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DELF PUT a hand to Ona’s back and waited until the
little squire gritted mer teeth and nodded before she continued
bandaging the wound across Ona’s shoulder and collarbone. The
injury was stitched together and far enough along in healing to not
require the care of a proper healer, but Delf still frowned over
the darkened flesh and did her best not to cause more pain than
necessary as she redid the dressing.

Despite Delf’s care, Ona
hissed an oath at the Liege of Pain. Delf smiled sympathetically
but did not stop until the work was done.

The scarring would fade in
time, although it would leave a slash through the elaborate pattern
Onavir had only just had hammered into mer skin last year,
confirming Ona as ame, a soul neither man nor woman nor any of the
choices between, with added flourishes all down mer arm that also
said Ona hoped to be a true knight someday, a champion of the high
circle, like mer hero. Not everyone liked additional decorations or
to make statements on their bodies beyond the usual, but knights
had a fondness for such things. Perhaps because most of them had
precious few belongings of their own, and no homes to decorate, so
they fancied up their bodies instead.

Ona was no knight, not yet.
A begley, as untested squires were often known, had no place in
battle and should not receive injuries like this one. But things
were not as they used to be, and Ona had acquitted merself well, or
so Delf had heard. A true squire at last.

Delf, only recently
returned from escorting some priests through territory loosely
claimed by both the cheve of Resk and the cheve of Mri, did not
know all the details of the incident, or need to. It said enough
that a begley had been pulled into the fight, and that several of
the champions of the high circle were nursing serious injuries of
their own.

Delf hid her grimace behind
a drink of wine, draining her cup before pouring more in her own as
well as Ona’s. Ona added crushed herb pain powder to mer goblet and
smiled, with strain but sweetly, at Delf for the help. There might
have been hope in that sunny smile as well, but Delf pretended not
to see it as she leaned back against the wall and kept her wine
close.

Onavir eventually joined
some of the other squires in their place near the fire at one end
of the hall, a step down from the stone dais directly before the
hearth, referred to the high circle. It was no coincidence that
this put the squires near the knights recuperating in a place of
honor in front of the fire’s warmth. The squires would not go any
closer. Only the most distinguished Knights of the Seat, in active
service or long past it, sat there.

Delf was far from the fire,
near enough to one shuttered window to get prickling skin from a
small draft. It was early in the year to feel so cold at night. The
harvest was not yet fully in. This meant a long winter, another
sign that the Wise had forsaken Ainle. At least, that was what more
and more people whispered.

Delf propped one foot on a
stool just in reach of her long legs, leaving the wall at her back,
and slouched down as low as she could and still drink. Her pose
might have looked inviting to some, body loose, surcoat hanging
crookedly and bunched between her open thighs, but any of her
friends would know better. Certain aspects of Delf’s appearance
concerned her on a daily basis—the thickness of her eyebrows, her
piercings, her chest—but she had never been inclined to more
complex hairstyles favored by the likes of Ran or Jareth, and she
rarely bothered with niceties like posture when in the presence of
friends and family here in the barracks.

The feasting hall of the
barracks was crowded this evening. Many knights had returned to the
Seat, as both the sacred shrine and the village around it were
called, to wait on their mending bodies. And yet, even with the
crowd, their numbers were not what they once were. The Knights of
the Seat had lived in these barracks for generations, unique among
the warriors of Ainle for serving the Seat, the stone in the
stream, and not a cheve. Although, of course, everyone in Ainle was
bound to the chevetein, if one had been chosen.

Outside the shuttered
window was a view of a courtyard and another hall. Above that,
visible over the rooftop, was the crown of a hill and an
arrangement of buildings that made a small settlement. At the base
of the hill, almost tucked away from view, was a small shrine with
a stream running beneath it—the Seat itself. Delf and the others
were pledged to it. To the chevetein who no longer existed, and the
Wise, and the Three among the Wise in particular.

Delf sneered, just a bit,
into her wine, but tipped her cup to the Three all the same before
she drained it and leaned over to pour herself more. A wave of dark
hair fell into her face. She left it there.

Those of the high circle in
the hall tonight had every right to partake as freely as Delf did,
but though they clutched goblets or clay mugs, the brightness in
their eyes was doubtlessly pain, and if they dulled it, it was with
herbs alone. They had made a good show of strength and had not lost
a member of their party, the Three be praised. Perhaps restless,
ambitious cheves would cease their bullshit for a time and grant
tired knights a rest.

Or perhaps they could
return to the old ways, and offer individual combat to settle
questions instead of endless, bloody skirmishes.

Then again, the old duels
had commonly ended in death, and not one knight of the high circle
would give that a second thought before accepting any
challenges.

Delf glanced to the seats
closest to the fire, to the three figures seemingly oblivious to
the squires and begleys watching them with veneration. It said much
that many of Ainle’s youth still came to the Seat to train with
these knights. They did not just come here because of the chaos in
their home territories. They also came because of
those knights, those
three and the others like them, and still pledged themselves to
serve the Seat, despite the absence of a chevetein for over a
decade, or a sign from the Three that there might be one any time
soon.

Delf considered the trio
awash in gold light, short to tall, wide to thin, pale to
dark.

She took another drink. It
did not dull her thoughts or slow her heart.

“That sort of evening?” Tay
joked, nudging Delf playfully and taking no offense when Delf
shrugged and returned to contemplating her wine.

Several years older than
Delf, Tay was an expert with the staff and the pole-axe the despite
the loss of an arm, good company on cold nights, and familiar
enough with Delf to know when to be nosy and when to stick to his
own business. The decent, honorable sort of knight, who had no
doubt gone to the Shrine out of desperation, like so many others in
the years following the death of their last chevetein, Brennus. But
the Three had not received Tay’s offer, if he had made
one.

Tay was in the same long
tunic surcoat and breeches most of the knights wore, though he
preferred darker tones that made him seem paler. He had marks
elsewhere, but the black and blue hammer work on display at his
neck was simple and without embellishment; apparently the same
since he’d come of age and chosen them. He’d added some finery with
a new cloak, but then, he had always liked to be pretty. Anyone was
welcome to kneel before the stone of the Shrine and shiver in the
cold waters that trickled through the cracks in the floor. But
perhaps a tendency toward vanity was not what the Three wanted in a
chevetein to maintain the compact between the Wise and this land
and all the people in it.

Brennus had not been vain,
not that Delf could recall. But Brennus had been old, nearing
ancient, when Delf had lived with them, and perhaps vanity had been
abandoned with age. Delf mostly remembered a weary leader with
waist-length white hair often worn in a thick braid, who had lines
from both overwork and smiles on their face, and faint, faded
patterns of dots and scrolls and sharp angles in the hammermarks
around their throat; masculine and feminine and something both
together. But even those details were difficult to call
up.

It had been too long.
Cheves no longer came to the Seat to visit the Shrine. Delf
suspected the cheves felt the Wise had abandoned them, and that it
was time for them to rule without the direction of the Three. But
the cheves would not say so directly, or go any further than
avoiding the Seat. Not with what had so far happened to those who
had attempted to name themselves chevetein.

By the fire, Jareth, who
blushed at the epithet the Protector, had allowed short, stocky
Ranalaut, known as the Fierce, onto her lap, and was trying to
continue her conversation despite Ran’s determined efforts to
unbind her hair. Jareth eventually stopped him, with one slender
hand pressed to the side of his throat and the hammered designs to
mark Ranalaut as a man done over two sets of older
inkings.

Ran wore his brown hair
long, in elaborate braids and twists twined with ribbons that he
could not have done himself tonight, as he had one arm in a sling
and a stiffness to his movements that spoke of fractured ribs.
Jareth, in contrast, kept her yellow curls pinned tight to her
skull, unless, of course, her beloved was feeling affectionate. She
could not move to easily dislodge him even had she wanted to; she
had pulled the stitches on her thigh loose twice already. One more
time, and the healers would likely burn the wound closed so she
would not bleed to death.

Ran contented himself
placing a cheeky kiss to the feminine marks around Jareth’s throat,
and Jareth turned to the third figure in their little group with a
put-upon sigh that Delf did not think she meant.

The third member of the
trio of distinguished knights, the Hope of Ainle, the
Tyrant-slayer, sat straight in her seat, but smiled fondly at her
friends. She wore a sleeveless surcoat, undecorated, and had only
feminine marks at her neck. None anywhere else, not for decoration
or to honor a memory. Nothing at all for whimsy or to speak of a
family. Some knights went so far as to have spells hammered into
their skin for protection, although most knights did not often
favor that, these days. The head of the stables had more magic in
his skin than most of the people in these barracks.

The overconfidence of
warriors in their muscle and skill, Delf supposed. Or too many
people forgetting the old stories where knights had wielded
magic—and had it wielded against them.

For generations upon
generations, Ainle’s cheveteins had kept the people safe within
their borders, and there had been no need to wander deep into the
wilderness of mountain or marsh or forest, where creatures were
still said to roam. Ainle had turned its back on crumbled ruins of
ancient might and focused on the land, on harvests and ensuring
plenty. Magic, aside from a few tricks that eager children liked to
learn, was for priests or the odd healer who kept to the old ways.
Magic was the subject of stories, and most of the knights around
Delf were too occupied with restless cheves and their knights to be concerned with
tales of quests or beasts or malicious users of magic.

Delf had spells like
latticework around her thighs and at her ribs, and the symmetrical
patterns for yellow gorse at her arms, and marks at her throat done
around the originals she had chosen at thirteen, when she had
thought outside might suit her more than in-between. Now, her marks proclaimed
her mostly feminine, but not altogether. Her surcoat was
embroidered at the hem with fiery orange and yellow threads that
suited her brown-gold skin—she did not mind a bit of vanity,
either. But unlike Tay, Delf was no would-be chevetein. Nor would
she ever try to be.

The fate of false
cheveteins, of corrupt leaders, was more than just the displeasure
of the Three, although that was not what kept Delf away from the
Seat. But she wished someone, the right someone, would journey to the
Shrine, and soon. Those in the barracks could not go on much longer
as they were. Perhaps it was the plan of the Wise for this land to
fall. Or perhaps the Wise had no plan. But everyone in this hall
believed they did, and they came to the Seat, and swore allegiance,
and trained, and gave their blood and sweat, and at times, their
lives.

Too many did that now. And
nothing had changed in the years since Brennus had died in their
bed except more knights had scars, or did not return from endless,
petty skirmishes, and more and more of them turned their gazes to
the Tyrant-slayer, who was not much older than Delf. Twenty and a
handful of years, most of those spent in conflict.

The younger knights, the
squires, would have no memory of Brennus, and only stories to guide
them, something alarming and sorrowful to think about. Delf chose
to drink more wine and then mourn her empty cup with nothing left
to refill it. Tay must have taken her small cask while Delf had
been staring at the fire. Stealthily making a point, as was his
usual way.

Delf kept her back to the
wall while considering getting up to fetch more wine at the risk of
losing her perfect spot. The wine made her warm. The window kept
her cool. Conversations flowed around her, worried and serious or
playful and wooing. Delf smiled at those who smiled at her, and
shivered even though her skin felt flushed, and hesitated before
shaking her head in response to a few unspoken offers of
conversation or a night’s diversion.

She had not been able to be
still since yesterday, and she did not think that would change in
someone’s bed, even if she was told to do it.

Ran was now fussing over
Jareth, though Jareth did not seem inclined to let him off her lap
despite the pain she must be in. Their tally of wounds must be more
serious than either of them had let on, and yet they were out here,
ensuring they were seen as alive and strong. That showed remarkable
knowledge of the image they presented, as the three best of the
high circle. It was likely Jareth’s awareness as well as Jareth’s
plan for them to display themselves in this way, hoping to inspire
confidence. Ran was not a planner. And the third champion—or first,
depending on who was asked—was honorable to a fault, but no
peacemaker or player of politics.

Delf’s attention drifted,
as it always did, to Prityal the Just, Prityal the Pure. The Hope
of Ainle. Tyrant-slayer and collector of numerous glorious
epithets.

She looked exhausted, Delf
decided, and not for the first time. Whole and well, compared to
the others, but exhausted. Still, Prityal was there, her
worthy-of-glorious-epithets profile lit by the fire.

Prityal knew exactly how
many in Ainle did not give up because of her. It had to weigh on
her pretty, mighty shoulders. Delf had seen her out at night, more
than once, walking with no apparent destination.

The Tyrant-slayer was great, but not
invincible. Delf knew she was not, in a way that chilled
Delf no matter how much wine she consumed.

And yet, Prityal was not the chevetein.
Some said she must not have ever visited
the Shrine, perhaps deciding, with all her purity of vision, that
she was not worthy. It was perhaps a more comforting sentiment than
the notion that the Wise must not have accepted even the Champion
of Ainle.

For her part, Delf was privately convinced
that Prityal had gone. Prityal the Just would not allow
other knights to come to harm when she might have stopped it with
one visit to the Seat. She must have gone—and not been accepted,
exactly as people feared.

If the famed hero had not pleased the Three,
their land might be doomed.

Delf licked the last of the bittersweet wine
from her lips and wished desperately for more.

“Need a drink?”

Delf raised her head to consider Ange, and
the goblets Ange had in her large, coppery brown hands, and Ange’s
apparent ability to know Delf’s thoughts.

“So I am not the only one in this mood,”
Delf offered, smiling faintly as she put down her empty cup to
accept a new one. She had to sit up to do it, and drop her foot to
the floor.

Ange, head shaved despite the autumn chill,
had eyes lined with smudged colors, red tonight. She glanced toward
her friends and equals in the high circle, but did not move to
approach them. Then she returned her attention to Delf. “We could
all use a rise in our spirits. All of us,” she added, as if
Delf had not understood her meaning. “The nights are only going to
grow colder.”

Delf leaned her head back to flutter her
eyes and part her lips. “You know well enough where my bed is,” she
answered, only partly serious. Ange was wonderfully strong, and
stern when Delf needed her to be. She was also currently taken,
even if she was being discreet about her new lover.

Ange huffed out a small laugh, then glanced
away again. When her gaze came back to Delf, it was sly. “I’m too
old to be sleeping in the regular barracks hall, much less messing
around there. And so are you, and you know it. This is not your
place.”

“This is exactly my place,” Delf argued, but
mildly. “Anyway, I do my messing around in other people’s
rooms.”

Ange rolled her eyes. “You tend to drink
when you are worried—or rather, when you have a moment to finally
stop and then worry. When it’s all over.”

