enyo’s gaze, his eyebrows lifting. Maoz wove through the crowd with his little lover trailing behind. As if he thought her some great trophy rather than just another mortal, easy to seduce.
Moaz was ever so protective of his little mortal propagators.
He’d been thinking too small.
Va'al smiled in appreciation at the nature Goddess. “Enyo, you do have the most delightful ideas. I was feeling rather like some mortal flesh now that I think of it.”
The girl would be no issue. The swell of her belly already proved that she had a weakness for divine lovers.
And really, what mortal didn’t?
Va'al’s face creased in a malicious grin. “Will you do me the honor of distracting our beastly friend?” 
❂
“Must I do everything?” She complained, turning on her heel to weave through the crowds. Quickly Enyo found herself before Maoz, who was gulping down a massive tankard of wine. 
“Maoz,” she greeted. He turned yellow eyes on her and nodded. Such a poet, that Hunter God. 
Enyo suppressed an exasperated sigh. He really wasn’t going to make this easy. Her gaze flickered over to his pregnant human. He held her tightly by the wrist. Possessive, not ‘loving,’ though she doubted the human understood.
“I was wondering if you had any suggestions for today’s sacrifice. I see you brought a human of your own…” He bristled and shoved the female behind himself, creating a shield of flesh between Enyo and his lover. 
As if that’d stop her if she really wanted the woman. Pregnant females had such rich blood too…
“I do not,” he replied. 
How did he get so many females, when he could barely string three words together?!
“None at all? What about a wildman from the mountain tribes? Or one of the children born in the whispering meadows? I do love how they cry… Their tears are like starlight, are they not?” 
⚀
Va'al slipped in beside Moaz’s mortal lover just as he pushed her behind him. Always so rough, Moaz. The brute.
By contrast, Va'al laid his open palm gently against her shoulder, resting a finger across his lips to indicate silence. He leaned in close, his mouth beside her ear. “Come, sweet one. I have a gift for you.” He smiled warmly and beckoned to her even as he stepped back.
The girl seemed mesmerized, possibly because of the wild nature of the festival. Her eyes followed Va'al, though, still she hesitated, glancing back at Moaz speaking to Enyo.
“Look at how easily he forgets about you,” Va'al crooned. “Already, he fawns over the nature Goddess.”
The girl looked back, forlorn. Silly woman. Maoz would leave as soon as the halfbreed was born anyway.
“Come, lovely.” Va'al kept up his sing-song whisper, careful to keep it away from the Hunter’s ears. “I have something for you, something only you deserve.”
Gradually, she stepped towards him, her mind echoing with the thoughts Va'al put there. She was special. Moaz did not deserve her. She wanted Va'al and his gifts.
They wended away from the party and into the shadows.




Chapter XXVI
Eighth Moon, Waxing Crescent: Thloegr
The first night away from the others, Etienne was plagued with beautiful dreams. They weren’t especially grand; no gold or silver or stunning mountain vistas. He did not visit a palace or fall in love.
Instead, Etienne dreamed of his own past.
He fell asleep to quiet images of studying with Alphonse or talking in the Moxous garden or just looking up from a dusty tome to find a cup of tea steaming quietly at his elbow. 
And in the morning, he awoke alone.
The entire first day heading down the mountain, Etienne’s own arguments had repeated themselves in his head. He was physically hot from anger, his skin flushed despite the cold. The farther he went, the less articulate his internal monologue became until he was repeating the same phrase again and again.
Alphonse is dead. Alphonse is dead. Alphonse is dead… 
Now, with the dawn, he had cooled. There seemed to be more air away from the others. He could breathe. He could think.
And he almost wished that he could go back to the blind heat of the day before.
There was a blade poised just above his heart so that with every bulging pump, the muscle kissed the razor edge. He named the knife Guilt and walked rather than touch it, fearing the accountability behind the steel.
Alphonse was dead. There was nothing he could do.
Even if it was his fault.
Still, Etienne had never felt more a coward. His back was turned to the danger in Thlonandras, to the likelihood of Enyo being unleashed on an unsuspecting world.
To the final destruction of his oldest friend.
While he, the one who had started this by summoning Enyo in the first place, could just turn away. Save himself. The others were lost anyway.
He crossed his arms over his chest—more for comfort than for anything else. He hardly felt the cold. No amount of reasoning would stay his heart, would keep it from spilling its own blood on the blade he’d placed above it. Maybe with time, it would form a callus, grow thick and hard beneath the cutting edge, but Etienne thought it just as likely that it would bleed forever, coating his lungs and ribs and tissue and bone in the red that belonged to veins.
He would never be able to live with this, the knowledge that he had left his friend in her darkest moment. Even if all was lost. Even if there was nothing to do to save her.
Because if there was something to be done to stop this, no one else could do it. He alone had read the book of summoning. He alone knew how to bind Enyo.
And if that could not be done, then he should pay the consequences, not Alphonse.
This was his mistake.
No one had ever cared for him like Alphonse did. She would not have left him.
Etienne froze on the road, his fists clenched.
His fear was so terribly heavy. Ravenous. With a maw like a dragon threatening to swallow him whole. It was too much. Stronger than he was.
But Alphonse...
Etienne swallowed, forced himself to turn around.
He could do this. He could face Enyo and Delyth and Tristan even if it meant pain or death.
He could do this.
For Alphonse.
The mage took his first step back towards Thlonandras, then he took another. The blade in his chest did not stop its ceaseless slicing, but it was more bearable because Etienne knew it need not slice forever.