Delf made a face and put down her cup, which
had likely been Ange’s intention in needling her. “I worry no more
and no less than anyone else, except for the Hope up there.”

“Exactly,” Ange said, confusingly, tricking
Delf into looking up at her. Ange glanced over toward the fire,
then reached out to cup Delf’s chin and gently swipe her thumb
across Delf’s mouth.

Delf batted her away, then darted a glance
to where the Hope herself was sitting, stiffly silent, momentarily
forgotten by her friends. Prityal stared at her lap as if there
were nothing else of interest in the hall, or indeed in all of
Ainle. Newly returned to the Seat and the barracks as Prityal was,
someone should have at least been filling her in gossip and other
goings-on.

“What’s all over?” Delf demanded in a faint,
distracted voice, blinking a few times when Ran reached out to poke
Prityal in the arm and make her look up. Prityal offered him a weak
smile that made the wine churn in Delf’s stomach. “Nothing’s all
over,” Delf continued, shaking her head until more of her hair fell
into her eyes and concealed her face.

“Don’t say such things aloud,” Ange started
to scold, perhaps teasing or perhaps not, as if crows and other
carrion birds were hiding in the noisy barracks, heads cocked to
listen for whispers of despair. “You cannot know that for
certain—”

The great doors at the entrance to the hall
shrieked as they were pushed open with too much force, cutting Ange
off and shocking most of the others into silence. A few continued
to speak, but their words fell to nothing as Tumil marched the
length of the hall in a direct path to the three before the
fire.

“Aw, fuck,” Ange finished. “Delf, I
am blaming you for this.”

Delf said not a word in her own defense.

Tumil was the youngest priest of the seven
who stayed near the Seat to council the chevetein they did not
have. He was a priest of Anstha, of seed and plow and harvest—and
ale, much of the time. But of the seven who served the more
well-known spirits, he was the one counted on to deal with
practical matters. He should have been busy with his duties, not
bursting in on resting knights. Not unless he had deemed something
urgent enough to bother.

His short hair was windswept. His tunic went
to the floor, the sleeves of his robe nearly falling over his
hands. He frowned and began to speak even before he was halfway
through the room.

“Knights,” he said in greeting, using the
still, echoing voice magic that priests learned early in their
training, either to make the stubborn listen, or to be heard even
above the rumble of thunder. A dove followed him, perching on his
shoulder when he stopped. “We’ve received a message from the
village surrounded by Oryl Wood. A contemporary of Brennus was
given a place there and now requests aid.”

“A cheve?” Jareth asked with real surprise,
delicate brows pressed together as if, like Delf, she was also
struggling to recall a cheve from that part of the country. Oryl
Wood was a dense forest, with patches that reached out like fingers
from the vast wilderness that used to be settled territory, or so
stories claimed. The Wood had once covered most of Ainle, said
those same stories, and more than one legend was set beneath the
canopy of its ancient trees. Few traveled through what remained of
it, sticking to the edges to gather what timber was needed, a fact
which was likely the reason this particular region must have
avoided attention and conflict for so long.

“No.” Tumil took a moment to catch his
breath. “Rosset. Once of this barracks, who served the Seat, was
gifted land long since abandoned by the cheve that had been. The
people there had no need of one, so he was not a replacement. He
was sent there to live, and to offer guidance if the people needed
it. I believe he suffered an injury,” Tumil added in
explanation.

A house as a reward for service, especially
for one wounded in combat, was not unheard of. Delf did not relax
her posture, and was only vaguely aware of having moved away from
the wall. People meant a village and farmland somewhere on
the other side of the Wood itself.

“There are cheves near them who might be
better suited to help,” Jareth pointed out slowly. Of course, she
was knowledgeable of that. She had knowledge of most things.

“Rosset has asked for our best.” Tumil held
up the slip of paper with the message as if to prove his words.

“Best what?” Ran wondered, incredulous.
“Fighter? Leader? Breadmaker? What skills are we supposed to
provide?”

Jareth hummed thoughtfully while soothing
her beloved with absentminded petting. “As I remember it, that land
is a somewhat disputed territory. Perhaps that was really why the
old knight was sent there, to keep the peace. But it has been
years. The situation might have deteriorated.”

Delf couldn’t help a derisive snort. The
entire country had deteriorated.

“So there is a village, and it is either
defenseless with some other problem, or defenseless as two
different clans fight over it?” Ran was not all that soothed. “The
best knights, then. That is what he means.”

Delf feverishly shook her head, although no
one paid her any attention. This Rosset asked too much. A small
contingent of lower-ranked knights would do. The Seat did not have
many knights to spare, anymore. Not uninjured. Certainly not from
their best.

Except for one, and too many were now
looking at her.

Prityal was already rising to her feet.

Delf felt the earth tilt and could not blame
it on the wine.

Prityal of Ters, Tyrant-slayer and champion,
stood a full head taller than Jareth. Her arms were gleaming bronze
in the firelight. She wore her auburn hair short, nearly shaved at
the back and the sides, a riot of curls at the top, often flattened
from her helmet. Her eyes were deep brown and serious, so beautiful
that Delf almost forgot the tiny slash of a scar just beneath one
cheekbone, so old it might have been from childhood.

She was as muscled as any of them, perhaps
more, if only because Prityal did not seem to take days of rest.
She trained, and she sparred, and she stood up to volunteer for
missions like this one even though she had just returned from one
so perilous that her friends were still recovering. Her biceps
would give Delf sleepless nights if Delf ever allowed herself to
fully gaze upon them.

Prityal’s surcoat fell to her knees, plain
white above her simple breeches and boots. It hung loose at one
side of her chest, where her right breast was gone. The healers had
spent too long in the dark of night with only lanterns for light,
trying to remove the barbed and poisoned arrowhead. Delf remembered
her screams, and how it had been Prityal herself, voice hoarse, who
finally demanded they remove the whole breast and be done with
it.

The healers had refused. In the end, Jareth
had been the one to answer her request. Jareth’s blade was always
sure.

Prityal was not armed, not here, but it was
easy to imagine her in armor, the mail she preferred, powldrons to
protect her shoulders and upper arms, vants-braces at her forearms,
breastplate shining, her weapons at her hip or in her hands. The
fire behind her lit her like a vision from the Three.

Her voice was always a surprise, soft as a
cloud.

“I will go.”

An uproar followed. Far too much of it was
cheers and whistles.

“Reckless,” Delf muttered, unheard by anyone
save Ange.

“Aye,” Ange agreed, admiration in her tone
despite that. “I’m leaving in four days. Reasonable cheves are few
and far between now, and Cheve Jols has asked for help with the
raiders along his border. Many of us are set to go. Prit knows
this.”

“Things are stable, for the moment,” Prityal
explained to Tumil, or her two comrades, or the excited squires in
front of her. “Harvests now occupy the minds of even the most
restless cheves. We cannot fail to do our duty now, as a chevetein
would no doubt ask of us.”

“Yes, but not you,” Ran protested faintly,
with surprising sense for someone who leapt into fights the way Ran
did.

In any other circumstance, it might have
been amusing to watch the Hope of Ainle debate the matter with her
friend when she had no need to. “He did not ask for a contingent,
merely help. There is no one else.” Prityal gestured toward the
crowd. “They are called to other assignments, or injured, or too
inexperienced. If it did become dangerous, I would have no time to
train anyone, no matter how eager they were.”

“Then take more than one,” Jareth suggested,
which drew a tremulous gasp from a watching squire.

Delf shook her head again, at that and at
whatever whispered thing Ange was trying to tell her.

Prityal tilted her head toward Jareth even
while giving the squires a proud smile. “We cannot leave the Seat
with no defenders. Those healing will need the help of the begleys,
and everyone else will serve as the primary guard. It’s fine,
Jareth. A few days of travel, but surely nothing worse.”

“Bullshit,” Delf declared quietly, making
Ange turn fully toward her. “This request comes now, offers no
details, and asks for our best? She cannot go alone.”

“Jareth will convince her to take someone,”
Ange answered, her tone strangely loaded. “Truthfully, an untrained
squire would be more of a hindrance, but there are
experienced knights about.”

“I will not risk another,” Prityal said, as
if in answer to whatever point Jareth had indeed made. “If it was
dire, this Rosset would have said. A knight would not endanger
another knight.”

“Ladylord of Peace, still my tongue.” Delf
could not take her eyes from the Fool of Ainle. “How far is it to
this territory? Anything might happen, but she will leave us all to
worry.”

“If only a capable, seasoned knight were
available,” Ange remarked again, dry as dust.

“The high circle have none to spare,” Delf
answered shortly, not in the mood for whatever point Ange was about
to make. “There is no one her equal to watch her back, no squire to
be trusted to try.” Delf shut her mouth to stop the rest of her
words. But Prityal could not be allowed to disappear from the
world.

“I know of no priests who have been to that
territory in the recent past.” Tumil chose that moment to speak
again, full of too much ale or unconcerned with the tightening of
Prityal’s smile, the flash of fear in her eyes despite how she
stood, resolute. He likely did not see it. Not one of the little
squires before her did, and that was why they could not be
trusted to keep her safe.

“She cannot go alone,” someone called out in
a wine-roughened voice, a voice Delf was startled to realize was
her own. The words echoed through the hall, as if the hall had
suddenly gone silent. Delf stared at Prityal’s shoulder, her bare
arm, her loose fist. Her voice did not grow smooth. “I… I offer
myself.”

“You?” Jareth asked, tone heavy with what
was likely disapproval of a lower-level knight being charged with
protecting her closest friend.

In contrast, Ran seemed almost maniacally
delighted. “Problem solved. What say you, Prit?”

Delf dragged her gaze up to meet Prityal’s
eyes. She realized she was still seated and rose to her feet. Her
face was hot with wine. Her hair hung in her face. A worthy
defender she was not.

“I do not have her skills,” Delf added, to
Jareth, to anyone except the woman regarding her steadily. She did
not know what to think of the softening of Prityal’s mouth. “I’d
serve more as her squire than a true comrade-in-arms,” Delf joked,
though she did not lie about the difference in their skill levels.
“I can carry her shield, if nothing else,” she went on, foolish
with wine and fear, for Prityal relied on armor more than a shield,
“lead her icor.” Delf strangled the rest of her words before they
could emerge, closed her eyes, and took a breath.

When she opened them, Prityal had not looked
away.

“Which is to say, I am a poor substitute for
one of your circle.” Delf spoke to Prityal at last, because Ange
did not even glance at her, which told Delf exactly how her tone
must have come across. She had meant to mock herself, not the
others. Delf did not think she would have the fortitude to do what
Jareth had done if Prityal asked, certainly could not best Ran in a
wild fight, and was no match for Prityal’s devastating calm in the
sparring ring. She had not been even when they had been practically
children, which was the last time Delf had been forced to face
her.

Delf had been knocked on her ass. The
not-yet Tyrant-slayer had never been one to take prisoners.

“It was an offer made honestly.” Prityal
lifted her chin without taking her gaze from Delf, who drew in a
rasping, dry breath. “I cannot go alone, as you said yourself,
Jareth. You say I need an experienced knight, and I won’t insult
this one, if Delflenor truly wishes to be at my side.”

Delf shut her mouth and made not a sound at
hearing her name. It should not startle her. There were not so many
of them that Prityal wouldn’t know her. They had trained together,
ages ago. Encountered each other, as happened in a crowded
barracks. But she did not think she had ever heard Prityal say
it.

She nodded without thinking.

Ran let out a yell that was more suited to
victory on the battlefield than the conclusion of an insignificant
negotiation, and Prityal spun sharply toward him, breaking the
spell keeping Delf on her feet.

Delf collapsed back into her seat and groped
for her abandoned cup of wine. She downed its contents in one
swallow, only to have Ange snatch the cup.

“None of that now,” Ange chided, barely
stifling her cackles. “Delflenor of the high circle, the Champion
of the Champion.”

“Shut up,” Delf hissed. She was no such
thing. Begleys, squires, and knights alike were glancing to her,
appraising, surprised, amused. A few seemed almost regretful. Delf
turned from them toward the fire, where Tumil was now discussing
the situation with a trio of knights who had already forgotten
Delf. “I would,” she murmured, then stilled her hands. Lower-tier
she might be, but she knew how to wait and calm herself before the
trouble truly began. “It should not have reached the point where
there is only me.”

“I suppose not.” Ange was not one to ponder
the desires of the Wise. “But there is only you. And you
could not leave her to do it alone.”

“I would not leave anyone to do this alone.”
Delf caught Ran’s passing glance, his sharp, feral grin. She didn’t
know Ran well enough to know if it was a threat, a blessing, or not
aimed at Delf at all. “It is not only because it is her.”

“I know.” Ange patted Delf’s shoulder, the
touch awkward with her hands full.

“But I would,” Delf kept her voice low, only
for the two of them, her gaze on Prityal’s profile. “I would carry
her shield.”

“I know that, too.” Ange perhaps meant to be
reassuring. “That is why there is no one better for this fool’s
errand than you. You have all night to contemplate the path you
have put yourself on, as I have no doubt you will. But try to
sleep, will you? Even if we could, I would not want to spare
you—either of you.”

Ange patted Delf’s shoulder one last time,
then left, perhaps to spend the night with her secret love before
her journey forced them apart. She gifted Delf the remainder of her
wine, as a test, perhaps. Delf was not going to drink it. Ange had
been correct; Delf drank when troubles were over, and hers were
only beginning. She would leave in the morning, from the sound of
it.

They would leave in the morning.

The others continued to make their plans,
looking to Delf a few times as though expecting Delf to join them.
Since her opinion was that they shouldn’t go, she thought her
silence would be more appreciated.

She watched until the warmth of the wine had
faded from her blood, and Tumil abandoned the hall for his other
duties, and Prityal assisted her two injured friends in getting to
their feet so they might retire for the evening. Then, with the
eyes of too many still upon her, Delf rose and slipped from the
hall.
















THE BEGLEY sent to wake Delf found her
already awake and in the stables, readying her icor for the
journey. The icors were well taken care of by begleys and squires,
as directed by the Stablemaster, as well as by the knights
themselves, but most active knights tended to lavish affection on
their personal mounts and were frequent visitors to the stables for
reasons in addition to feeding, grooming, and shit-mucking.

Despite the fact that Kee had seen Delf only
hours before, she had politely listened to Delf’s many complaints
about the entire situation while Delf had brushed Kee’s violet
locks and fitted simple tack around the thick, sharp, pearlescent
gray horn at the center of Kee’s forehead that was as deadly as a
kick from her massive hooved feet.

Kee had finer tack, but Delf did not think
riding into a troubled village in finery was particularly wise. Her
appearance, or Kee’s, were not likely to matter, in any event. Delf
had, as Ange had predicted, spent much of the night thinking of it.
She would dress as she was, a lower-tier but experienced knight,
there to reflect the greatness of the Hope. Anyway, this was not a
war party.

That said, she was in a long-sleeved padded
doublet that went from her neck to below her hips, leather
vants-braces, and one of the sleeveless surcoats she had
embroidered herself, yellow flowers at her hem. After assuring the
begley they were on their way, Delf led Kee out into the courtyard
at the center of the barracks, shivering at the predawn chill
despite her many layers.

She nearly stopped to see the glorious trio
of Prityal, Ranalaut, and Jareth already there, heads bent in
earnest discussion, as they nearly always seemed to be. Prityal was
absently scratching the flank of the pack goat that some dutiful
squire had loaded with food and other provisions. The goat’s tail
waggled, though the goat itself seemed focused on sniffing
Prityal’s boots to see if they were edible.

Delf continued forward instead of staring,
if only to spare herself another sharply aware smile from Ran.

Some of her long hair escaped in the breeze,
floating before her face until she scraped it back behind her ears.
The cold had reached the metal in her piercings, making each hoop
and tiny globe icy to the touch. The one at her eyebrow was much
the same. She looked almost as she always did at the barracks,
except for her padded armor and the bright splotches of color on
her nicer surcoat.

Ran and Jareth appeared to have come to the
courtyard in spite of what any healers might have advised. Each was
ashen, damp with perspiration as no one should be in the cold.
Jareth had a thick blanket around her shoulders. But both had made
the walk to bid farewell to Prit on this uncertain endeavor, and
for that, Delf could not fault them.

Prityal wore a white and black, sleeveless,
thickly padded doublet that went to her knees, with what looked
like a plain, long-sleeved tunic shirt beneath that, and a thin,
but likely warm, brown cloak, worn off one shoulder and her usual
white surcoat. She was also wearing mail, as well as a long dagger
at her belt. Ready for a journey, and aware of danger.

She fixed her gaze on Delf and the hushed
conversation ceased.

Delf, unarmed unless she ran for the lances
kept with her equipment in a storeroom, or reached for the mace and
sword currently strapped to Kee’s saddle with the rest of her
belongings and the tiny, practical knife in her belt, nodded in
greeting, then turned quickly to Jareth who was shivering in her
blanket. “A fine morning,” she offered, with the bitter humor that
did not always come across to others.

Jareth certainly didn’t seem to notice it.
“Delflenor. Thank you for this. It was kind of you to offer.”

Delf did not mean to frown, but she was
tired and cold and rightfully anxious. “Kind? This is what any of
us would have done, if more of us were able to.” That earned her
another of Ran’s strange grins. “Many would have offered themselves
last night, as you saw, despite this being likely a fool’s
errand.”

Ran’s grin slipped. Jareth’s lips
parted.

“You don’t agree that you should go?”
Jareth’s question barely carried through the courtyard.

Delf closed her mouth and glanced around for
a sign, any sign, from any of the Wise, and when none appeared, she
sighed. “I think that I could go alone, and if something happened,
my loss would be regrettable, but not nearly as devastating to us
all as hers. I think you also think this.” If Prityal looked at her
for that, Delf could not look back. “But she would never allow me
or anyone else to go alone, either, and so here we are.”

Jareth exchanged a glance with her beloved.
Prityal moved, a distractingly quick motion that made Delf tense
until she realized it was Prityal hurrying to embrace her icor as a
begley led him out for her.

Frire dwarfed even Kee. The icor had been
bred for stamina, size, and strength; a mighty beast meant to carry
a champion into battle. Kee was lighter and swifter, though still
larger than the common icors used in the fields. Frire was brown
and sparkling orange, almost a yellow, with a huge, curling horn
that gleamed despite the lack of sunlight. Prit put her face to his
neck and made pleased, soft noises that Delf could not help but
think of as coos.

She stared, a moment too long, before
remembering she was not alone.

When she swung back to the others, Ran was
once again all teeth. “You’ll keep her safe?”

Delf imagined Prityal delicately scratching
the neck of an icor that could crush them all. “Yes.” She tucked a
wavy lock behind her ear once again. “Though I am not a
champion.”

Ange would never know, and so could never
mock her.

“You acquit yourself well that I have seen,”
Ran observed, still grinning, but focused quickly on Jareth when
her grip on his arm tightened and she leaned into him with clearly
waning strength. “Silly petal,” he crooned, bracing her despite the
lines of pain at the corner of his eyes.

Delf averted her gaze from the tender,
private moment, found Prit doing the same, and quickly looked
elsewhere when their eyes met.

“Delflenor,” Prityal said after a beat,
apparently choosing to greet Delf as though they just encountered
each other.

Delf dipped her head, then let go of Kee so
she could fix her hair and try to keep it tied at her nape. Kee
whuffed hot breath over her ear, destroying her initial efforts,
and Delf planted an annoyed kiss on Kee’s muzzle before pushing her
away. She finally got her mass of hair bundled at the back of her
neck, though several stands instantly slipped free. Delf could see
around them. It would do.

“No need for that, Prit. They are here to
have your back,” Jareth called out, a touch strained, using the
other form of address Delf answered to. They was a
catch-all, of a sort. Some chose it. Others, like Delf, didn’t mind
it, though she might choose something else again someday. She
preferred to be thought handsome more than pretty, though she was
not truly either, if she were being honest. She suited her
and they suited her, and occasionally she wondered if
he would do better, but was content with merely wondering,
so she did not think so.

Prityal responded to Jareth, her mouth a
thin line. “I am aware of why Delflenor is here.”

“There is not much said of me, but I have
never shirked my duty, at least,” Delf quietly assured her, serious
but trying to keep the moment light. It was difficult when one
glance was enough to make her hands shake.

“There is more to this than duty,” Jareth
broke in, frowning now.

“I didn’t think you were the fussing type,”
Delf commented, but, judging from the two knights now regarding her
with displeasure, this was the wrong answer. She inclined her head
in appeasement. “She is your friend. You wish to be by her side,
but you cannot be. And lowly Delflenor is all that can be spared.”
Prityal made a sound, a polite objection perhaps. Delf shrugged. “I
don’t blame you for your worry. But, as I said, I have never
shirked my duty. I know it here.”

“We all value your skills, Delflenor.”
Jareth cleared her throat. “Thank you.”

Delf gave her a quick salute, the kind of
thing people on the road did when they spied the Knights of the
Seat escorting a caravan or a group of priests. She pretended her
face was not hot at the implied compliment, but spoke with a slight
strain. “Delf is fine for most.”

“Delf,” Jareth agreed, almost warmly, before
turning to Prityal. “Take care.”

Ran cackled, but when Prityal swept forward
to embrace her friends one last time, he was all soft whispers.

Delf averted her eyes once again, moving
around Kee to extend a hand to Frire, who investigated it without
much interest. Delf didn’t blame him. She held no treats and he
seemed to love only his knight. Delf didn’t blame him for that,
either. “Very good fellow,” she praised him in a whisper, and
stiffened when Prityal answered.

“Yes, he is,” Prityal said from close behind
her. “We should go now, while it’s still early. Before we encounter
delays.”

Delf twisted to look at her. She had to look
down, though not by much.

Prityal raised her chin but dropped her
gaze, her attention caught on something near Delf’s shoulder. Delf
assumed it was her hair until Prityal added, with significance,
“Unless you have someone you wish to bid farewell to.”

“Huh?” Delf wondered, slow to follow
Prityal’s meaning, then vaguely embarrassed that Prityal would
assume she had a long-term lover. The bite beneath Delf’s ear was
from before two nights ago, when Delf had returned to the Seat. She
wouldn’t have thought it even noticeable. “Ah. No. I’ve no
one.”

She was at a loss as to why this would now
make Prityal more uncomfortable, unless Delf’s tastes for
some pain with her pleasure upset her. Perhaps it was guilt at the
thought of this quest harming Delf’s romantic possibilities.

Delf blinked, startled for reasons she could
not explain. “If you have someone, I can also wait.”

In truth, she would like to know who, and
determine if Jareth and Ran deemed them acceptable. If they did,
perhaps Delf would as well. Someday.

Ran clapped his hands together, a jarring,
abrupt sound which Delf took as a sign that they should leave, all
their goodbyes taken care of. She nodded to him, then to Jareth,
before swinging herself up onto Kee’s back. She clicked her tongue
for the goat, who was used to caravans and lazily made its way
toward the icors. She adjusted her weapons, the packs behind the
saddle, then turned to wait on the order from Prityal.

Because she, Delflenor, was going on a quest
with Prityal, the Hope of Ainle.

Prityal seated herself gracefully on her
giant icor, looking suddenly tiny, though no less impressive, and
raised the hood on her cloak before giving her friends a smile. Her
smile faded but did not disappear when she looked at Delf. Not
until Delf gave her the same salute she’d given the others. Then it
vanished, and Prityal turned from her and began to ride.

Delf did not look back toward the others and
the barracks, though she likely had many days of Prityal’s
disapproving silence ahead of her. She kept her gaze on the stiff
line of Prityal’s back, as she and the goat followed her out of the
courtyard, heading roughly toward the rising sun.
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THE SETTLEMENTS around the Seat were out of view by the time the
sun was high. Prityal kept a slow, steady pace, perhaps mindful of
the length of their journey and the stamina of the goat. Delf
stayed close behind, her long night catching up with her and
setting her thoughts adrift.

They were recognized as Knights of the Seat,
from their icors, likely, and saluted the workers busy with harvest
who stopped to acknowledge their passing.

The sound of Prityal’s voice roused Delf
from her doze.

“You did not join us to discuss this last
night.” Prityal had lowered her hood as the sun had grown higher in
the sky, but she did not turn back to see if Delf had heard
her.

Delf had been expecting more silence, at
least until a few days into their quest, when even the most
reticent of knights would be driven to some form of
conversation.

She cleared her throat to speak politely.
“I’m sure you all had it taken care of.”

That seemed adequate. Prityal was silent for
long enough that Delf assumed their short talk was over. Then she
realized too late that Frire had slowed his pace, drawing nearly
alongside Kee.

Prityal spoke again, painfully deliberate.
“Another voice is often appreciated.”

It was probably a struggle for her to temper
her usual directness.

For that, Delf looked over and offered
deeper honesty. “And I was sure you did not want my opinion, which
I have stated.”

Prityal pursed her lips. “There can be many
truths.” From the side, it was difficult to tell if she was
frowning. In profile, her expression almost seemed a pout, but the
Tyrant-slayer would never. “The viewpoints of an experienced knight
are not dismissed among us.”

Delf just kept displeasing her. “Certainly,”
she agreed quickly. “But I am not one of the high circle. I follow
orders, if they are sensible, and I trust you and the others. You
have unfairly borne the weight of leadership, you three, but you
have borne it well.” She gnawed at her bottom lip for a moment,
hearing the admiration plain in her voice and growing hesitant. She
attempted a smile. “As long as they packed enough food, I am sure
we’re fine.”

Prityal dismissed that by not addressing it.
“You did not bring heavy armor.”

“Neither did you,” Delf responded
helplessly, lifting a hand in confused question.

“Because this errand, as you called it,
might require nothing more than diplomacy.” Diplomacy was not
Prityal’s strongest skill by anyone’s view. She knew it, judging
from her small grimace at the word. “It was part of our
considerations last night, but you determined it on your own.” She
paused, letting her point hit home, then continued, voice still
soft. “You should have joined our council.”

Delf turned away, glancing into the fields.
“Next time, then.” It was a promise unlikely to need fulfilling,
unless the Seat remained empty of a chevetein and the situation
grew worse.

Prityal turned toward her, but when Delf
looked back, Prityal seemed to be gazing inward. “We planned on
provisions for seven days to get there, though seven full days of
travel should not be needed. We can resupply for the return journey
once there. We will stay for a few days only—to either solve the
problem or send for help from those who can. Then several days
home. Jareth has planned for our absence for that amount of time.
None of us hope it will take longer than that. We will take the
roads until we reach the southernmost edge of Oryl Wood. Then we
will travel through the Wood itself.” As if sensing Delf’s raised
eyebrows, Prityal blinked and focused on her. “It may cut time from
our journey, or add to it, if the trees are thick enough. But… the
roads are not safe, these days, and we are but two. An abundance of
caution was suggested.”

Delf feared her brows climbed to her
hairline. Cheves playing power games amongst themselves had always
been their way: petty raids and small, mocking thefts designed to
irritate their rivals. But there were currently more ambitious
cheves than peaceful, patient ones, and no one to rein them in.
Villages used to count only a handful of warriors under the
guidance of their cheves, and those warriors had been more farmers
with some fight experience than true knights. Now, however, there
were some who used the excuse of trouble at their borders to
justify keeping more warriors about them, better equipped and
better trained as well—and more inclined to seek out battles.

In the past, it was the Knights of the Seat
who had guarded the borders at the direction of the chevetein. Delf
could not blame those territories that faced outside countries for
their fears and preparations, not when each day without a sign from
the Three felt a little more desperate, a touch more hopeless. But
for a knight of Ainle—the knight of Ainle—to express aloud a
fear that she may be waylaid or assassinated, however distant that
fear, gave strength to what even Delf had wanted to deny during her
drunken worrying.

If the Three had truly forsaken them, then
something new would rise up to replace the chevetein. The land
would remain in strife, pleasing one Ladylord but leaving the other
two dissatisfied and the world out of balance. The countries beyond
Ainle’s borders might sweep through them at last. Ainle might
become one of those lands with constant robbers and thieves along
the roads, as other places were said to have. Delf did not know
what they would steal—her weapons? The food? The goat? The padded
armor doublets and surcoats the knights wore were generally sewn by
the Knights of the Seat themselves, with donated materials. Their
pieces of armor were gifts as well, usually from smiths wishing to
make a name for themselves, or grateful for some service. The
knights had no more to offer bandits than a farmer or a tanner.

“An abundance of caution,” Delf finally
echoed. For all her gloomy forecasting while staring down cups of
wine, Prityal and the others had been confronting what she had not
dared, not completely.

“You do not seem as startled as some might
have expected,” Prityal observed.