Chapter XXVII
Eighth Moon, First Quarter: Thloegr
The path up the brutal ridges of the behemoth peak that housed Thlonandras was winding, narrow, and in some places non-existent. Even in her prime, Enyo had kept the trail treacherous. 
If her devoted followers wanted to experience the magnitude of her ascendance, then they must first pass through the gauntlet. 
She thought it was perhaps the most devious and clever thing she had ever concocted, but Tristan and Delyth were looking at her warily. Unimpressed and frankly unappreciative.  The Goddess snarled and gestured up the cliff face, a sheer drop to the left the only fate awaiting any traveler who slipped and fell. “That is the way to Thlonandras.”
She could see why the priestess might be hesitant. It had been a harrowing few days. The mortal had become practically a mute, her face frozen in perpetual shock since her little friend had abandoned her. She’d been less than useless, which was an accomplishment of sorts because she had hardly been pulling her weight beforehand. 
But now Tristan and the priestess had needed to do everything for the pitiful vassal. Cook, bathe, feed… 
Enyo shook back the curtain of golden hair and turned her face up to the bright sun overhead. At least with the vassal so thoroughly broken, she’d been easy to control. Supple in the Goddess’s hands. 
But they would simply have to get up the ridge and into Thlonandras, and Enyo would have her basin. With her sacred object in hand, her consciousness would be fully merged into this body, and her powers restored. For the most part. Of course, inhabiting a mortal form would limit her somewhat, but there were ways around mortality. 
For a Goddess, at least. 
“Just one more day’s hike, and we shall reach Thlonandras and my wondrous basin. And then this tedious journey shall be at an end. Praise Va'al.” 
༄
Delyth followed Enyo’s eyes up the horrible slope, taking in the frozen rock and slanting footpath. This was the last part of her journey, the last thing she would have to do to fulfill her duty to the temple. 
She should have felt proud. Victorious even.
Instead, she just felt hollow.
Ever since the loss of Etienne, Alphonse had hardly been present. Mute, vacant-eyed. Delyth had to beg her for the simplest things: to eat a few bites in the evening or change her clothes. It was like she was lost already. Like she had just given everything over to Enyo. Like reaching the temple was less an end than a symbol of something that had already ended.
The priestess swallowed. Never before had she been so loath to complete a task for the temple. But the simple truth was that she no longer had any desire to see Enyo strengthened.
She just wanted Alphonse back.
Instead of answering Enyo, Delyth turned away from the ridge and dropped Alphonse’s bag onto the grass off to one side of the road. There wasn’t any point in camping away from the path. It wasn’t like other travelers were going to be coming by.
Behind her, Tristan was eyeing the path with a bored expression. “Are we camping so soon?”
It was an hour or so earlier than usual, but the priestess turned to him and nodded firmly. “I’m not getting stuck on that after dark.” It would be an entire day’s travel. Better just to leave it for the morning.
Enyo’s eyes widened. “Ba’oto! We cannot stop!” While this seemed like a debate, Enyo was already starting towards the steep climb. 
“Enyo, that body isn’t used to a climb like that. It’ll be dangerous even when you can see where you’re going.” Delyth’s face was set, but she tried to reason with the Goddess rather than demanding. Not that there was any greater chance of success, but it was at least a less dangerous option. “What if you missed a step and fell? What if I couldn’t see you to catch you?”
She shook her head, throat closing. Delyth would not lose Alphonse.
Not any sooner than she had to.
“What happens to you if—if Alphonse dies?” Curse her voice for cracking. “Will you be trapped again, like before?”
For once, Tristan didn’t argue. Delyth knew he longed for the Goddess’s full return. Perhaps the idea of failing so close to success bothered him.
“She does have a point,” he said, shrugging at Enyo.
❂
Enyo actually slowed in her climb, reaching for one handhold only to glance over her slender shoulder at the two. The Priestess and the Rogue. 
United. For once. 
And Enyo didn’t know what would happen should this body die before she was bound to it. Would she simply claim a new body, perhaps that of the priestess? And then renew her attempt to gain access to the basin? 
Or would she go back to… to that place? The void.
Shuddering, Enyo let herself drop back from the cliff face. She looked contemplative, typically an expression that then was followed up by some devious, terrible plan. 
Yet…
She heaved a great sigh. “Fine.” 
And just like that she walked off to admire the intimidating view down the mountainside. 
༄
Delyth looked down at the pack containing the tent she shared with Alphonse and then turned away to join Enyo at the cliff face.  The priestess didn’t speak, instead just staring down at the abrupt fall. At the craggy rock face, fading into obscurity and the sheen of Lake  Penneidr miles and miles below.
She could just… step off. Go tumbling down, tossed by the force of the air between herself and the mountainside. Fling out wings at the last second. Just to prove she could. Just to lose herself in the simple fear of it.
Delyth took a step forward and sent pebbles skittering off the edge. 
She didn’t hear them hit.
“Good thing the boy’s not here, eh?” Tristan was on the other side of Enyo, snickering. “He’d have wet himself at this ledge.”
“Indeed,” Enyo agreed with a snort. “I will give the boy credit where it is due, though. He was ambitious to think he could contain me. Banish me. One less piece to think about. And we should thank him. With the vassal so hopeless, it is child’s play to control her now. Any fire she had is gone. Tristan, have you thought about your reward for serving me so faithfully these moons?” She was clearly bored with the topic of Etienne, or Alphonse, or anything but herself and the basin and her glorious return. 
⚄
“Hmmm… I get a reward?”
Tristan put a hand to his chin, smiling faintly, and turned to follow Enyo as she swayed over to the side of the road where they had placed their packs.
Delyth was turning too, and as Tristan watched, she took a decided step away from the ledge, her eyes wide with some emotion the rogue couldn’t name.
Jealousy, perhaps?
Enyo hadn’t asked her what her reward would be.
Tristan shrugged and followed Enyo. “I think that I would like to continue to be of service,” he said lightly. “And there are many ways that I can serve.”
Surprisingly, Delyth did nothing to cut off this line of conversation. Her eyes were fixed on Enyo still.
Hmph. Dim wit.
“Nothing so trivial as gold or silver. But certainly something… My priestess has sworn her sword to the temple, so her reward is simply a job well done. But you had no reason to come along, aside from appreciation of the old ways.” 
For a time, Enyo blathered on about the old ways. The dancing, the feasting, the glorious, gruesome brutality. 
She was in a fine mood when supper was finally served and even ate it without complaint. The Goddess rolled onto her back to watch the stars rise, and the moon crest over the mountainside. It seemed obvious she’d not relinquish control to Alphonse. Never again. Why should she? When they were this close? 
Tristan certainly didn’t mind.
༄
Delyth sat, staring into the fire. Nearby, Enyo had given up her ceaseless talk of the old days, and both she and Tristan seemed replete in the aftermath of dinner. Delyth paid them little mind, keeping her face as calm and stoic as ever.
Though her thoughts were ablaze.
Etienne had planned to contain Enyo, had thought he had a chance at banishing the Goddess again. There might have been a way to free Alphonse.
The priestess’s conscience smote her for that, though weakly. She should be eager to unleash Enyo. 
Delyth glanced at the Goddess where she lay, peaceful enough at the moment.
The other priests had simply not known just who it was they were worshipping.
She saw more good, more worth saving in the mortal girl than Enyo, and for all that she should still feel beholden to the people that had raised her, Delyth thought it was high time she started to follow her own beliefs. Alphonse came before the Goddess.
It made sense, now, why the healer had become so remote. Not only was Etienne Alphonse’s dearest friend, but he had also been her only hope of meaningful survival.
If only they had told Delyth! 
She could have helped them. Kept their secret. Stopped Etienne from losing hope.
Only, they must have seen her as an enemy, an ally of the Goddess they were trying to thwart.
That hurt. Alphonse had never wholly trusted her. Not with this.
Delyth clenched her jaw against the hole that realization opened in her chest. It was full of howling winds that might escape her throat if she didn’t watch them.
Not to mention, it wasn’t helpful. 
She knew now, and they had still one night before they reached Thlonandras. She just had to talk to Alphonse, had to make her see that Delyth would help any way she could.
And Enyo had been speaking of rewards… 
“Enyo, I know that a job well done is a reward in itself, but I would like to ask for a boon.”
“A boon? Ba’oto?” The Goddess had been gazing into the stars above, seemingly close to sleep. Fire-filled eyes lazily drifted to the warrior priestess, and a smug smile came to Enyo’s lips. In the soft firelight, she nearly looked human. Almost like Alphonse. “What is it you would ask of your Goddess?” Her tone was indulgent, if uninterested. 
Delyth paused a moment, considering her words carefully. If she offended Enyo in any way, then she would likely not get to see Alphonse at all.
And she had to see her. Had to really speak to her.
“Tomorrow, you will finally reach your temple and be reunited with your full power, the end of this long journey. I only wish to speak to Alphonse one last time to— to say goodbye.”
She all but choked on the last words. Maybe it would make her all the more believable.
Enyo slowly sat up, suddenly and keenly interested in Delyth. Eyes roamed over the warrior’s immobile face, flickering to Calamity at her side… 
“I had not intended to release the vassal again.” This was putting Enyo in a position she didn’t want to be in. What would Delyth give to inconvenience her Goddess? Her mortal pleading had little effect on Enyo’s own ‘heart.’ 
“Would you do it for one who has served you her entire life and seen you safely to your temple?”
With Enyo, one could never be sure. She seemed to be in a good mood so close to her release, and perhaps she would grant this one thing.
If not, well… 
Delyth supposed she always had her blood.
“If not, what would you like in exchange?”
Enyo’s smile stretched wide, showing too many teeth. Like a wolf spotting a bison. Showing off. Intimidating. 
“I see no reason to let the mortal out, even if she was your plaything Ba’oto. You had your pleasures. You’ll find another. I can’t think of a single thing I’d want in exchange. I have all that I could possibly desire…” She slid her eyes back to the stars. Fox-sly.
“What about my blood?” Delyth asked immediately, holding out a hand. “Or Calamity, returned to you tonight?”