“I just came from a journey guarding priests
of Aji,” Delf replied without thinking. “If those priests
are not guaranteed safety, then no one is.” Devotees of physical
pleasure and its instruction were generally welcomed with open
arms, and legs, not swords or arrows. “But I do not like to think
of…” She swallowed. Prityal would fight such a future to its bleak
conclusion. “You could have brought your heavy armor,” she declared
abruptly. “Kee could have helped with the burden. As would I.”

Prityal jerked her gaze away, suddenly tense
in the saddle. “You have your own burdens, and I would not put
undue stress on Frire.”

Frire flicked his ears at the sound of his
name. He was meant to carry Prityal and her armor into relatively
short battles. Not for days, and over uneven ground. Still, his
size meant he likely would not have noticed the additional
weight.

Delf would not have minded the burden, but
bit her tongue to avoid saying so, since the subject seemed to
upset Prityal. She stared at Kee’s neck. “I meant no insult. It
would be a privilege to assist the Just. But I also wish no harm to
come to Frire. That is, I have always meant to speak of his
magnificence. You are right to be proud. He’s beautiful, and
fearsome in battle. Even in the friendly contests, I do not know
how the other icors dare to stand against him.”

She had a loose tongue around Prityal, it
seemed. But at least she had constrained herself to matters of
icors, and combat.

She was unprepared for this to get a
response, much less one where Prityal did not seem any more pleased
than she had been a moment ago.

“You don’t enter the contests.”

Delf realized she was staring at the play of
Prityal’s hands over the horn of her saddle.

She looked up. “No?” It was nearly a
question. “But I watch them. They remind me of how it was before,
in times of legend. How the stories make it seem, at least.”

“But why don’t you enter the
contests?” Prityal stilled her hands and fixed Delf with an intent,
questioning look that demanded answers and made Delf flush hotly.
“They are meant to hone skills, not to be taken seriously.”

“Says the Bonecrusher,” Delf replied though
her mouth was dry. “Prityal takes no prisoners, even in a
game.”

She meant that to tease. Prityal frowned
instead of laughing and turned her face away.

“It can be difficult to forget a lifetime of
training,” she declared stiffly.

“I meant no offense.” Delf apologized for
the second time in one conversation, leaning slightly toward Frire
and gentling her voice. “It’s exciting to watch you.”

Prityal turned toward her.

Delf straightened in her saddle. “No one who
goes against you seems to mind when you destroy them.” Some even
liked it. Delf’s voice had gone rough at the very thought. This
quest of theirs was off to an embarrassing start. “We are all very
proud of you,” she finished, which was true.

“I’m proud of everyone as well.” From anyone
else, that might have seemed a polite response. Prityal’s tone was
as tender and fond as Delf had only heard it be with her icor and
her closest friends. She sighed forlornly for it, but was allowed
no chance to press the sound close to her heart to think of later.
Prityal’s frown had returned, the one that more firmly resembled a
displeased pout the longer Delf considered it.

“You should join in the contests next time.”
She did not quite make it an order, but Delf took it as one.
Prityal’s gaze met hers. “It’s odd that I’ve never faced you.”

She had a stare like both the velvet-lined
glove and the hawk upon it.

“Um,” Delf answered, brilliantly. Even the
goat would have done better. “We did. When we were younger. I don’t
blame you for not remembering. I was shorter then, of course. So
were you. When I first served as begley, I had shaved my head
because one of the older knights had, and I was convinced there
could be no greater beauty.” She didn’t hope for a laugh, but
Prityal’s stunned blinking was nearly as good. “I had different
hammermarks then as well, though still new and raw and red as they
were finished.” She coughed. “You were a year or two older. And I
lost, as I recall. Swiftly and decisively.”

“I meant you as the knight you are now.”
Prityal’s softness was its own particular danger. Delf was not
going to survive this quest.

“Ah.” Delf shrugged. “It would probably go
about the same.”

Prityal narrowed her eyes. “Even squires can
defeat an experienced knight. It only takes one second’s
hesitation, or unsteady step.” She stopped, her expression growing
embarrassed. “Not that you are a squire. Sorry. I often misspeak. I
intended no insult.”

Unoffended, Delf nodded. “I would still
lose.” She could never strike at Prityal in earnest.

As if that had cut off whatever further
apologies Prityal had been about to make, she huffed and turned her
face away. “If I had not seen you in a fight, I would agree. I
would not have you go easy on me, Delflenor, simply because you
have seen me with tears in my eyes.”

The air left Delf’s lungs.

Before she was the Tyrant-slayer, when she
was only Prityal, new to her knighthood, unable to ride with the
others as she healed from Jareth’s harried, makeshift surgery, she
had been huddled against a tree while attempting to change the
dressing over her wound by herself. The pain had kept her from
lifting her arm, sent streams of tears down her cheeks. She had
clearly been trying to hide, as if her pain or perhaps the wound
itself was shameful.

Delf had clenched her hands and strode
forward to take the dressings from her. She had not spoken a word,
not to call Prityal a fool for trying to do it herself, or for not
asking for a healer’s help. She understood how Prityal might not
want those same healers to touch her, but any of the knights would
have hurried to assist one of their own.

All of that had caught in her throat, so she
had said none of it. She only looked Prityal in the eye and waited
for her small nod before she laid a hand on her, then she replaced
the dressing as quickly and carefully as she could before wrapping
bandages over and around Prityal’s chest.

Delf had bitten her lip hard so she would
not whisper soft nonsense into Prityal’s ear or stroke the lines of
pain from her brow, and then, when she was done, she had walked
quickly away. Prityal’s face had been turned from her by then, a
reminder that anything Delf might have said, or done, would have
been unwelcome.

But she would have wiped the tears away and
considered that an honor.

Delf had thought it only admiration,
then.

“I assure you, I consider you stronger for
having seen the tears in your eyes,” Delf whispered, as though they
were knights of a previous era, the knights who had songs sung of
them, who battled monsters at the urging of the Three, and who
talked of duty and love with eloquence and faith.

One of them could have been. Delf was not
the sort to seek out trouble, or monsters, or wear colors she had
no right to wear.

“Early in our journey for such a
conversation, is it not?” she added when the silence went on. “It
is usually several nights into a mission before we begin to tell
personal stories.”

She was not surprised when Prityal either
ignored or did not notice her attempt at levity.

“You didn’t answer my question.” Prityal
leaned forward slightly to pet Frire’s neck. If she was irritated,
it did not show. Her voice was soft and even. “Why don’t you enter
the contests?”

Straight to the heart of the matter, with
little regard for feelings, or potential damage.

Delf smiled despite that; she would expect
no less.

She shrugged. “Contests are a chance for the
older and more experienced to show off, and for the eager
youngsters to test their mettle. I’m not a youngster, and I’ve no
need to show off.”

“And your mettle has already been tested,”
Prityal responded, making Delf flinch with surprise, although
Prityal didn’t look over and so likely did not see it. “You’ve seen
your share of battles.”

“Skirmishes,” Delf dismissed them
immediately. “Nothing we all haven’t seen.” She felt almost winded
at the words, and the reminder of the years of unceasing conflict
that past knights had not faced.

Prityal had no such reaction. “Til Din was
no skirmish.”

Delf had not worn heavy enough armor for
this talk of theirs. Perhaps this was how Prityal always spoke,
blow after blow, relentless, in her voice like a cloud.

Til Din, where Prityal had taken that wound.
The first major test for the remaining experienced Knights of the
Seat, and all the younger knights hastily thrown into battle with
them. Brennus had been gone for four years when one of the stronger
cheves had no longer felt like waiting for a sign from the Three
and had claimed Ainle for themselves with the aid of allies. The
Tyrant, whose name was no longer spoken, had reached the Seat
before the knights had stopped him, before Prityal, hardly able to
lift her arm without agony, had nonetheless raised her sword and
struck their head from their body.

But before that, there had been Til Din.
Screams and clashing metal in echoing, tangled woods on a steep
hillside.

Terrible place for a battle. If there was
ever a good one.

Delf swallowed and wished for water. Then
she wished for wine. “Waiting until you and your friends have
plowed through whoever is foolish enough to get in your way, then
darting out to dispatch whoever is left who still wants to fight.”
On an icor with a lance, or, if she was unlucky, on foot, with a
mace. She swallowed again, painfully this time, with the dryness in
her throat. “Harrying stragglers. That is what I do. Nothing to
brag about.”

Prityal cut her a look at last, a small
frown doing nothing to make her expression less of a pout.

“All of us learn a little of many fighting
forms. Most focus on one or two. The lance and the sword, or a
sword and dagger. The pole-axe and the bow. You focus on
three.”

“I…”

Prityal pushed out a noisy, frustrated
breath. “The lance on horseback. The staff. The sword. And I think
perhaps that mace you keep near your saddle would make four, though
I have not witnessed your skill with it.” She listed Delf’s weapons
of choice easily, as if she had known of them before this. “But
even if you wanted to demonstrate your skill with merely one of
them, the one without bruises or danger, there are contests for
throwing lances, too.”

There were many things to say to that. Delf
thought of them, opening and shutting her mouth like a fish while
Prityal continued to pout-frown at her.

Most would not call it a pout. Delf
recognized that. It did not change the fact that it was.

“The contests are fun for many,” she
answered after too long of a pause. “I don’t begrudge them that. I
watch with everyone else. But I’m not the type to seek out prizes
or glory, in battles or in games with friends.”

Prityal gave her another look, the pout
sharpening to a real frown before her expression smoothed out. They
rode on, not far. Prityal glanced to her again. This time, she
spoke even softer.

“You are right to think the situation
bleak.”

“I voiced no such thought to you,” Delf
protested weakly, then swore under her breath. “Did Ange say
something?”

“Did she lie?” Prityal raised an eyebrow and
waited. Delf, who had no rebuttal, dared to frown. Prityal took
that for an answer and nodded gravely. “I wish more knights would
disobey their cheves and their reckless plans. Outside of Ainle,
old enemies are no doubt happy for us to destroy ourselves to save
them the trouble.”

“Did you deliberately wait until we were far
from the Seat before you brought this up?” Delf wondered in
amazement. “Did Jareth suggest this?”

“Just because others do not want to think of
what might happen, doesn’t mean we shouldn’t.” Prityal continued to
pet Frire. Delf didn’t know if she was being granted moments to
recover, or if Prityal was simply unconcerned with how
conversations usually went. “You’ve been thinking of it, too.”

“There is no chevetein,” Delf’s voice was
only slightly raised. “There is no Hand of the Three. Of course,
I’ve been thinking of it!”

“So, we start out from the same place.”
Prityal’s lips softened and curled upward before she nodded to
herself.

Delf resisted the urge to gape, and stared
at Prityal instead, the careful pleasure in that one small smile
leaving her weak.

She finally had to look away. That had been
a test of a sort, a contest, though for what, Delf could not say.
But she had passed, or won—or Prityal had. Delf could not say that
for certain, either. But the Hope could not speak of Ainle’s
potential ruin to just anyone. That Jareth had no doubt suggested
this, and at this point in the journey, did not take the pleasure
from Prityal’s expression.

They sought out help, allies, which now
included Delf, although she did not have much to offer. But she had
said she would carry Prityal’s shield, and so she would.

“Aye,” Delf agreed quietly at last. “We
start from the same place.” Some of Prityal’s greatness must have
reflected onto her and then stuck, she decided, and nervously
tucked her hair behind her ear. “Have you ever been to this
village?” she asked, if only to put the light back where it
belonged.

“No.” Prityal hardly batted an eye at the
abrupt change in topic. “All we learned in the short time we had,
was that the woods around it are thick, approaching true wilderness
now in some places, which has protected it thus far. The woods are
part of why an older, and apparently injured, knight was sent to
watch over it. There was never a call for more than that, and
Rosset was likely not needed in the first place. It was an
honorable retirement.”

“So the woods have kept any greedy cheves
from gobbling up the territory,” Delf reasoned, breathing easier
for this conversation. “That might be all this is, the old knight
warning us of raiders, like in days of old.”

“Raiders.” Prityal flattened her voice on
the word. “A group of them would be too much for a few knights to
take on their own. He might have warned us of that, too.”

Delf rolled a shoulder. “If it’s some
magical force, then a priest would have been better.”

“You have some knowledge of that, though,
don’t you?”

Delf stared at Prityal until her eyes were
dry, then looked straight ahead. She did not know who had given
Prityal so many details about her, and could not blame it all on
Ange. But someone clearly had. Delf was not interesting enough for
a years-long study.

“My early training was for the priesthood.”
Delf had spent time among the homes of various priests, eager and
curious as any young thing. There were some schools which held that
all the other spirits were merely aspects of the Three. If the
other spirits minded being ranked below the Three Ladylords with
their many faces, they did not say. And since spirits were capable
of reacting to slights, there must be some truth to why the Three
were beloved and feared above all others. Priests of the Three were
the most revered—and the most rare. Most students of magic found it
simpler and easier to focus devotion on one aspect than on all of
them: whatever thing pleased them the most, sex or family or
harvests, storms or baking or fiber work, or, in some places, a
spirit of a local lake, or wood.

Prityal was probably going to ask Delf whose
priesthood she had considered; most people did, perhaps unable to
imagine Delf as especially devout. “For the Three,” Delf informed
Prityal quickly. “Which, yes, is hilarious, but I was a mere
child.”

“I didn’t laugh.” Prityal sounded offended
at the idea that she might have.

Delf shot her a grin that faltered a little
when she met Prityal’s eyes. She glanced away again but kept her
tone light. “They said I lacked a serious demeanor, and did not
know how to offer true devotion. Me. I was as shocked as you
are,” she added, tongue-in-cheek.

She didn’t expect another frustrated huff
and sulky frown. “You do not ever seem to be serious.” Prityal
tightened her mouth. “Until you are drinking.” Her hand went still.
Then she pulled it from Frire’s neck and put it in her lap, where
she made a fist. “You do not jest. I don’t mean to say that. Only
that your words have a hidden edge to them. I have often wished you
would speak plain.”

Delf had no loose hair to shield her face.
“I… did not know you wished me to speak at all,” she managed at
last.

Prityal turned sharply toward her. “It’s a
wonder that you tease me, if that is your image of me,” she
answered, crisp and cutting. “Prit the war leader, the
Tyrant-slayer. I am often thought distant, but I did not
believe….”

Prityal abruptly shut her mouth, then urged
Frire to a faster pace, moving quickly ahead.

Delf stared after her, her tongue heavy in
her mouth.

To say she had not expected to be noticed
now felt as if she were offering Prityal another insult. But she
hadn’t expected it. If Prityal and the others wished to
search for likeminded knights, and had considered adding Delf to
their number, Delf did not object, exactly. She thought they could
find better… or at least, under normal circumstances, they could
have. Nothing in her time in the barracks should have made her
stand out.

“I do not think you distant,” she told
Prityal in a whisper that the other knight would not hear. Then she
let out a little frustrated howl that made Kee flick her ears.

She stayed well behind Prityal for the next
several hours.
















PRITYAL DID NOT seem amenable to
conversation, apologies, or explanations. Which may have been a
blessing, since Delf had no explanations to offer that would not
have offended her again.

I am a good knight, but not a great
one, she thought of saying, while walking alongside Kee to give
her icor a rest.

You are already a legend, she
silently added to that, watching the sky grow darker.

Of course, I was surprised to have your
attention. You are famous as well as great, she argued
in her mind as Prityal lit a small campfire and laid out a simple
roll for sleeping before she walked off into the night for moments
of privacy.

Stop pouting, her argument ended
there, once Prityal had returned and found that Delf had taken care
of the icors and the goat, and had left some of their rations out
for her.

Apparently, even this caused offense.

“You are not accompanying me as a begley,”
Prityal said, her tone somewhere between stiff and embarrassed, or
perhaps both.

Delf squinted at her in the firelight for
several moments, then resumed shaking her bag of bones while she
chewed some very hard cheese.

“Would you consider it an insult if I did
not help you?” Delf wondered aloud once she was done chewing, and
then tossed the contents of the bag into the dirt. She was not
truly telling fortunes. She just liked to have something to occupy
her hands. She scooped up the bones and put them back in the bag to
shake it again. “I made the offer, as you recall. Freely, and, yes,
with some wine in me, but freely, all the same. It’s my pleasure to
help you.”

The bones were a jumble of wistful nonsense,
but it might have been the dark playing tricks on her.

“Because I am the Just?” Prityal asked in
return, but her tone was even again at last.

Delf looked up. “Yes. And also because I am
happy to help anyone.”

It was a play of the shadows, or some of the
tension left Prityal’s shoulders. “You can sleep first, if you
like. I will keep watch.”

Delf had not been expecting an explanation,
but knew a hand extended in peace when she saw one.

“I’ll not sleep for a while yet, but thank
you.”

She threw the bones again, under Prityal’s
curious eye, while Prityal gnawed on some dry bread. Prityal didn’t
ask what they told her, or even what Delf wanted from them. Which
was good, since Delf hardly knew, either.

After a while, Delf laid back to look up at
the stars, and wondered distantly if Prityal thought she was asleep
when she began to hum.
















THE HUMMING continued to occur, at odd
moments. Incomplete snatches of songs when Prityal forgot herself,
although she never sang any of the words. Delf recognized parts of
Saphar’s Struggle, and The Quest of Arta, as well as
pieces of a different ballad about Arta—or a song about another
Arta altogether, Delf had never been sure. Prityal also fell asleep
in the saddle, still in her light armor, a feat that indicated true
exhaustion. Delf believed it, since Prityal had not woken Delf the
night before to take her turn at watch. She had not slept much
before starting out on their journey and now had stayed up all
night.

Delf moved to take the lead and let Frire
and his slumbering rider follow while she stewed on why Prityal had
not woken her. It might have been some attempt at paying a debt
that did not exist, or simply something foolishly sacrificial that
Prityal did. She was endlessly mystifying for a woman who dressed
and spoke plainly, and wished others, wished Delf, would do the
same.

When Prit woke herself up mid-snore, Delf
pretended not to hear it and did not look back. If there was an
invisible tally of debts at play here, then she would pay her own.
If not, then it cost her nothing to be courteous, and secretly, she
hoped Prityal would go back to sleep. She had no doubt Prityal
needed the rest.

But she was not surprised when there were no
more snores.

Delf allowed the silence while she debated
how to address the problem between them without making Prityal
uncomfortable. The root seemed to be somewhere in their first
conversation, so, despite her misgivings, Delf brought up the
increasingly dire situation in Ainle while they both stood to allow
the icors and the goat a chance to rest and feed.

Prityal was stretching her limbs.

Delf fiddled with her hair to keep her hands
busy and her eyes in another direction.

“That cheve, the one whose posturing got
Ranalaut and Jareth and the others injured,” she began, choosing
her words with care, “what was her fate?”

She had heard already, but she wanted to
know how it had come about. In the absence of a chevetein at the
Seat, far too much had fallen onto Prityal, and Prityal relied
heavily on her two closest friends to manage the burden. That
either or both of them might have been lost there must have worried
her.

Prityal straightened up from touching her
toes. Delf got the sense of being observed intently and imagined
that pout had returned. It was the sulky push of Prityal’s mouth,
she decided, and likely accidental. She did not think Prityal would
even understand how to use a pout when she could simply ask or make
a demand.

Delf banished the stray fond thoughts before
she looked over.

Prityal had clenched her jaw.

“We sent her farmers-turned-warriors back
home, or to the Seat, if they wished for training and discipline.
We allowed her to keep a few knights for the sake of the pride
cheves cannot seem to abandon even when it is wise.” Far from a
pout, Prityal was glaring at the memory. “We warned the remaining
knights that we would not be merciful if they struck at us again. I
think they believed us.”

Prityal, splashed with blood, her sword
drawn and wet, was a sight. Delf would have believed her, too.

“Was that your decision?” Delf inquired
mildly, despite the anxiety that imagining the scene gave her. They
could easily, easily, have lost their best knights because of the
arrogance of one small leader who should have known better.

“I am not a cheve.” Prityal turned the glare
on Delf, only to smooth it from her face a moment later.

Delf deliberately shrugged. “You kind of
are.” She put up a hand when Prityal opened her mouth to protest.
“You may be happy to serve a chevetein when one is found, but you
are a captain where we have none. The knights have chosen
you. Where you speak, they listen. You spoke here, and luckily,
this cheve’s knights listened as well. It’s not a power you want,
but you have it, and you wield it.”

Prityal pushed out her lips, then frowned.
“You are being blunt.”

“You asked me to speak plainly,” Delf
reminded her. “So was it? Was it your decision to strip her knights
from her?”

Prityal crossed her arms. “Yes.” She made a
displeased face at the word. “With advice from the others… after I
lost my temper.”

The admission startled a little laugh out of
Delf, a sound that made Prityal twitch.

“I’m sure you did.” Delf was sympathetic but
also had absolutely no doubt Prityal had been practically snarling
at that jackass of a cheve. “Was their advice for mercy?”

“Would yours have been?” Prityal did not
quite snap the question, but it did have an edge.

Delf clenched her hand around a fistful of
her hair. She was not angry about the cheve, not precisely, or at
Prityal for being prickly over a judgment she had been forced to
make. Prityal was a knight, not a maker-of-law.

But the safety of Ainle, of those in the
barracks, was now a daily issue, and in the hands of a hero who
listened most to two people who might have been killed that day.
How Prityal would have reacted in that event was critical, and how
she would react if Jareth or Ran were lost was even more
critical.

“It is not a matter of mercy, it is a matter
of wisdom,” Delf said at last and twisted her hair into a sloppy
knot at the back of her neck. “The knights of this cheve, through
the grace of the Three, didn’t kill anyone, or maim anyone in a way
that would force them from the field forever. They didn’t hurt
you.” She paused, waiting, but though Prityal’s expression remained
unhappy, she listened.

“I would have asked her people if she still
serves them, and if she is who they want to lead them—if they
continue to support a cheve who has caused bloodshed and rivalry
with the Seat. And I would have stressed that it will lead to more
fighting, more of their children riding out against the Knights of
the Seat and not returning—and for what? To make this woman feel
bigger? She cannot stay cheve if they do not allow it and the Seat
does not stand by her.” Delf took a deep breath, but she was
already committed. “Humiliating her might make her people stay with
her, and choose to support her in further nonsense. But… it was
good that you welcomed some of her warriors to the Seat. That
creates ties and new loyalties.”

She sounded like an instructor, which was
embarrassing, but she did not rephrase her words.

“I could have done that. But cheves do not
give up power easily.” The edge had left Prityal’s tone. She tipped
her head a little to one side, considering Delf with attention that
made Delf want to fidget.

“No,” Delf agreed. “They do not. But if she
went against the will of her people, that is reason enough to
finish what you started… and to get her people fully on your side,
and to remind them of why the Seat is there. I…” She heard herself
and stopped. “It’s a good thing I was not there, I think. Though I
would not have offered you advice, if I had been.” She smiled, with
her odd humor. “Now you see why you should never ask what I have
been worrying over.”

“Is that what you were consulting the bones
about?”

Prityal’s curiosity was sharp. Delf was
going to have to ask Ran the secret of how to withstand Prityal’s
attention. She would deal with Ran’s laughter.

“I never ask the bones anything specific,”
Delf answered without thinking, then shook her head because that
wouldn’t make sense to someone like Prityal. “I don’t receive real
answers,” she explained. “I was never gifted in magic.”

“I thought you were speaking plainly now.”
Prityal gave her a darting, sly smile. “Are you lying or being
modest?”

Delf opened her mouth, caught her in
not-quite lie. She coughed. “The bones always tell me nonsense,”
she answered, truthfully. “Things that are obvious untruths.”

Prityal let out a little sigh. “It was too
much to hope for that any of us would have the answers. I
apologize. And… I will think on what you said.”

“Oh.” Delf stared at her. Prityal meant
that. She was so incredible, and yet the Three had not chosen her.
She must have some other purpose, then. That’s what Delf’s old
teachers would have said, what Bon would have said, with an added
look that implied Delf should have caught on much quicker. Bon and
the others had often looked at Delf in that way, more disappointed
than hopeful. Delf had odd humor, too many questions, and no
attachments. She had no doubt that the priests in charge of her had
been relieved to see her go.

Delf watched Prityal and held in her sighs,
following Prityal’s actions when Prityal mounted Frire to continue
their journey.

“I’ve never spoken in depth to any of the
priests. Not about other matters, or belief.” Prityal clicked her
tongue to encourage the goat to hurry up, and smiled when the goat
walked between their two icors, which were nearly side by side.
“Would you mind telling me what training priests actually
receive?”

“Oh,” Delf said again, foolishly warm at the
show of interest although it was not personal. Her early training
was a safe conversational topic, at any rate, and, if Delf were
going to discuss her failures, it may as well be with someone she
had no hope of impressing in the first place. “Much like with the
knights, it begins with everyone at the same level, learning
discipline through chores and shared labor. Then they want you to
start considering which aspect you are drawn to, because that’s how
you’ll learn about magic, or so they said. Then….”
















DELF ASKED for the first watch once they
camped for the night, and received a long stare for it, but no
stiff arguments or cold conversation. She did not, however, think
Prityal slept much despite lying on her bedroll for several hours
and shivering once or twice when the wind stirred.

Delf kept an eye on the goat sleeping
peacefully between the two icors, and the too-still body of the
Hope of Ainle, and sighed to herself when, halfway through the
night, as if she had somehow kept count of the exact hour, Prityal
roused and bid Delf to rest.

In the morning, Prityal shivered into her
cloak as she ate dried apricots. She was lightly snoring from atop
Frire by midday. She woke with an expression that dared Delf to
comment—though whether it was about her snores or her inability to
sleep for long, Delf could not say. But with the wisdom of the
Three, Delf offered not a single comment, though she had to bite
her tongue to do it.

They began to pass woodlands by the
afternoon, and by early evening, a thicker, denser line of trees
appeared on the horizon.

They might have camped one more night
beneath the stars, but Prityal had remarked, softly, on the waiting
villagers, and so they had ridden on, until the canopy was above
them.
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 DARK DESCENDED faster in the woods, the way it
did in the lands down the sides of the mountains.

Delf had not enjoyed her time in the
mountains, and hadn’t expected Oryl Wood to remind her of
it—although they had not truly entered the Wood yet, merely the
outskirts. The trees were thick, some bare, some fat with greenery,
the birch almost glowing white as the moon rose.

It was in Oryl Wood where Saphar was pursued
for seven days and nights by a creature which lurked just out of
sight, until the famed knight had finally turned on her pursuer.
Gaufre, the weaver who was said to have founded the Weaver’s Guild,
ran from an unwanted suitor and found himself lost in the Wood
where he discovered the yarn spiders at their work, as well as the
ashter leaves that when dried and powdered made purple-blue
dye.

There were other stories, set among trees
that might not have been Oryl Wood, but could have taken place
somewhere beneath these dark branches.

Tagonel the Brave, who bound herself to an
outside magic-user who had demanded what those in other lands
called bride in exchange for the safety of a village, and
then had been taken away to someplace heavy with trees. Tagonel had
slain the magic-user in their wooden bed, at least in one story.
There were always other versions.

Delf’s personal favorite of the many tales
of Ainle’s past could also have occurred here. The Song of
Laradoc had many variations, strange verses added depending on
which region one heard it, though the skeleton of the story was
always more or less the same.

The knight, Laradoc, who, having been sent
to battle a wolf-like, winged creature ravaging the herds of
distant villages, befriended a lowly priest-in-training, who told
them she had been betrayed by a lover, her cheve—or lord, as they
had been called then—and cast out. Laradoc offered their
protection, though the priest-in-training insisted they would be
more hindrance than help. So the knight and the not-quite-priest
had traveled together searching out the creature, enduring many
hardships, driving it into the woods only to find themselves
hunted.

At the end, Laradoc had been grievously
wounded in order to save the priest’s life, and the priest revealed
herself to be a spirit in disguise. The tales varied as to which
one. A local spirit was most common, but in some, she was the Lady
of Devotion herself. She saved Laradoc with a kiss, which Delf felt
silly to think of but did not stop thinking of, all the same.

She tried to think of it now, as the cold
darkness of the Wood in the nighttime began to bring unpleasant
memories to mind.

She and Prityal stopped when they found a
space clear enough for a small fire and their bedrolls on either
side of it, with the icors and the goat close in case of wild
beasts. Although so far, Delf had only heard small scurries in the
distance, likely whatever birds would remain throughout the
approaching winter, squirrels still stocking up, and weasels or
mice heading for bed to avoid the sharp eyes of owls.