She ground her teeth, thinking. What else did Enyo like? 
Nature? Sex?
Was she willing to do that now, break the one line she had refused to cross? She had nothing but her beliefs. What would it mean to lose them too?
Enyo didn’t seem interested in either of her other suggestions. 
Tristan had been watching this play out from across the fire, his cunning face cut into jagged angles by the flickering light. Now he spoke up, voice velvety and warm.
“You could promise the rest of your life in service to Enyo as well. After all, you are a priestess. And useful, for all your sentimentality.”
Delyth swallowed. She saw again the beautiful future she had painted for Alphonse the first night they’d come together. The two of them in Dailion. A simple life. Gentle and uncomplicated.
If she failed to free Alphonse, it would be gone from reach anyway.
Slowly, she found herself nodding.
“In exchange for this one last night, I will serve you after you reach your full power for the remainder of my life.”
Perhaps Enyo could see how high this price was because she smiled wickedly. “A lifetime for one night? I’d be a fool to say no. Very well, Ba’oto.” Enyo stood, circling round the fire to place one hand on Delyth’s sternum, the other on the crown of the priestess’s head. 
“You have a bargain.” 
A deafening crack of thunder burst through the peaceful night air, despite clear skies. As the echoing reverberated off the mountainsides, an intense weight, invisible and dark, pressed down on the priestess, pinning her to the ground.
Then, as quickly as it had come, the pressure was gone. 
So was Enyo.
❀
Alphonse yanked her hands away from Delyth, afraid she’d been hurting the warrior. 
“You shouldn’t have done that, Delyth,” Alphonse murmured, glancing towards Tristan, who was watching, wolf-eyed and eager.
One night with Alphonse was not worth a lifetime tied to a madwoman. 
Worse. A mad Goddess. 
Delyth rose and cupped Alphonse’s cheek in one hand, her eyes on Alphonse’s amber ones. “All will be well, little bird,” she said, her voice gentle. “Come inside with me?” 
Alphonse looked up at the moon, just a sliver and hanging above the peaks of the mountain. Would this be the last time she saw such a beautiful sight with her own eyes? Her own thoughts? Untainted by Enyo’s bloodthirsty effect? 
It seemed likely. 
Alphonse hesitated, watching the moon longingly. How calm and peaceful she looked up there in the sky. Eons away from this mess. 
Finally, the healer turned and followed Delyth into the tent. Their tent. Perhaps she should be grateful for a final night with her paramour. Perhaps she should be joyful. 
All she felt was tired. 
It was already over; they just didn’t know it yet. 
Delyth paused only to ward their tent against all intrusions, be they physical or eavesdropping ears. Then she entered and sat cross-legged on the floor. It was set up in two pallets again, in the case that it would have been Enyo sleeping there rather than Alphonse.
Once Alphonse was seated, Delyth didn’t mince words. “I know of your plan with Etienne.”
Alphonse didn’t even bother to wince. So her last secret was out. It didn’t matter now— not since Etienne left. He knew the plan had already failed. There was nothing left to stay for. 
“You don’t have to worry. I won’t fight Enyo. Your Goddess is safe. It was a foolish plan, anyway. I trusted Etienne with it all. I—I can’t do that type of magic. I’m not powerful or talented… ” 
Alphonse spread her hands over her knees, feeling the snags and knots in the tightly woven brown skirts. Sensible clothes she had always loved and tended to with pride. 
She supposed Enyo would dress in furs and pelts and little else once she was in full control, baring Alphonse’s body to the world.
Delyth flinched, shutting her eyes tight against the words. “Alphonse…” she said, “I’m no Etienne either, but I want to help you. I— I don’t want to see you lost.”
The healer frowned, trying to smooth some of the wrinkles out of her skirt. It clearly had been slept in the night before. “I would never ask you to choose between your faith and me.” Who could ask that of someone they loved? Delyth had been raised by the temple by the priests and priestesses. She was as much a child of Enyo as she was anything else. 
Alphonse had struggled with that fact, but finally, come to accept it. 
Delyth was who she was, and her loyalty was one of the traits Alphonse admired most. Swallowing, Alphonse finally looked up from her ruined clothes. It didn’t matter anyway. “I’m very sorry I lied to you, Del. I just… I don’t worship Enyo. I don’t— I can’t—” It didn’t matter anymore. Couldn’t, wouldn’t, didn’t want to… But she was stuck with Enyo now. Forever. Always. 
She wished she could cry. Then maybe she’d feel better. 
But Etienne’s leaving had finally snapped that part of Alphonse. The part that cared enough to weep. To hope. 
“I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 
Delyth reached out and put her hands over the healer’s.  “Alphonse, I served Enyo out of duty to the people who raised me. She was nothing but a concept, intangible, unreal. When I met her, she was nothing like the just Goddess my people worshipped. I have seen her with my own eyes. I know what she is and what she is not, and it is my right to decide whether or not to believe as my people do.” She looked up from Alphonse’s hands, meeting the healer’s gaze. “I’ve already made my choice.”
Something tentative and foreign stirred in her chest. Alphonse looked into Delyth’s ice blue eyes in confusion. How could she be willing to abandon her Goddess? How could she see Alphonse as someone worth setting aside a lifetime of beliefs? 
How could Delyth choose her? Alphonse was nothing. Even Etienne had seen that in the end…
The healer’s hands spasmed slightly, gripping Delyth’s tighter. She wanted to believe. She wanted to see hope where there was none. She wanted to feel. 
But.
“But I’ve already lost,” Alphonse whispered, ashamed of the truth of those words. “She— she’s too strong. Too powerful.” Her grip loosened. 
No. 
Hope was too dangerous. She couldn’t let Delyth hope even for a moment. 
“Etienne left because he knew the truth, Del. And he was right. I could never withstand Enyo. I can’t even stand up to Tristan, and he’s just a loudmouth rogue. I’m not like you. I’m not a fighter. I’m not…” She couldn’t even say the rest. Brave, strong, enough. She couldn’t even heal anymore.
“I’m nothing.” 
༄
Delyth tightened her hands around Alphonse’s fingers. Why couldn’t she see herself the way the priestess did?
Didn’t Alphonse remember the countless times she’d healed them all? How she’d brought them together with games and stories? How she’d faced all of the horrible things that Enyo had forced her to do and still somehow retained her essential self? How she’d loved Delyth after she’d proven herself a killer a second time over?
Now, even broken, she was kind.
The warrior shook her head. 
“There is more good in you than all these mountains, and that includes Tristan and Etienne and Enyo. You have held out against her so many moons… so much longer than anyone else possibly could. Trust yourself, Alphonse.”
The healer’s eyes were glued to Delyth’s as if she were memorizing the lines of her face and the dark wings spread out behind her. Alphonse rocked forward on her knees, leaning across the distance to kiss Delyth, her mouth earnest. Warm and lingering.
Delyth’s heart leaped. It felt as though the healer believed her, as though she finally understood what the priestess had known for moons.
Alphonse was so strong. And together, they still had hope.
Then, Alphonse pressed gentle lips to her forehead.
“Run,” she murmured, her face tensed in desperate determination. “I’ll stay awake all night; when I fall asleep, she’ll be tired too. You could flee Delyth. You could escape this madness. You could survive and make a new life. A happy life, where no one calls you halfbreed or Cabot or anything but your name.” 
“No.” Delyth’s voice was hard and thick. “I’m not going anywhere.”
She drew her wings in tight against her back, upset and trying to hold it in. 
Alphonse wanted Delyth to abandon her. To flee.
“You can’t ask me to do that. I love you, Alphonse. I— I just learned that there was a way to stop this all along. I—” She sucked in a deep breath. “I can’t leave.” It was true. She would never willingly leave Alphonse, and there was another reason besides. “You heard my oath, Alphonse. If Enyo reaches her full power, then I will have to serve her.”
Delyth pulled her hands back and looked down at the creases in them, at the rough hills of callus and the valleys between her fingers. If she was made to fight for Enyo, would she ever clean them of blood? “We have to try,” she whispered. “I can’t lose you.”
Or me.
❀
It was true… Alphonse had heard their bargain. What small piece of her heart that still beat had broken over it. 
Delyth was stuck. Nearly as trapped as Alphonse. 
But…
“You already have the parts of me that matter, Del. My soul. My heart. My love.” As fleeting as those things seemed. “Enyo will just have my body…” The thought made her blood run cold.  “I don’t want her to hurt you. If you—If you stay with her…” She’d make Delyth into a monster. 
“Please, Delyth.” Alphonse reached between them again, touching her paramour’s cheek, her shoulder. The healer’s hands were so cold now. Her entire body was. “Let me save you. I… I don’t know how to bind Enyo, Etienne is the only one who has that kind of magic, but I can save you. I can—I can stop this all…” Her words faltered, afraid to admit what had been brewing in her mind ever since Etienne had fled.
The final choice she had. Her final act of defiance. If she was brave enough to make it. 
“Please, Delyth, you’re the only person I’ve ever loved. Please…” Alphonse swallowed, scooting closer, greedy for every connection she could make before it was all over. “Please let me save you, at least.” 
Delyth reached out to pull Alphonse the rest of the way into her embrace and wrapped her arms around the smaller woman. She was shaking, the leather of the wide sails of her wings trembling faintly behind her. “Alphonse… aderyn bak… what are you even saying? We aren’t out of hope yet, bykhan. I can get to the temple. Separate Enyo from her artifact. Find someone to bind her. We can still make it out of here. Together.”
Alphonse very nearly choked on the pet name. That anyone had ever thought her precious enough to give a special name… 
Weakly she wrapped her arms about Delyth’s torso, turning to hide her face against her paramour’s neck. To hide in that velvet-soft darkness. One last time. 
“I love you, Delyth,” Alphonse replied, afraid to agree they would make it out together. Afraid to make promises neither could keep. But…
To save Delyth, she would do what had to be done. She’d protect her friends and her home. 
“I’m glad,” she murmured after a moment. “I’m glad you chose me.” 
༄
Delyth pressed her cheek against the top of Alphonse’s tawny head and wept quietly, her tears disappearing into the healer’s thick hair.
“I love you, Alphonse.”
She no longer trusted her voice with anything else. Her throat was too raw, choked with pebbles.
But of course, she had chosen Alphonse over the Goddess. It hadn’t really felt like there was any choice to make at the end.




Chapter XXVIII
Eighth Moon, First Quarter: Thloegr
The morning bloomed bloodred, the sky molten oranges and pinks, golden rays piercing the starry purple of night and pushing it away. 
Alphonse had woken in Delyth’s arms and managed to keep her tears at bay to kiss her paramour one last time. She had dressed, fondly touching the folds of her veil still tucked in the bottom of her pack, then wrapped her journal in it securely.
Secretly, she had stowed the journal in Delyth’s things and then left the tent. 
She watched her last sunrise, but by the time the fiery dome had crested the sky, embers replaced amber, and Enyo was reborn. 
She purred luxuriously and stretched, a mountain cat waking from a long nap. Ready to prowl. Ready to hunt. 
No one bothered with breakfast; Thlonandras and her basin calling to her brightly, summoning. Packs and tents were towed away, Calamity chiming cheerfully on Delyth’s back as Enyo started her climb. She was sweating by the time she reached the top of the minor cliff and hauled herself over. 
One hurdle down. 
“Did you enjoy your night, Ba’oto?” she asked, collecting pebbles and turning them over in her hands. 
“You know, I don’t think she did,” Tristan said, making a show of peering into Delyth’s face. “That isn’t the look of a satiated woman. And I would know. Pity you paid so much, eh? I’d be asking for my money back.” 
Mindlessly, Enyo tossed the stones across the path, skittering and bouncing. 
It seemed a childish thing to do, to throw rocks—
With a crack like splitting marble, a large pit opened where her throws had landed, exposing something that looked like a trapping pit. A hole dug into the ground, spears sunken deep into the earth so that when the beast fell in, it impaled itself. 
Enyo smirked. “It appears some of my trials are still intact…” 
༄
Delyth did not know whether or not to be glad that Enyo was walking the path rather than Alphonse.
Already, she missed her lover fiercely.
But the way she had spoken last night as though it was foolish even to consider hope. Let me save you, at least.
Delyth shivered. She couldn’t allow Alphonse to sacrifice herself. She didn’t deserve it.
But neither would she dignify Enyo’s question with an answer. The priestess just watched the rocks leave her hand, tumbling across the path until she triggered the bear trap. The ancient spikes within reached up to Delyth, open hands.
She turned away.
Of course, the path was lined with pitfalls. Enyo had called them ‘trials.’ Perhaps this was where the temple’s tradition of testing their warriors had come from. Enyo’s barbaric insanity distilled into a more reasonable, safer form. And more evidence of the temple’s comfortable ignorance.
Behind her, Tristan had finally stopped laughing at his ridiculous jokes. “Guess we’ll have to be light on our feet.”
“It is simple enough,” Enyo instructed as she started to walk down the trail, sporadically tossing rocks, as if she could not recall where precisely her traps were. “Don’t touch anything, watch out for snares and tripwires, and if at any point you hear a mudslide, run.” 
Her gaze flickered knowingly to Delyth, clearly expecting her priestess to save her should it come to that. After all, Delyth could fly. 
⚄
Tristan turned his eyes skyward and sighed.
Fucking Enyo.
Did things always have to be this difficult?
He rubbed his face with his hands and pressed forward, sliding around the morose warrior with the ease of a mountain cat. This was going to be annoying, and all because Enyo had to prove to herself just how devoted her people were.
It wasn’t as if Delyth was going to save him if anything happened. He didn’t have perky, bouncing tits or full lips.
He huffed, scanning the ground for tripwires. At least he was quick on his feet. That ought to help.
“Is the entire length of the path trapped?”
Surely, it would have been enough just to do the ends. Enyo seemed to think about that, then pulled a face that was neither confirming nor denying this idea. “There used to be wild bears that Maoz would convince to roam these mountains…” He didn’t think she could have sounded more pleased by the thought. “Maybe you could convince them to leave us alone with your satisfactory techniques?” 
“Me?” Tristan put a hand over his chest. “But you are so educated on the subject, m’lady. I would only get in your way.”
He glanced over his shoulder to watch Delyth folding in on herself, face stony but shoulders hunched forward.
Hmm, it appeared that his jokes weren’t helping her mood.
Tristan smiled. He would just have to try harder.
“Though I would, of course, love to learn by -erm- demonstration.”
She shook her head. “It’s much harder with female parts…” she trailed off as she peered around a tight corner of the trail. It had narrowed and was forcing them between two large boulders.
Tristan followed her gaze, his sense of unease growing. Was there something behind those boulders? Enyo rubbed her hands together, as if in preparation, and then stepped past the behemoth rocks. 
And the air split with a crack.
Of course, it was a fucking trap. And Enyo had forgotten about it.
Above him, something dark and heavy was falling, too fast to bother finding out what. He bounded backward, stumbling to the path so that grit and rocks bit into the skin of his palms with jagged teeth. Was he out from under it?
Tristan turned his face skyward, arm thrown above him for protection, to find that Delyth had not sprung away from the tree but towards it. She was in the air, her black wings straining, and the log pressed into one shoulder.
She didn’t throw it so much as fall, angling her wings down the slope where she let go of the log. There was a long scratch across her cheek where some smaller twig had scored her.
Tristan leaped up as though he had never fallen, dusting himself off peevishly.
“Didn’t you design this path?!” he snapped at Enyo, his expression dark.
Watching where the large branch bounced down the mountainside with regular thumps, Enyo only gave Tristan a scorching look before meandering on. “I suppose if you are too afraid, Tristan, Ba’oto and I could fly up to Thlonandras and leave you here?” she crooned, knowing full well he’d rather swallow his tongue than miss her regaining her powers. 
༄
Delyth just walked past the others when she landed, too tired to pay attention to their squabbling. They came across another pit triggered some time ago by the looks of it, and a felled tree.  It seemed someone had caused a landslide because the path completely disappeared beneath a pile of rock, dirt, and debris. Perhaps the traveler was buried under all that stone. 
Delyth wondered what they had possibly been hoping to achieve in taking this path. There was nothing at its top but bones.
Enyo had only snorted at the sight and climbed up and over the heap without a backward glance. Her cheeks were red from the sun, and she was panting, but her eyes were ablaze as if she could see her precious basin already. Feel its weight in her palms. For a while, they hiked in silence, and whatever surprises the trail held for them, Enyo steered them safely around. 
Delyth saw the temple first.
It was less impressive than she had imagined. The cold, beautifully cut marble of the pillars had crumpled beneath the weight of the roof. The walls gaped open in places from the wounds time had inflicted upon them. Trees grew from its center. Lichen and vines splattered the stone, crept from the doorways.
It was still beautiful.
But also broken.
The priestess turned away before either of the other two remarked on the distant temple. She dreaded reaching it. Dreaded the chance that she might fail Alphonse in keeping the artifact away from Enyo.
Still, she would have to try.
Beside her, Tristan had noticed the vista, his eyes wide. He whistled low. “They just don’t build that way anymore.”
Enyo turned quickly to peer across the rock and boulder landscape to see Thlonandras. A sound escaped her throat. Raw and primal and somehow deeply, deeply frail. Fingers covered in dust and dirt came up to wrap about her throat tenderly as her eyes caressed her temple’s curves and edges. The sunlight gleamed in her tawny locks, and Enyo seemed to draw strength from the very sky itself. “Ma’oh,” she whispered.
⚄
Tristan entered the temple beside Enyo, just as he would have in times long past, the two of them striding before any mortal followers.
He smiled grimly.
Soon those times would be possible once more. Enyo’s basin was finally within reach. No one stood in their way.
When Enyo paused a few steps in, Tristan stilled as well, his lungs filling with crisp air. No other God’s temple had been placed so high above the common earth, so close to the heavens. Not even Tha’et, for all they were his domain. 
The interior was much like the outside. Worn. Damaged in part. And yet still, she stood. Strong against the elements. A testament to the artisans of the old world and to their devotion to the Gods they served. It was laid out simply, just a finely masoned stone floor at the center of which stood an altar, empty but for a single, rough wooden basin.
Enyo’s artifact.
Tristan took another deep breath and turned to Enyo, just in time to watch Delyth step around her. The halfbreed took
even, measured paces towards the altar, her eyes focused ahead and her face blank. She paused a breath standing before the bowl, no doubt bathing in the force that Tristan could feel brimming from the artifact even where he stood, feet away.
So much marvelous power.
Delyth picked up the bowl, her hands steady, obviously to bring it to her Goddess, ever the faithful priestess. Even now, when she stood to lose so much.
Tristan had to hand it to Enyo.
She had always inspired such devotion.
The halfbreed turned around, her eyes moving from the basin to Enyo. Tristan couldn’t believe that her joy didn’t show through that stone facade. It was too great a moment to hide it. Even his grin was genuine for once, splitting his face and making mounds of his cheeks.
Nothing moved for a long heartbeat. The priestess didn’t step forward.
Instead, she did the unthinkable.
Delyth launched herself through one of the crumbling walls and up into the sky.
❂
A disastrous scream ripped through Enyo as she watched the warrior, her priestess, launch herself into the sky. The trees groaned, their roots straining with the sudden wind lashing at the mountainside, desperate to grab the traitorous whore and slap her back down to the earth. 
The mountain shrieked and rocks older than time shuddered, hasty to bow before her wrath. 
Enyo’s gaze burned brighter than the sun. Pure, molten gold. She flew out of the temple, watching as her winds battered the priestess and her basin, refusing to let her climb, to let her escape. 
Enyo would dash the bitch against the mountainside, splattered and nothing but bits of bone and gore. She’d dance through her remains and retrieve her basin, which could never be broken. 
Still, the priestess fought against the currents of air, mighty wings flapping, gaining inch by treacherous inch. 
Enyo snarled and turned on Tristan. 
“Give me your dagger,” she snapped, holding out that mortal hand. So useless. So pitiful. 
༄
Gods, damn Enyo and all her magic.
Every muscle in Delyth’s back strained with the effort of keeping herself in the sky. Fire laced her shoulders through her wings. Her abdomen was tight with the stress the sky exerted upon her frame. Her breath came in gasps.
But she was pulling away.
She could feel it in the way her wings cupped the tumult. In the way the ground before her receded.
Her progress was small. Slow.
But she could do this. For Alphonse. 
She could save them both.
Below, Enyo and Tristan were smaller than children, but she could still see him hand the Goddess his dagger, her molten eyes flashing.
Suddenly, freedom didn’t look so sure.
Delyth couldn’t dive now. She would never regain the height she needed in this wind. She’d be trapped—pinioned to the ground for Enyo to use as she willed.
No.
She could take a knife wound if the Goddess didn’t miss.
What was a little blood for Alphonse? It was certainly nothing she hadn’t given willingly before.
For Alphonse.
And for freedom.
❂
“Ba’oto! Beste fein a krin Enyo!?” The Goddess screamed into the howling winds, her voice worse than the gale. 
Without hesitation, Enyo drove the dagger into her own gut. Into the small space at the base of her sternum where there were no bones to protect against the blade. Even as Enyo, she gasped in pain, still managing to glare her defiance up at Delyth, gripping the handle, which was already soaking with her blood and pushing it in further. 
Was stopping Enyo worth losing her precious mortal lover? 
How foolish the bitch had been. All along, Enyo had known her weakness. Knew the spot to strike to do the most damage. 
༄
Delyth pressed onwards, bracing herself for the knife’s inevitable fire, only it was slow to come. Why was Enyo stalling? She knew just who she was choosing to fight. 
The priestess glanced downward just in time to see the Goddess lift the knife above her head…
And plunge it into the center of Alphonse’s gentle body.
Delyth screamed, the sound raw and wild. An animal in pain.
Her wings collapsed. She plummeted, hardly bothering to slow before hitting the ground in a spray of dirt. Already blood was welling up beneath Enyo’s hands.
“No!” She screamed again, and her voice was full of stones. “Why— Alphonse!”
Delyth stretched one hand out, gasping, the basin still clutched to her chest. 
Her little bird. Bleeding. Dying.
Even without the basin, she would never be safe while Enyo shared her body.
Alphonse had called Delyth protector when she filled her hands with little treasures and her heart with I love you’s.
But Delyth couldn’t protect her now. Couldn’t do anything against Enyo, corruption incarnate, attacking from within.
Delyth dropped to her knees. She was crying.
Stupid. Helpless.