Riding for several days under somewhat sunny
skies had allowed Delf to fall into a simple rhythm; rest and ride
and listen for Prityal’s hums or snores or soft, careful
conversation. She was abruptly in much colder darkness and
unfamiliar territory, and their earlier conversation had put the
mountains in her mind.

Prityal held her cloak closed and kept the
hood over her eyes. Her thoughts might have also gone to the
past.

Delf offered to find and heat water for a
tisane, to warm them both a little, since she could not make her
usual teasing offer to share a bedroll, not to Prityal. But Prityal
had commented that a tisane was hardly worth the effort before
falling back into a tired and slightly grumpy silence. A dinner of
nuts, dried berries, and more hard bread did not improve her mood.
So much so that Delf half-considered shocking her from her brooding
by crawling into her lap.

This new comradery between them, however,
stopped her. She would not want to ruin it with something Prityal
would probably view as a bad joke.

“You don’t have to worry over me,” Prityal
announced in the middle of Delf warming herself with far-away
fantasies of what might happen if Prityal at least let her hold her
close for the night.

Delf blinked herself back to the dreary,
exhausted moment.

“I was imagining myself in a bedroll, my
cold toes warm at last.” Delf shared enough of the truth to draw a
startled smile from one grouchy living legend.

“I’d love a hot bath,” Prityal leaned in to
confess.

“Yes,” Delf hissed immediately in
agreement. “The dust of the road has never made me happy.”

“A lavender tisane,” Prityal went on, the
way knights on campaign often expressed longing for comforts they
could not have.

“We can do that, at least.” Delf
straightened her spine to glance around, although the darkness
outside the ring of light from their campfire did not give any
indications of where to find water.

Prityal waved her down before she could get
up. “In the morning, I will want it more. Unless you would like
some now.”

Delf shook her head, then realized she had a
wide smile on her face despite her foul mood of just a few moments
before. “Nothing bonds people so well as shared complaints,” she
murmured, then outright grinned when Prityal let out a tiny, amused
huff. “Do you think the knights of old, in the songs and legends,
felt this way on their quests? Mad at dirt and irritable for the
chill in their fingers?”

“Safe to say they did. They were only
people.” Prityal did not lose her smile, but it became stiff.

Delf did not consider herself especially
gifted with wisdom, but she did and could learn. Prityal did not
like to be thought of as an image, though she allowed others to do
so for the sake of the mood in the barracks—and the country.

Delf should not have called her the Pure,
even if she’d had her reasons for it and Prityal had never heard
her say it.

“Most of them were not even legends in their
own time,” Delf mused aloud, for both of their benefits. “They were
just people, as you say. The legends came later. When people had
time to forget the knights themselves as unwashed or cross,
shivering alone in the dark and strange woods, haunted by past
deeds and strange sounds in the night. Or, the people never saw
that, and so only remember the glint of weapons in the sun, and the
bright banners held aloft, and the glorious deeds recounted in
songs.”

“Many of those songs are about magic more
than any glinting swords.” Prityal raised her head, making her eyes
more visible. “Sometimes, not even magic. The knights solve
riddles, or make choices. Find what the Three want them to find—or
don’t, to the knights’ peril.” She blinked several times, then
frowned sulkily and disappeared back beneath her hood. “I would be
no help to those knights. The Three do not speak to me. Or, if They
have, They have not been clear.”

A common complaint. A proper priest would
answer that the spirits in all their forms respond with every
single thing in the world around them.

But it was difficult to find guidance in a
mild summer’s day, or a lost breadknife, or rash on one’s ass.
Harder still to view the entire rainbow from one small corner of
the field.

“Well, the songs do also mention
tribulations, enemies, and suffering.” Delf was clearly no priest.
The Ladylord of Truth could whisper into her ear and she would
think it a mere breeze. Of course, the knights in the old tales had
not been priests, either. “I suppose we should not be surprised...
but I, for one, would have preferred to live in the part of the
song with the flying banners, and the romance, and the kind
chevetein bestowing the gifts of the Three on the people.”

This earned another huff from Prityal, as if
she laughed despite herself. “I am still not certain if you are
serious.”

Delf shrugged and offered her a somewhat
wistful smile. “Serious enough.”

“Do you long most for the kind chevetein?”
Prityal wondered. “I forgot you knew Brennus personally.”

Delf’s heart flopped about behind her ribs,
useless and painful.

“Sure,” she agreed quietly, “for the kind
chevetein.” Delf looked away from Prityal’s strong jaw and how it
gleamed in firelight. “And you do as well,” she cleared her throat
to add. “We cannot hold much longer despite your considerable
efforts.”

She didn’t mean to turn the conversation to
serious matters, but supposed it was inevitable. The future weighed
on them all.

Prityal stretched to put another scavenged
branch on the fire, sending sparks up to the sky. “If we do not
find a chevetein, they will win,” she said, very soft now.
“Outsiders, or a strong-enough cheve. And they will not look kindly
on those of us who opposed them.”

Delf swallowed hard with a suddenly dry
throat. She hadn’t realized the others had thought of this. “And
yet you fight,” she couldn’t help but say.

“What else would I do?” Prityal raised her
head and her hood fell back. She was not frowning or glaring at an
unseen enemy. Her eyes were closed. “It’s all I know,” she offered,
then exhaled before opening her eyes and looking directly at Delf.
“And I am good at it. Some have said I was made for it for by the
Lady of Strife herself. I might be. But I am more than battle, even
if I relish a fight. Bonecrusher, you called me. You were right to.
Yet I could also live happily knowing no one I care for was hurt.
Peace must also have a place for me. I believe in that. If we
are forsaken, if the Three wish us to be overrun, then it
must be for a different sort of chevetein to reign. But… I wish
They would tell us. I wish it would happen without further
conflict. Do you think that a strange thing for me to say?”

She nearly whispered it. Delf wanted to kiss
her brow and pet each line of worry away.

Instead, she shook her head slowly. “No. The
Three are in you, the same as everyone else. You are not only one
thing. No one is.”

“Ah.” Prityal sighed and briefly closed her
eyes again. “Do you also believe, as many do, that the Three have a
plan, and that this plan involves me?”

She spoke of it in a hush, in the near dark,
with her eyes shut. Yesterday, Delf would have said that Prityal
would ride bravely to her destiny with her eyes open. She would
still say it. But she would say it knowing that, eyes open or not,
Prityal was as afraid as anyone else. Not many others would ever
realize that.

“They might have a plan.” Delf sat on her
hands to keep from reaching out. “They might not just be playing a
game amongst Themselves, with us as the pieces. As for what you
ask… that is for a chevetein to discover whenever the Three accept
one. But, since you ask, I believe the Three gave you to us. They
put you here, in this time, and handed you a sword that fit your
hand. That means something, to me, anyway.”

“I am a gift?”

Delf was almost thankful the firelight kept
her from getting the full impact of those eyes as Prityal asked
that question.

“Yes.” Delf did her best to hide how her
heart raced and her skin burned. “To all of us. You, and Ran and
Jareth, you keep us going, hold us together. I am very grateful for
that, despite my attempts at humor and how they might sound.”

“You care for the others very much.” Prityal
continued to regard Delf from across the fire, intent and deadly
serious. “Nearly everyone in the barracks has kind words to say of
you. Is that why you are still with us? Why you are here? For
them?”

Delf dropped her gaze to hide the surge of
embarrassed warmth making her smile like a fool. She had to clear
her throat again and sought a new subject. “If our enemies wish to
rule us, all that any of them, foreign or not, have to do is go to
the Seat, to the Shrine. They choose to fight us instead. That’s
wasteful, and ill-conceived, and speaks of cruelty and… I don’t
like it.”

“Delflenor.” She hadn’t realized Prityal’s
voice could get softer. Her tone was surprised but gentle, and Delf
had to fight to look up. “Personal reasons are not bad ones.
Perhaps they are even better than mine.”

“You fight for your friends, too,” Delf
grumbled, scrubbing the blush from her hot face. “You would not
serve a chevetein who had hurt them for their own gain.”

Prityal’s eyebrows went up. “No, I would
not,” she said, frowning as if realizing this was true. “Not even
if the Three approved of that chevetein.”

Delf nodded, unsurprised. “There is nobility
to be found in that. And bravery… and the sort of foolishness that
lets heroes be heroes.”

“Ah!” Prityal lost her frown and lifted her
chin. “That applies to you as well, Delflenor. Noble, brave,
foolish—and a hero.”

She wriggled in place, looking
extraordinarily pleased with herself.

Delf gaped at her. If she’d been holding
any, she might have thrown a piece of bread and hit Prityal square
in the nose. But the bread was very hard and likely would have
hurt.

She finally pushed out a vexed breath. “If
it pleases you to say so, my lady.”

“It does, my ladylord Delflenor,” Prityal
retorted, quite smug for someone who still shivered when the wind
blew. She held her smile for another moment, then settled back with
a quiet, satisfied air. She was pensive, but at least she was no
longer grumpy. “Will you sleep?”

Delf was also pensive but inside her skull
was anything but quiet. “No. I… have things on my mind now. You go
ahead.”

“Have I upset you?” Prityal considered Delf
for a while longer before lying down and curling onto her side. “I
didn’t mean to. You were almost a priest. You must believe in the
Three and trust Them to care for us.”

“You think that is why I’m…” Delf
shook her head, but then gave Prityal the most reassuring smile she
could muster when Prityal seemed concerned. “The great Prityal has
called me a hero. She is wrong, but I might swoon,
nonetheless.”

“I could have been out here alone.” Prityal
rested her head on her arm. “With only my thoughts in the cold
dark. You saved me from that.”

Delf’s breath caught.

“Sleep,” she said at last, instead of
shut up, or sweet dreams, or allow me to tuck your
cloak around you and soothe your brow, you silly wonder. “I’ll
keep watch over you.”

She had known this journey would test her.
That there might be danger. That the ride would be tedious and
exhausting. That Prityal would be close enough to touch and the
temptation to do so would be stronger. Delf had accepted all of
that before she had left the feasting hall of the barracks that
night. But she had not anticipated how much more she would
want to offer Prityal comfort. That seeing Prityal tired from
across a courtyard had made her worry and fret, but now that she,
Delflenor of no title or epithet, Delflenor of Nowhere, had made
Prityal smile, that worry had only intensified, and would continue
to grow, forever.

“That’s not sleeping,” she chided, instead
of voicing anything rising from her restless heart.

Prityal huffed but closed her eyes. She
shuffled back and forth a bit, seeking a more comfortable position,
then exhaled a long, weary breath.

Delf watched her for several moments,
doubting Prityal was asleep, hoping she was, before turning to
stare at the fire instead. She listened to Prityal’s breathing
slow, and finally grow even, and scowled at the fire when the wood
popped and crackled and risked waking her.

She was no hero, but her lady had given her
this duty, and Delf would not fail her.

It made her think of plans again, and of her
role in them. But she had no way to know, and refused to ask, and
ultimately decided if her place in the plans of the Three was this
and this alone, she was fine with it.

The old knights would appreciate that.

The Three were probably laughing.
















DELF WAS gathering a few more fallen
branches to throw on the fire when Prityal’s breathing stuttered,
stopped, then grew fast and shallow. Delf knew what the sound meant
though she hadn’t expected it.

“Foolish,” Delf scolded herself while
letting the branches fall from her arms. “She told you she was
human. She reminded you.”

Prityal stirred, hands twitching around
weapons she did not hold. Delf fell onto her knees next to her but
didn’t touch her. She’d seen such dreams before, and knights did
not always immediately recognize the waking world when dragged from
their nightmares.

“Prityal?” she whispered, trying to be
gentle despite the sickness in her stomach. The animals were awake,
Frire, in particular, responding to Prityal’s distress with anxious
noises. As if she heard it, and it only increased the terror in her
dream, Prityal whimpered. Delf tried again with more urgency.
“Prityal.” She took a breath, then spoke with the iron voice
of an instructor. “Prityal of Ters, you are dreaming. Wake up now.”
She reached out, knowing better, placing one hand on Prityal’s
shoulder. “Prityal, please.”

A jolt went through Prityal’s body as her
eyes opened.

Delf quickly removed her hand. Prityal
turned sharply toward her at the motion, inhaling through her nose
and reaching back before she stopped herself.

Her sword was within reach, but Delf could
have moved before she drew it. She doubted Prityal would view it
that way, however, and spoke to end the dawning horror on Prityal’s
face.

“You’re awake,” Delf told her, keeping her
voice low to soothe Prityal as well as Prityal’s concerned war
beast. “You were dreaming, as we all do. A bad one, as we all have.
There, now. You’re here, and we’re well, and you are awake.”
Prityal did not frown at her for the stream of calming nonsense,
and that only made Delf continue on with it. “When you are fully
with me, I can fetch some water and make you that tisane. How is
that? There’s probably enough water left in the skins for it, and
we can find more tomorrow. There is a stream through this part of
the woods, if old maps and plans are to be believed. And if not,
we’ll leave the woods for a while, no harm done.”

Prityal’s forehead was dotted with sweat.
Her lips were parted. She had not caught her breath. But she went
rigid at Delf’s last words, and that was enough to tell Delf that
Prityal was back in the present. She would not appreciate Delf near
her.

“The tisane, then?” Delf asked, with a
little smile that she took pains to make friendly and nothing more.
She got to her feet and went to the icors, scratching Kee and
cautiously patting Frire before digging through the packs for the
dried leaves and petals. Her hands were shaking, so it took longer
than it should have, but it gave Prityal more time to compose
herself, which she probably wanted.

“Was it the sort of dream where nothing
makes sense and yet you are frozen with fear?” Delf clucked her
tongue at Frire for nosing into her business, but didn’t look up or
behind her to Prityal yet. “Or was it a memory? I have the memory
dreams while still awake, sometimes. But others have the first one,
or so they tell me. Ah, here is your lavender.”

When she turned at last, Prityal was sitting
up, her legs curled beneath her. Her cloak was a tangle. Her eyes
fixed on Delf over the dying fire. “A… a mix of those.” She wet her
lips. “A memory, with things that did not happen then—or maybe I
want to believe they did not. I don’t need a tisane. I… it was Til
Din.”

Delf clutched the packet of dried lavender
to her chest. Hadn’t she thought of that very mountainside upon
entering these woods?

She did not know if the battle had been
worse than any other, or if she had been young and the horror and
shock had burned into her mind because she’d had nothing to prepare
her. Ange thought that the early years after Brennus’s death had
damaged so many of them because none of them could ever have
imagined the number of cheves who would chafe at the Three’s
rejection, that good and respected cheves would turn against them
simply for being Knights of the Seat who did not support their
quests for power.