“Stop! Please, Enyo…” Her voice had faded to a whimper. “Heal her.”
Even though Enyo’s stare was cold and imperious, tears leaked out of the corners of those long-lashed eyes. Alphonse’s tears of pain and grief, her suffering so vast that they escaped Enyo’s control. 
The hand at the dagger hilt slacked and then tightened as if she were debating yanking the blade free. 
A small flash of green light blossomed and dimmed. Alphonse was somewhere in there, frantically trying to stanch the flow of blood, to heal the hole made by cold steel. 
Her brave little bird, still trying.
Dying.
Enyo would not allow it. She was unflinching, unrelenting. She was the mountain storm. She was the depthless lake. And just as you could not plead with a forest fire, Enyo would never care for Delyth’s tears. 
Enyo smiled cruelly as she slunk to her knees, the body draining of blood, weakening.
“My basin.” She held out her free hand. She would rather kill Alphonse and die herself than let Delyth take away her chance of restoration. 
Delyth choked on every breath. Her body trembled. But it didn’t matter. She couldn’t think of anything but Alphonse’s tears leaking past Enyo’s eyes, the light of Alphonse’s magic around the dagger.
Enyo might take the power and flatten the world for all Delyth cared. She would not let Alphonse go, killed by the evil she carried within her gentle soul.
Slowly, Delyth reached out, the basin shaking in her hands, towards Enyo’s waiting palm.
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
Etienne was panting as he rounded the temple, his legs jerking beneath him from the punishment of the last couple days. He had pushed himself farther than he thought he could go, both physically and magically, to close the distance between himself and the others.
The last day had been particularly grueling, but thanks to the first pit of stakes, he had known to be wary of traps, and he was aided somewhat by the passage of Enyo and the others. Every trap they triggered was one he did not have to find himself.
Still, it felt like a lifetime before he saw the temple.
Before he came around it’s battered walls, a scream rent the snow-dampened air. It was unearthly. The sound of a shattered creature, a pain his body seemed to know even though he had never been broken so completely.
Was that Alphonse? Was he too late?
He reached them to find Delyth on her knees before a bleeding Enyo. He had never seen the priestess so defeated. Her shoulders sagged, and her wings trembled. Her breathing was ragged, uneven.
In her outstretched hand was the basin. 
And in a moment, Etienne knew what she had done. That she had tried to stop Enyo. That Enyo had placed the blade in Alphonse’s belly to stop Delyth.
And somehow, the priestess, the devoted follower, had been cowed by the thought of losing Alphonse so completely. He took in a sharp breath of air. The warrior had failed.
But this had always been his mess to fix.
Etienne raised his hand, the words of the binding spell on his lips. The rune was drawn, the potion spilled. The door to the realms of magic ought to have opened.
Only, nothing happened.
No coiling serpent of power writhed within him, striking from raised fingers. It was as though he could not touch the magic at all.
He tried again, more frantically this time while the sound of Tristan’s laughter rang all around him.
Again, the world refused to bend around his thoughts.
The words were still trapped on his lips as Enyo’s hand touched the basin.
Silence filled the clearing before the temple, the winds dying down, the birds quieting, and the mountain itself holding its breath as Enyo reached with bloody hands to take her basin. 
A soundless explosion rippled out from where she knelt. The trees snapped and broke, the heavy stone of the temple fractured and started to crumble. The very earth at her feet retracted and turned to dust. 
As quickly as that concussive force expanded from her body, it reversed and slammed into her. Wind, dirt, flecks of rain from a clear sky. It swirled around her in some absurd and terrifying dance until Enyo was blocked from view. 
And when the dust finally settled, and the broken tree branches echoed off the valley floor where they fell, Enyo stood. 
Whole. Healed. 
Reborn. 
Etienne watched in a sickening mixture of horror and fascination as Enyo emerged, like Alphonse still, but changed. It was Alphonse’s thick hair and her golden skin. But her lips, which had been the barest of pinks, were now a deep, blood red. And her eyes, so often wide in wonder or contemplation, were slitted, catlike and cunning. 
Her body…
Alphonse had been graceful and precise, despite her rapid wasting. But now...
Enyo moved with a boneless ease that bespoke animalistic origins. She wore confidence like a second skin as she lifted her head to stare up at the cloudless sky, a wonderful and terrible laugh echoing from her. Deep and joyful. 
Gone were the modest, demure greys and browns of Alphonse’s gowns. Now she was dressed in some sort of rough, woolen sarong that tied at one hip and exposed the length of her entire right leg. Her upper body was covered in nothing more than a piece of leather wound tightly about her ribs and chest, both ends tied behind her neck. A crude and gaudy copper band encircled her upper arm, its pattern that of a snake with two ruby eyes that stared up at Enyo’s face. 
Bare feet crunched against the graveled road, and golden eyes swiveled from Delyth, whose tear tracks were grey with dust, to Etienne, who gaped in horror. 
A wide, predatory smile traced her lips, exposing teeth that somehow had elongated and sharpened. Perfect for ripping out throats. Perfect for eating still beating-hearts. 
She was wild, vicious, all demure kindness replaced by something old and dark and alien.
She captivated him.
And he hated himself for it.
“What fantastic timing you have, mage. I was afraid you’d miss what we worked so hard for.” She gestured to her body. To Alphonse’s body. “If it weren’t for your meddling, boy, I would have never been found in that dusty tome. I suppose I should thank you…” 
Long-fingered hands came up to tap blood-tainted lips. “Shall we say a quick death is fair payment for the debt I owe you?” 
This was what the death of Alphonse looked like, not the girl of the days and weeks before, seeking some way to deal with the darkness she carried.
Gods, if he had just not given up on her. Not ran away…
Perhaps then, this could have been prevented. Perhaps then, he could have saved her. Etienne heard Enyo’s question, but her words no longer held any sting. Why shouldn’t he die? He had failed in every way that mattered.
“Do it,” he said. His voice was flat, sepulchral. And he had no tears to give.
༄
Delyth watched as Enyo prowled closer to Etienne, reaching with hands that looked more like claws than anything else, to run her fingertips over his throat and up through his hair—playing with her next meal. 
“Mages are all the same. Think a little bit of study, and sacred words will save them. Makes them better than the rest of the mortals…” She crooned, leaning in to brush her lips against his ear. 
“Magic isn’t so very hard to break. Not when the wielder is already lying in pieces.” She leaned away and sauntered past Etienne, coming to Delyth now. 
“Oh Ba’oto, what a fickle creature you are. I suppose you can’t help it… Maoz always loved his current fling with all his heart. Even if he would move onto the next one the moment he caught their scent. You’re no better than the beast himself. And of course…” Enyo bent at the waist to peer into those cold blue eyes. “I own you now—a lifetime for a night. You never answered…” She grinned, reaching to run the tip of her nail down the side of Delyth’s temple, tucking the lock of ebony hair interwoven with a hawk feather behind her ear. “Was it worth it?” 
Delyth just turned her head away. She would not answer, would not give Enyo the satisfaction.
Not unless the Goddess made her.
Because Enyo was right. Delyth was an animal, all feral beast, and anger built within her like a flood, its waters pressing at the backs of her eyes, flying up her throat. It shoved apart her rib cage. Left her open, hollow and gaping.
She clenched her fists at her sides and bit down hard on her cheek to keep from screaming.
There was nothing in this world that could fill her but absolute destruction—the death of Enyo.
Whom she was doomed to serve.
So let the demon bitch make her answer. Let her draw it out like poison. 
She would never have Delyth’s willing service. Never again have her devotion.
Only spite and hate and roiling, blinding anger.
That rich chuckle escaped her lips again, and Enyo straightened up, running her hands luxuriously over her body, enjoying every curve and every line. She moaned and stepped towards Tristan, bare feet disturbing loose rocks, and suddenly, Delyth knew what her punishment would be, what Enyo would demand of her.
“Ba’oto. Watch.”
The words were no less horrible because she had known they were coming.
Delyth did not turn to look. She would not watch Enyo defile her lover’s body. Could not. Whatever ribbons held her sanity together would not be able to stand it.
Delyth did not watch.
And in so doing, found that she did not have to.
Somehow, somehow despite the horror of losing Alphonse, she still retained her freedom. She did not have to follow Enyo’s command.
Delyth laughed, the sound dark and broken. She let it rumble up through her throat. Let it raise her to her feet.
Alphonse was lost.
But the beast could still fight back.
Delyth drew Calamity and felt nothing. The sword must have been clamoring for Enyo, for blood. It was probably singing with power.
But it's bloodlust was nothing to her own.
And if she could not kill Enyo for fear of destroying the last embers of Alphonse, she could at least take the Goddess's plaything. 
Delyth’s laughter cut off. Her eyes narrowed in on her target. And she flung herself at Tristan with all the fury of a mountain cat.
Enyo spun so quickly she was no more than a blur. 
She collided with Delyth, who surely would have decapitated Tristan had Enyo’s body not slammed the warrior, rocketing her off course. The Goddess laughed low and soft as Delyth regained her footing. “Who do you think taught your priests how to fight?”
The temple behind her quivered. The mountain shook. Enyo would bring the entire peak down in her fury. 
She darted forward, hand coming to grip Delyth’s throat. One moment she was standing before the priestess, the next, she was strangling her, lifting the larger woman off her feet by her neck. 
When Delyth swung Calamity in defense, Enyo’s empty hand shot out to capture Delyth’s wrist, twisting cruelly to force the warrior to drop the blade. “You pathetic, treacherous, fickle, beautiful creature. I admire your fire, if not your stupidity.” Enyo’s grip tightened on Delyth’s throat, her eyes steady as she watched the warrior struggle to breathe. 
Then, the hand clamped around Delyth’s throat suddenly released her. A tiny gasp escaped Enyo, and hesitation flickered momentarily across her face. 
Delyth gasped for air, barely standing, her eyes watering from pain.
Why had Enyo stopped? To toy with her? To draw out Delyth’s death?
The beast grit her teeth, raised her head to spit in the face of the Goddess, to prove that she would not be cowed.
But she found amber eyes instead, a delicate flash of color above sharpened teeth. And then Alphonse lunged to take the priestess’s face in both her hands. Her thumb smoothed a tender line against Delyth’s cheek. She yanked Delyth’s mouth up to her own. Passionate. Gentle. The warrior’s lungs still ached for air; only it didn’t matter. Nothing did.
Alphonse remained. Even now, she fought.
“Ad—” Delyth tried to murmur, but her voice would not form words. It was too broken.
Brave little bird.
She wrapped her arms around the healer and kissed her until her body throbbed for want of air. Tears spilled from her eyes once more.
The hope hurt almost more than the loss did.
But Delyth clung to it anyway.
❀
Alphonse ran her fingers greedily across Delyth’s skin, soaking up every touch, every sensation. She could feel Enyo growling and thrashing beneath her heart. She didn’t have long. 
Only long enough to save the most precious people in the world. 
“Delyth,” she murmured, careful to keep her voice low. Let the others think Enyo was still toying with the priestess. Let them believe she murmured terrible, wretched things to her lover. Let them think she was breaking the warrior’s unrelenting spirit. 
So brave. So strong. 
Her protector. 
“It’s my turn to protect you, Del. Please. I love you. Take your things, take Etienne, and go. I can’t stay for long.” She winced in pain, her mind reeling as Enyo sliced claws of bone through her thoughts. 
“Go.” 
༄
Delyth hesitated for a moment. She knew that Alphonse was right, that Etienne was the only person who still knew anything of binding Enyo, that she had to go if she ever wished to free the healer.
And yet, she wanted to say more.
She wanted to tell Alphonse to be safe, to curl up and hide deep and protect the healer herself from whatever atrocities Enyo wrought. She wanted to stay and protect her herself.
Only, they were out of time. And Delyth could not speak.
Painstakingly, she opened her lips to form last words, breathy and slow. They were barely audible. Barely words at all.
“I love you.”
And then she turned, reaching Etienne in a series of short bounds and lifting him from his defeated slump. Her wings spread, raising them from the ground, clumsy and awkward but flying still. She managed to get their bags, their lifeline in the cold, unpredictable mountains, and then dove down the side and towards the plains far below.
Minutes passed before there was a massive blast from the peak, the sound of shattering wood and stone raining down on bare earth. Thlonandras had finally fallen.
⥣          ⥣           ⥣
 
 

 
Enyo’s Thlonandras was now nothing but rubble. Rubble and the basin. 
Tristan watched the escape of the halfbreed and the coward with little interest. So, what? 
They were nothing.
He did not immediately interrupt Enyo’s rage. It was awesome and terrifying to behold; she uprooted trees with mere blows, made the mountains tremble. Still, he needed this body. Let her take it out on their surroundings rather than him.
When the time came that she no longer seemed as likely to kill him as anything else, he approached her, easy smile in place.
“This is a strange way to celebrate, even for you, Enyo.” He let his eyes wander the length of her rage-shaped form. “We’ve won, remember? Your basin is in hand, along with your power.”
She was quickly devolving to sulking. 
“I was looking forward to drinking the mage’s blood and fucking the priestess.” Of course she did. She’d been getting the two of them to give her blood—and therefore, power—the entire trip. The idiot mortals just hadn’t realized that their desperate acts to save Alphonse had been feeding the Goddess all along.
“There’ll be others.”
As quickly as she had sunk into pouting, the Goddess’s gaze became assessing and then lecherous. She smiled, rounding on him—a cat remembering the mouse. “I’ve been thinking about your reward, Crael…” she murmured, inching closer, hands coming to entwine in his tunic. 
Now, this was much closer to what Tristan had been looking forward to. He gripped her body, pulled her roughly to him. There was no fear in him now, just a desire for her wildness, for her ferocity.
“And what would that be, Enyo?”
“I think you should meet a friend of mine. I’m certain you two would get along swimmingly. He’s a very good friend to have, for rogues like you.” She crooned, tracing her fingers through his blonde hair amorously. Almost tenderly. 
Her eyes took on a glassy look, remembering her past—remembering who she had been left behind. 
Tristan cocked an eyebrow and leaned back so that he could watch the Goddess’s face.
“A friend to rogues?” He drew out his words, long and languorous even as he tightened his hands around Enyo’s hips. “I know of many friends of rogues. Are you so certain I haven’t met him?”
Something snapped to focus in her gaze, and Enyo looked up into Tristan’s face with eerie intensity. 
❂
She leaned in to sniff him and— “You complete bastard.” Despite her harsh words, they might have been loving compliments as Enyo yanked his face down for a ravishing kiss. 
Releasing him, she laughed, face bright with joy and excitement. 
“You look ridiculous!” She raked her gaze over his strong body, cocky features, and tattooed arm. So mortal. Hiding so well in plain sight. She hadn’t seen him until now—until her senses restored. 
He’d never been able to hide that scent. 
Va'al shrugged, though it was impossible to keep his grin from his face. The cocky prick.
“You work with what you’ve got. Besides, my transition was decidedly more painless. Tristan was perfectly willing.”
He sounded smug, but he kissed her again anyway, gripping her chin with a strength that matched her own.
She scoffed. “The dice worked?” He had always been a gambler, but even she had thought it mad to hide his artifact away in a cave with dragons. He could have been locked away for a millennia before someone ever came across him. Released him. 
And yet somehow, he had gotten out sooner than she—the first to return to their world. 
“Shut up,” she ordered before he could gloat at the brilliance of his trick. Instead, she wrapped her arms tightly about his neck and devoured him. 
⚀
For once, Va'al obeyed without any jokes or tricks.
He leaned into Enyo’s ferocity. Tugged at her lips. Sought after her tongue. He wrapped one arm around her waist and bound her intimately to his body. Freed the other to trace a slow path up her exposed thigh.
This was what he had been waiting for.
Centuries in blackest prison. Decades bound within mortal flesh.
But finally. Finally. 
Enyo was back.
And he would have her.