The strongest of those cheves had been the
would-be Tyrant. But before the Tyrant had reached the Seat, there
had been Til Din.

Delf had not been trained to ride into a
fight with an icor then. Her own feet had carried her onto that
steep, heavily wooded hillside, against knights older and stronger
than her. She had fallen, stumbled up again, found herself kneeling
in a darkened glade with someone else’s mace in her hand, their
bone and blood on her face. The noise of the battle not far away
and yet so very distant.

Sometimes in her memory of that moment, she
was watched. Sometimes, she was the most alone she had ever
been.

She had done what she had to, to survive.
But she had walked herself to that fight, and would walk back to it
when she was needed. Delf alone held the blame and weight of it,
and had carried a mace with her into every battle since, no matter
how ugly a weapon it was.

Til Din had made her a Knight of the Seat,
full of strength and regret, as well as a terrible pride in
herself, in those who lived at the barracks and stood with her.

She had thought of them when she had reached
for the helmet she could not remember removing, then risen to her
feet to return to the battle.

“These woods.” Delf shook herself out of the
memory. “When we entered them, I thought of it as well.”

Prityal slowly nodded. “The sudden absence
of light. I was not prepared.” She scowled and looked away. “There
is also the smell of the smoke. In the winter, when there are fires
in nearly every room, I… I think of...” She crossed her arms over
her chest. “I tried not to keep a fire lit in my room, but there is
no other way to keep warm, some nights.”

There were a few other ways. Cuddling was
always popular. Loving or fucking as well, though Delf wasn’t going
to shatter the mood with the comment she might have made about
that.

Prityal lifted her chin to regard Delf
warily, making Delf realize she had gone silent for too long, and
now Prityal was expecting judgment.

“I’ve spent nights with many others,” Delf
told her, and received a brief, harsh glare for it, which she chose
to ignore because Prityal was clearly unhappy that Delf had
witnessed her terror. “You are not the only one so afflicted,” she
added gently. “Are yours frequent?”

Prityal nodded again. She offered nothing
else.

Delf debated forging ahead to make the
tisane, but Prityal seemed to be waiting for her to do something.
“What do you usually do to calm down afterward?”

“I walk.” Prityal reached up to twist one of
her curls into a little knot. “All night, at times.”

“Oh.” Still clutching the lavender, Delf
wandered over to pick up some of the dropped branches so she could
feed the fire. Then she sat back down on her bedroll. “Instead of
sleeping? At all?” Despite her effort to sound calm, some of her
disbelief came through, and worry made her blunt. “You should go to
one of your friends instead. For comfort, or to get tired out so
you can sleep.”

“Tired out?” Prityal echoed, her confused
frown quickly shifting into one of displeasure as she realized
Delf’s meaning. She firmed her lips, then looked away.

“Though that doesn’t work for everyone.”
Delf silently called herself a fool. “I’m sorry for upsetting you.
You still ought to seek out your friends when you need help. For
comfort, as I said. Perhaps talk to one of them.”

She had bungled it. Prityal was going to
treat her coldly from now on. The tentative friendship that still
amazed Delf was over because Delf would never understand what
someone like Prityal might want.

“I’m not going to pull them from their
rest,” Prityal quietly interrupted Delf’s internal self-scold. “My
friends do too much for me as it is.”

Delf sat, taken aback for several reasons.
“They’re your friends,” she replied at last. “They might be
experiencing this themselves. They certainly aren’t going to think
less of you. No one could,” she added firmly. “Not ever.”

Prityal darted a look at her. “That is not
how others view me.”

“I suppose not.” Delf sighed. The Hope could
not cry, or show fear, or have bad dreams. Prityal was aware people
needed her to be impervious and strong. But she shouldn’t have to
be. “It’s not shameful,” Delf assured her. “But you should try
something else, if the walking does not work. Something to let you
sleep.”

“I see you awake, often enough.” Prityal cut
another look at her. “Many nights, in fact.”

Nights that Delf had not known Prityal had
noticed. Until now.

Delf raised her eyebrows innocently. “I
sleep in the barracks. Sometimes they are loud.”

Prityal turned to look directly at her. “You
could take a room. You’ve earned one.”

“Those are for higher-tier knights,” Delf
answered without thinking, then shut her mouth when Prityal
narrowed her eyes.

“You never…” Prityal ended her sentence
there, then reached up to twist another knot into her hair. When
she released it, it formed a thick curl. “You say that, yet you
volunteered to accompany me here as an experienced knight.”

“Not certain how I became the focus here.”
Delf glanced to the dark, but as usual, no spirits felt the need to
offer her aid. “But I couldn’t let you go alone. That is
such a frown you are giving me, my lady.”

Prityal released a furious puff of air and
pointed at her. “You make me wish I knew more of strategy. But that
has never been my skill. I am a dagger. I need to be directed.”

Delf was surprised enough to stare openly.
“That’s how you see yourself? Lady of Strife only?”

“I did not say I was one of the Three,”
Prityal corrected, too warm for the words to have frost. “Much less
that one.”

“I think the crows of war would find you,”
Delf argued, half-serious. “There is no greater shield maiden, as
they used to call knights like you in the oldest stories.”

Prityal firmed her mouth, but considered
Delf with intent, bright eyes. “Then which of the Three are
you?”

A question no one had ever before asked
Delf. She hesitated. “Not war, or farming, or protecting the
household. I’ve no kin to artisans, despite my sewing. No desire to
make metal from earth.” She finally let go of the lavender to hold
out her hands, callused from sword and spear and sewing needle. “I
have but one skill with these.”

“Blunt again,” Prityal remarked flatly,
glancing away.

Delf’s lips parted. “That time… that time, I
meant the lance.”

She had no reason to flush hotly and yet she
did.

Prityal could barely look at her. “Ah,” she
murmured, then hurriedly got to her feet. She straightened her
cloak with much attention. “I will look for more wood for the fire.
I won’t go far. Perhaps I’ll find water. For the tisane.”

She was flustered. Delf had done that. Or,
rather, Prityal had flustered herself.

Delf reached out to stop her, though she did
not know what she might have said that would have helped.

“Delflenor.” Prityal stopped on her own, at
the edge of the circle of firelight, and turned back without quite
meeting Delf’s eye. “Your hands are also good for healing. You
should know that.”

With those soft words, she vanished. In the
dark outside the firelight, she would compose herself, and return
calm and collected and likely never speak of this night or her bad
dreams to Delf again.

Yet she left Delf stunned and unable to
forget. She might not even realize the blow she had struck.

Delf could not make herself mind. She stared
at her hands for a moment, the knobby joints and strong wrists,
before forcefully directing her gaze to the fire.

There were priests of the Three who chose
fire as their symbol, because fire destroyed life, and fire created
life, and fire preserved life by keeping it warm. Most chose three
images together, or three wavy lines to indicate water, but some,
for whatever reason, cherished the image of a flame.

Delf considered the ordinary campfire in
front of her, and the smoke and sparks rising to the sky. She had
not expected her place to be so close to the hero of the story, but
had accepted it the moment she had first made Prityal smile. She
had promised to serve her and be her friend, unto death, or
whatever the plans were for Prityal and Ainle. Compliments and
Prityal’s shy trust only stirred more tender protective feelings in
Delf’s heart, feelings that would frighten her someday in the
future, when this quest was over and she was deep enough into her
wine to wonder what Prityal’s path was.

In the plans that may exist, Delf had been
put here and given these moments to bind her even more strongly to
Prityal. A gift with a purpose behind it that Delf could only guess
at. But she knew the stories. As she had told Prityal, the stories
featured a lot of trials and suffering. They did not always end
happily.

When Prityal returned, embarrassed, but not
unfriendly, Delf laid down to take her turn for rest. Prityal put
more wood on the fire, making it blaze bright and hot. She was
restless, going over to calm the icors before finally settling down
on her bedroll. She clasped her hands tight in her lap.

Delf covertly watched her through the
curtain of her hair until sleep finally claimed her.
















THE FOLLOWING day of travel was peaceful,
despite the hint of exhaustion in Delf’s bones, and the weariness
that had Prityal snoring in the saddle again. The part of the Wood
they traveled in throughout the afternoon showed traces of
management by some distant village, stumps green with moss, new
growth sprouting from the forest floor. The road, if it could be
called that, through the trees was also more tended and easier to
follow. Prityal calmed enough to hum again, for a while, falling
silent as if remembering Delf could hear her, then starting again
in spite of that.

Delf smiled to herself, in the lead position
once more because Prityal had been sleeping, and listened to
birdsong and Pritsong while Prityal twisted her curls into more
orderly knots and then released the knots to ensure her curls kept
their bounce. Even Prityal had a touch of vanity, it seemed.

Delf smiled for that, too.
















THE PATH BETWEEN the trees narrowed abruptly
to a mere trail by early afternoon. They no longer saw stumps, or
any signs of human visitors despite the thin stream that ran
parallel to the trail. In the winter, that stream probably ran over
its banks, which might be the reason this path had been
abandoned.

Delf tried to think of it in practical
terms. Another trail was probably not far off. But the woods grew
dark at night, and they were each sensitive to it.

“If we follow the stream wherever it next
bends, I have no doubt we will find a settlement. From there, we
can make our way to the village of Rosset.” Delf made the
suggestion without turning back. It was a reasonable idea, even
though it would likely make their journey longer.

Prityal hesitated before answering, which
was unexpected although her reply was not. “They are waiting on
us.” The surprise came when she added a moment later, “Also I am
already tired of traveling.”

Delf snorted in amusement, but the rest had
to be said. “This path, such as it is, will get worse. I know you
dislike any sort of retreat, but we could find another way. If
Rosset’s danger was so urgent, they should have said.”

“You’re teasing me,” Prityal commented
lightly. She sounded delighted about it, enough to make Delf’s
cheeks warm. “And trying to be kind. But we have only one or two
more days in these woods, and you are with me. We can ride on, if
you are agreeable.”

Delf thought of fire and the sound of
Prityal humming.

“I go where you go,” she said clearly, for
unknown forest spirits and two icors and a goat and Prityal herself
to hear. “I’ve said as much.”

The trickling of the stream was the only
sound for several beats of Delf’s heart.

“Very well,” Prityal agreed at last, still
pleased, “then we ride on.”
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THE QUESTION OF what the Three intended by nudging Delf on this
course would never be resolved, not by a mere human like Delf, but
knowing that did not stop Delf from wondering. The Three might have
made the forest, and the distant villages, and refused to accept a
chevetein. They could have commanded Prityal to stand up in the
barracks and announce her intention to make this quest alone. None
of that had made Delf do what she had. That was entirely Delf’s
decision. She could not even blame the wine.

They would use her devotion, and she would
allow it. Truthfully, she could not have stopped Them, but it was
equally true that she would not have.

“More of your lavender?” she asked,
unrolling Prityal’s bedding for her as Prityal returned from the
stream with water for a tisane.

Prityal’s cloak had mud at the hem.
Hopefully, they would find a way to clean themselves before
presenting themselves to Rosset, but if not, well, Rosset had been
a knight and should not be too dismayed by the sight of them.

“They tell me it will help me sleep.”
Prityal set to work preparing the kettle with the ease of someone
who had done it countless times. She caught the doubtful look Delf
gave her and answered with a tiny shrug before continuing to make
her useless tisane that she probably just liked and wanted to
drink.

Delf had to turn around to hide her besotted
smile, and hurried to Kee to bury her face in Kee’s flank. Kee made
a whuffling noise that meant she wanted to try to nose Delf’s hair
and couldn’t reach.

Delf straightened up and cleared her throat.
“I won’t be long,” she said, vaguely in Prityal’s direction, and
then stepped away into the woods.

The sun had set, but tendrils of light from
the campfire lit the forest floor enough for Delf to wander without
tripping over vines or exposed tree roots. She didn’t need the
moment of privacy, not for anything but sitting on a fallen tree
and trying to shame her face into behaving.

The only one who had not noticed the depth
of Delf’s admiration for Prityal was Prityal, thank the Ladylord of
Mercy, but that would not last if Delf could not control her stares
and beaming smiles.

She glanced back toward the orange glow from
their campfire and allotted herself some time to gaze wistfully and
sigh like an infatuated begley. If the Three had wanted her to fall
more in love with Prityal, They had succeeded.

Successful, but unnecessary, she
thought at whichever deity might be listening. I was already on
this path.

She made herself rise slowly to her feet
instead of returning to Prityal as quickly as she could, then froze
for the darting motion at the corner of her eye.

She put a hand to the knife in her belt as
she turned to follow the movement, lips parted to yell a warning to
Prityal about the person or wolf who might have crept up on her in
the dark, only to spy a small burst of fiery red.

A giggling laugh identified her foe as a fox
even before the fox itself skipped forward and then back again. Its
tail swished with interest or agitation, and it showed its teeth
boldly while still chattering at her.

It was small, but did not look underfed, so
it was likely a vixen. Delf took a breath to calm herself, then
glanced around but saw no other foxes, or humans or wolves, for
that matter.

“Daring, aren’t you?” Delf asked it while
her pulse slowly returned to normal. “I suppose you see humans from
time to time along this path, or going to the stream. Perhaps a
forester, who feeds you treats? Or do you just steal from them?
You’re not going to trick me, fox, and if you want food, you’ll
have to brave two icors who have no sense of humor when it comes to
sneaky creatures like you.”

The vixen opened her mouth wide and
chattered some more, closing her eyes as she did so, as if Delf was
very funny.

Since Delf also had a sense of humor that
most others did not understand, she was inclined to forgive
that.

“If you wait here, I may bring you
something. But—” Delf held up her hand and the fox went quiet “—if
you follow me, you may end up on the wrong end of Prityal’s sword.
She is fond of that goat, and would not appreciate you bothering
it.”

The fox opened her eyes. The grinning mouth
still gave the impression of laughter, but the vixen stayed silent
as she swished her tail one last time and then skittered off, back
into the shadows.

“Delflenor?” Prityal called out in the
distance. “Are you all right? I thought I heard talking.”

“I’m fine, love,” Delf responded without
thought, then squeezed her eyes shut in embarrassment. She reopened
them at the sound of chittering.

The vixen was now to one side of her and,
though out of reach, closer than before.