Chapter XXIX
Eighth Moon, First Quarter: Thloegr
The moment Delyth landed, Etienne rounded on her. “What have you done?” His voice was desperate, cracking. “You left her! They’ll— He’ll—”
He cut off, unable to go farther.
That was still Alphonse’s body, and Enyo had already demonstrated that she meant to bed Tristan. She had commanded Delyth to watch.
“I left her?” Etienne didn’t think he had ever seen the priestess so angry. She might have yelled, but as it was, she could barely speak. There were bruises splotching her neck and her voice seemed caught at the source. “Like you did?”
He deflated immediately. She was right. If he had only stayed… 
But then again, there was no telling how long Enyo had known how to
bind his magic.
Perhaps there had never been any hope at all.
Delyth buried her face in her hands. Her breaths were whistling out past her fingers, but they were even. Her shoulders were moving down away from her neck. 
“Alphonse—Alphonse is still in there,” she said, letting her hands fall. Every word sounded like agony. “I ran because staying wouldn’t protect her. And I need you alive. To fix this.”
“Fix this?” Etienne’s voice was incredulous. “How, Delyth? Didn’t you see what happened? Hear the explosion? I couldn’t use magic against Enyo. You can’t fight her. Alphonse is lost.”
Not like he had thought before, but entirely within the Goddess’s power.
Delyth’s hands clamped down hard on the mage’s shoulders, and she shook him viciously. “You are not giving up. Understand?” She shoved him back against a pine. “Because if you do, I will leave you here. Find a mage that will help me. And when I free her, I will tell her you gave up a second time.”
Etienne’s head was hanging when she released him. He didn’t know when he had started crying, but tears were coursing down his cheeks. This would be a fool’s errand. Doomed to failure. Two desperate people hunting for a lost soul.
But they would hunt all the same.
 




Translations 


Rhosan


aderyn bak: little bird
annwyl: darling, beloved, dear
Bak un: small one
Brig'ia: ice peak
Bykhan: little one
Caer: fort or stronghold
Dewr: brave
Dilynwr: He Who Follows
Draig Bak: little dragon
Fford: road
Mynydd: mountain
Tref:  town/village
Un Cyntaf: First One, swiftest
Old Gods


A: to
Ahoint: here/now
Ba’oto: priest/priestess
Beste: you/your/you’re 
Ca’at: can’t, won’t, don’t 
Crael: posessive pet name 
Eet: who
Es: is
Et: or 
Fa: with
Fein: believe, think, know 
Ja’alt: fear
Karak: call/summon
Kran: choose/choice
Krin: fight/defeat/battle/war 
Ma’oh: home 
Mandi: human
Meste: me/my/mine/I 
Monan: man/male
Taouk: god/ruler/master
Tein: has
U: of/ for/to
Wyt: deserve, earn, win
Yuk: consume






Pronounciation Guide


Characters:



Alphonse: Al- fonz
Anwen: An-win
Brande: Brandy
Branwen: Brahn-win 
Cerys: Kair-iss
Delyth: Del-ith
Emhyr: Em-ere
Etienne: Eh-tee-en
Rhys: Rise 
Tanwen: Tan-win 
Tristan: Trist- an



The Gods:



Aryus: Ar-ee-us
Enyo: En- Yo
Esha: Eh-sha
Iluka: Ill-uke-ah
Kirit: Keer-it
Maoz: Ma'oz
Ruyaa: Rue-yah
Tha’et: Thah'eht 
Va’al: Vah'all

Places



Aberdwir: Ah-ber-dweer
Aur’Draig Peaks: Our’draeg
Bwystfil Hilion: Bwist-fill Hil-lee-on
Caerthleon: kair-thlee-on 
Glynfford: Glen-ford 
Gwynhafan: Gwen-hoff-an

Ingola: In-gol-a
Moxous: Mox-us
Morpentre: Mor-pen-treh
Mynydd Gwyllt Clan: My-nid Gwilt Clan
Thloegr : Thlo-ger 
Thlonandras: Thlan-an-dras 
Tir Maru: Tear Mar-oo 
Nyth’draig: Nith-draeg
Treffin: Treff-in
Rhith Gwerin: Rith gwair-in





The Fundamentals of Magic

An Essay by Etienne d’Etoile Required in Punishment for Speaking Out in Lecture 

 

There is no agreement among scholars as to the origin of magic. Some believe that it was a gift made to humanity by the gods, others that it lies in another plane of existence altogether. The only thing that is absolutely certain is that magic is not of Illygad. It is not a resource produced within the confines of this world, nor an element appearing natively therein and so must be torn from beyond the walls of our very reality. This paper does not make so bold a claim as to determine the hazy wellspring of magic, but rather to outline its practical use. These methods, devised and much tested by Moxous scholars, must encompass the best and most efficient magical practices within the world of Illygad.



The Acquisition of Magic



Simply put, the practice of magic consists of two distinct portions: the acquisition of magical power and its immediate use. This first section will focus on the first step, on the necessary procedures for pulling magic into our reality from its source, henceforth labeled the Wellspring, as it is often referred to within the halls of Moxous.



To obtain magic from the Wellspring, a mage must first understand the amount of magic required for their spell. Summoning too much magic without giving it sufficient direction can leave that excess power trapped within the human form to disastrous effect: at the very least, the wreck of the mage’s health, and in best cases, their death. For this reason, every scholar within the Moxous School of Magics first learns to control the amount of magic they will summon before ever attempting to summon it for any given spell. This often takes the form of an incantation that expresses the intent of the caster, though it can also appear as a rune, symbol, or series of these.



 Along with the statement of intent to bend reality and procure the correct amount of magical power, the mage must also provide energy. The Wellspring cannot be breached without some fuel to open the way; no action at all can be completed without energy, whether by the consumption of food by man or wood by fire or light by plants. In this, magic is no different. Energy to open the Wellspring is often provided in the form of several different components, which might be as widely varied as bee’s wing, toadstool, mountain salts, or thrush egg, and might need to be burned or boiled or baked. There are too many options for possible spell component combinations, but it all can be simplified thusly: to procure magic, the mage must announce their intent and fuel the breach into the Wellspring.



Using Magic
 As the human body is not capable of containing magical power for any length of time, once acquired, this magic must immediately be put to some use. The mage is again required to impose their intent on the world, this time often through the means of a chant or formula. It might seem a slow method to the uneducated reader, but should they take a moment to try and devote their attention to a single object, they would find just how difficult it can be to focus one’s intent so fully. The use of ritual here directs that focus to ensure that the magic is spent on its intended purpose instead of bending towards the mage’s stray thoughts to unforeseeable consequences. The formulaic method has another benefit as well: complexity. A formula might be thought out and edited extensively before its use to create enormous and layered works of magic. 
There is not enough space within the confines of this work to discuss all of the uses to which magic might be put. However, other than the casting of spells mentioned in the previous paragraph, there is one other use that ought not to go unmentioned. Over the course of the five hundred years since its establishment, the scholars of the Moxous School of Magic have refined the methods of placing summoned magic within the confines of a receptacle designed to hold it.

 Surely, the reader can see the possibilities afforded by such a method. Mundane objects might be coaxed into the most extraordinary purposes, or else the magic might be saved to be used in spells later, significantly reducing the time spent in preparing to cast them.
Notable Exceptions 
It is now widely accepted among the denizens of Moxous that there are those who can perform magic without following the steps listed above. Whereas anyone might cast a spell with enough study (for all that some are more gifted for the work than others), there are three known types of mages that are born with innate magical abilities.



Born with a birth defect in the form of a kernel of magic within their bodies, healers are capable of using magic to repair the bodies of themselves and others without first delving into the Wellspring. The downside to this magic is that it is finite, so healers in Ingola are trained to use other methods whenever possible. Like healers, seers do not need the Wellspring to be granted their visions; however, it is unclear whether or not they also contain a finite source of magic or if they are just particularly sensitive to the currents of magic within Illygad. The last of these innately talented magic users are those with spiritsight. Less is known about the people who see spirits than any of the other types of mages, and some have even postulated that it is not a form of magic at all. It is certain that those with spiritsight are not capable of producing magic without opening the Wellspring, but they do tend to make particularly gifted mages.



Though still relatively unstudied, there are those in Moxous who long to recreate the presence of an internal well of power in those who can practice other forms of magic, though so far, this process has been futile. No healer has yet existed that could use their magic in any way not immediately aiding the body’s natural course. Seers may only glimpse the future.



Conclusion

An overly curious reader may here begin to wonder what place the magic of the Wildlands might have within this system, and to that, I have only to say that it has no place whatsoever. The heathen clans of the north follow an entirely different practice born in more barbaric times. Fraught with the use of blood and sacrifice, their ‘magic’ (if it indeed might even be called so rather than the scornful and perhaps more accurate term, superstition) has no use to the repertoire of the learned mage.



That being said, the methods and uses of magic are vast, indeed, limited only to the imagination and skill of the caster. They play a vital role in Ingolan society, from the simplest flame-less lantern to the magics that guard the king himself, and open an avenue of education and advancement to those who undertake to immerse themselves within magic’s extraordinary intricacies.
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