“You cackle like an old, sauced innkeeper,”
Delf informed the sassy creature, and nearly jumped out of her skin
when it barked.

“Delflenor?” Prityal was almost alarmed. She
must not have heard Delf’s last response.

“I’m fine!” Delf answered her, louder, and
turned to keep an eye on the fox as it circled her and then
disappeared again. She considered what to tell Prityal: a forest
spirit seems to enjoy laughing at me. Some forester’s semi-tame fox
is out there. I am avoiding being alone with you because I love you
and I am using a fox as an excuse.

The bark drew her attention. The fox was now
several yards away, in the direction of the path. It grinned with
its eyes closed once again.

“Are you a wild beast?” Delf stepped
toward it cautiously, still with one hand on her knife hilt. The
orange glow from the campfire was farther away now, dimmer. The
vixen’s red fur was nonetheless visible. It darted back and then
forward again, barking and laughing, lashing its tail in
excitement.

But the way was dark. Delf stopped where she
was. “This is as far as I go. If you want food, you will have to go
my way.” She gestured back toward the light, then turned.

She took one step and her foot went through
the ground. She bit off a shout as she fell forward, hands out, and
landed with a grunt of pain. Her knees were possibly bruised, her
shins were definitely bruised, her palms and fingers were damp with
earth. The scent of decaying leaves hit her nostrils, and she
wrinkled her nose as she pulled herself out of the hole she had
tripped into.

A patch of forest floor had given away under
her weight. An animal had probably died there a long time ago, been
covered up by moss and dirt and falling leaves, and then left a
hole as the body rotted away. Delf had been the lucky one to
discover the spot.

She got to her feet, checking for injuries,
and realized she was on the path they would be using in the
morning. A fall like that could have seriously hurt one of the
icors.

She held her arm, which must have smacked
into something on her way down, and looked around for the fox, but
it was gone. The noise of her fall might have frightened it. Or it
might have fulfilled its purpose and decided to go.

“Thank you,” she said to the dark and
watching woods, because it was wise to be courteous, and the cost
of knowledge was often pain. Then she limped back to Prityal,
clutching her arm.

Prityal was on her feet and moving toward
her because Delf even reached the clearing. “What happened?” She
hovered in Delf’s space, fluttering her hands as if wanting to wipe
the dirt and leaves from the front of Delf’s surcoat but not
certain if she was allowed to.

“Fox,” Delf muttered, too sore to be
humiliated, but Prityal hardly seemed to hear her.

She lost her hesitation and took hold of
Delf’s shoulder, turning Delf forcibly and pulling her closer to
the fire at the same time. “Your arm,” she hissed, making Delf look
down to where she had hit her arm in the fall, then realize that
she hadn’t hit it, she had cut it, and was bleeding from a small
gash across her bicep.

“That made it through my armor?” Delf was
more surprised than hurt. She had helped sew her doublet herself,
the padding was thick and solid. Maybe there had been a bit of
sharp-edged bone in the hole, or a jagged, broken tree root. They
should investigate in the morning, spare someone else the
injury.

“You should wear mail.” Prityal kept urging
Delf toward the campfire and then pushed Delf’s shoulders until
Delf curled her legs and sat on a bedroll. Prityal fell gracefully
onto her knees beside her. “Or leather guards at least, if you
don’t want the trouble of getting a smith to create some mail for
you. You never wear enough protection.”

“It was just a walk in the woods,” Delf
pointed out as reasonably as one could when Prityal of Ters was
fussing over her torn armor while also breathing near her ear.
Prityal of Ters, who had removed her own mail for comfort soon
after entering the woods.

“Even a small injury can grow worse and take
you from the field,” Prityal continued to scold while also making
Delf shiver with every panting little breath that tickled her neck.
“How did you even do this?” She parted the doublet and made a
distressed noise at what Delf was reasonably sure was only a small
scratch. Then she took her hands away, reached down for her knife,
and tore a strip from the edge of her surcoat.

There was cloth for bandages packed with
their food supply. Delf opened her mouth to say so but not a word
emerged. Prityal wiped blood or dirt from the cut with the piece of
her clothing she had just destroyed, then paused to whisper,
“Sorry,” before continuing to clean the wound.

There were herbs for treating injuries in
the traveling kit as well. Delf’s mouth was strangely dry as she
reminded Prityal of this fact. Prityal only said, “This first,” and
then, “How did this happen?”

“A fox,” Delf explained again, staring at
the trees around them because the vixen might be watching, and it
was safer than staring at the fall of Prityal’s curls. “I think it
might be a half-tame sort of pet of a forester or a traveler. It
seemed to have little fear of people. I followed it and discovered
a hole in the forest floor, along the path we are to take. That’s
all. No reason to worry.”

Prityal huffed.

“Really,” Delf told her again. “We will be
careful on the paths from now on. I might have some bruising and a
cut,” Prityal huffed again, “but my misfortune saved us from
certain disaster, so it’s fine in the end.”

Prityal did not take her hand from Delf’s
arm as she finally looked up. “Did you follow a fox?” She went on
without giving Delf time to answer. “Delflenor.”

Delf met her gaze for one moment, then
turned away because she was unprepared for Prityal to be light or
fond. This must be how Prityal felt whenever Delf made a
joke—confused and hot and giddy. “You tore your surcoat,” she
pointed out, although her voice was a bit husky for teasing. “When
we have a moment, I can mend that for you. It’s the least I can
do.”

“It’s just cloth,” Prityal said almost
crossly, dismissing the issue of her attire with the ease of
someone who looked good in anything she wore.

“There are bandages in with our supplies,”
Delf pointed out, but gently. “Your clothes might have been
spared.”

Prityal froze. One hardly noticeable moment
of stillness, and then she stood up and went over to the packs to
fetch bandages and the herbs that prevented wound-fevers. She also
used some of the hot water from the kettle to wet some of the
bandages. While she was up, Delf noticed the change in their
campsite arrangement.

“You moved your roll.” Delf was, in fact,
sitting on Prityal’s bedroll. Which was much closer to the fire
than where she’d left it. “Have you been getting too cold at night?
Will the smoke bother you?”

“Hush.” Prityal returned to kneel down next
to her. She laid out the supplies before clearing her throat. “This
will hurt.”

“Yes. But I’ll hardly mind that,” Delf
remarked smartly because Prityal smelled like cleansing herbs and
some of the lavender but she was no healer and her movements were
rough. So rough that Delf sucked in a breath at the burn of the hot
water on her skin.

Prityal paused, then resumed her
too-thorough cleaning of what was truly an inconsequential wound.
The padded armor had mostly done its job.

“That is what they say,” Prityal whispered
finally, tensely focused on her task. “I had wondered, but I wasn’t
certain. Sometimes people tease for the sake of teasing.”

“What does that mean?” Delf wondered in
honest confusion. She turned back to watch Prityal’s pout-frown
before Prityal bent over her work once again and her curls hid her
sulky displeasure from view.

“Your friends, our friends, make
comments sometimes. About you.” Prityal was too stiff now for it to
only be about patching up a scratch. “The comments are fond but
also… I don’t understand and they know it. It amuses them more, I
think.”

“Ah.” Delf was not embarrassed, but had also
never considered that such a conversation would take place. “Well,
you see, most of them know my tastes.” She gazed in amazement at
the fretting hero currently scowling at a packet of powdered herbs.
“To be fair, I’ve never exactly hidden them, even when I should.
But they shouldn’t tease you with them.”

She was not sure why they would, except that
bringing that pout to Prityal’s face was an honest joy. Prityal had
given hints that she did not have much experience with lovers, and
no doubt had never had one who liked a bit of a sting, or more,
with their pleasure. Hearing about someone like Delf must throw
her.

“It’s just that I do not know much of
affairs, or things done in bed beyond—” Prityal waved a hand and
made a frustrated sound.

Delf caught her hand, making Prityal look
up. “They shouldn’t tease you with them,” Delf repeated firmly,
before releasing Prityal’s hand and turning her gaze safely away
again.

After a few moments, Prityal bent back down
over her work. “The herbs now,” she warned softly, and then Delf
was hit with the cool, stinging nettle-feeling of the cleansing
powder being rubbed lightly into the wound.

She bit her lip so she wouldn’t make a
sound, but when she glanced over, Prityal’s eyes were on her, as if
Prityal knew she had wanted to.

A shiver went down Delf’s spine.

Then Prityal was closing the herb packet and
throwing the bloodied scraps of cloth into the fire. If she were
someone else, Delf imagined that she would be blushing. She
unrolled another strip of cloth, stopped. “I’m sorry.”

“Whatever for?” Delf wanted to take her hand
so much that the ache was visceral. She settled for brushing her
fingertips over Prityal’s forearm. “There’s nothing that says you
need to know those things. Especially if you’re not inclined to
them.”

Prityal jerked her head up to fix Delf with
a burning, frustrated look. “I am inclined to them,” she
declared fiercely, then exhaled through her nose and looked to the
side. “Or I could be. Perhaps. It’s others who are not.” She did
not seem to notice Delf going still. “Admittedly, I am not… free,
in the way Jareth was before she confessed her feelings to Ran. Or
how Ange or… or others are. Ran, for all his boasting and how he
likes to tease, is more like me.”

She punctuated this by pulling a knife from
her belt again to cut one end of the bandage.

Intimidating? Delf wanted to ask
her. Spiky? Shy? There were so many words to describe
Prityal that Delf was hard-pressed to pick one. “Selective?” she
offered at last.

“Devoted,” Prityal went on at the exact same
moment. She glanced up. “Selective?” She nodded quickly,
decisively. “Yes. When I was training, it was different. But now
it’s awkward, with the others. The newer ones in particular.”

Delf did not frown at the thought of Prityal
being approached by worshipful squires, or at the thought of
Prityal attempting some sort of flirtation with someone else only
to become frustrated with her lack of experience. What made her
frown was the idea of Prityal alone when she did not wish to
be.

“The consequences of being a legend,” Delf
murmured aloud. Some people wanted others to worship them, in bed
and often out of it. Prityal might not know that, though the
priests of Aji could have told her—or shown her. But that did not
seem to be an interest of Prityal’s. Prityal had been at pains to
make it clear to Delf that she was human, not a name in a story. “I
begin to understand the difficulty,” Delf added, and meant it.

Prityal searched her expression, then
sighed. “I’m sensitive about it, I know. Ran says so, often. It
prevents me from…” She studied Delf’s face again, then frowned. A
real frown, not a pout. “I cannot approach someone if they regard
me as someone to be followed.”

Delf was not going to think of who Prityal
wanted to approach. “Let others approach you, then,” she suggested,
though her throat became tight and her mouth went dry.

Prityal pursed her lips, once again
dissatisfied with something—someone—enough to sulk. “They do not. I
think they see me as distant. Untouchable.”

“You’re touchable,” Delf whispered, a
throbbing in her arm and heat in her face.

Prityal looked directly at her. It was like
their eyes meeting across the feasting hall and hearing Prityal say
her name when Delf had not been sure she’d known it.

She had, it seemed, and the knowledge was
torturous.

Delf was the first to glance away.

Prityal began winding the bandage around the
wound that had probably long since stopped bleeding.

“Perhaps we should have gone back. Found one
of the other ways through the woods,” Delf commented when the quiet
seem to go on.

“Maybe this was a good sign. We could also
look at it that way.” Prityal tied a knot, then another, leaving
the ends of the bandage to flutter down over Delf’s bicep.
“Delflenor, who plays with foxes, and was rewarded for it.”

“Always hope with you, never despair.” Delf
could not take her eyes from the bandage, the trailing white cloth
nearly the same color as the plain surcoat Prityal always wore. If
she had been in the contests, if she had the right to touch
Prityal, she might wear Prityal’s colors in just this way. “But
perhaps hope is what we need,” she added, and put a hand over the
knot at the center of the bandage. “Thank you.”
















SHE CLAIMED the slight pain in her arm was
enough to keep her awake, and requested Prityal sleep first. She
wondered if Prityal was actually sleeping over there on her bedroll
so close to the fire. Delf was vaguely aware of the cold, but it
had never bothered her the way it seemed to bother Prityal.

Unexpectedly delicate, their hero. Delf
wanted her to stay that way. Wanted to keep her soft in surprising
places and admire her strength the rest of the time. She always
wanted that. Finding more of the soft places had only made the
desire grow.

She kept her sore arm crossed over her
chest, Prityal’s colors of plain white just out of view. She laid
on her back to stare up at the handful of stars she could make out
through the treetops. She heard no more chattering or barking from
strange foxes.

Instead, Prityal let out a small snore, and
Delf smiled for the first time in hours before angling her head to
consider the Prityal-shaped lump beneath the brown cloak.

As far as Delf knew, only Ranalaut and
Jareth had been given what she had been blessed with tonight. It
might have been the situation, their proximity on this pointless
quest in the middle of the struggle for Ainle’s future. It might
have been because Delf had once seen Prityal with tears in
her eyes. None of that mattered. Prityal had chosen to be
vulnerable with her. Trusted her with that. Despite everything.

You are beautiful, Delf considered
telling her. I failed you. The words were heavy in her
chest.

She had always hoped Prityal had been drunk
too, and didn’t remember those moments in the dark outside the
feasting hall.

Delf barely remembered them. The knights had
been celebrating Jolin’s baby. Celebrations were rare in these
times, so the mood in the barracks had been lighter than air,
brighter than sunrise. As if the joy had traveled throughout the
entire Seat, one of the innkeepers had brought them cask upon cask
of wine and ale. More than one mighty knight had been fast asleep
in their chairs, empty cups in their laps, before the sun had gone
down.

Restless and wandering, Delf had stumbled
outside to the courtyard to cool off. There, her attention had been
caught, as it always was, by the figure standing alone against one
of the walls, lit only by a few distant torches.

Prityal, without armor, in her stark white
surcoat, held a cup. She smiled when she saw Delf.

Delf crossed the courtyard to her on heavy
limbs and light feet. The wall was cold against her palm when she
put her weight on it to lean into the warm space in front of
Prityal. The cup fell to the ground. Prityal’s smile was
breathless, an excited, pretty thing.

Delf loved her. Her round nose and her tiny
scar and her strong, trembling hands fitting themselves to Delf’s
waist. Delf loved the shivers that followed the brush of her lips
against Prityal’s neck, and the catch in Prityal’s breathing when
Delf kissed beneath her ear, and the hungry, sharp tug that brought
their bodies flush.

Her hand cupped Prityal’s cheek.
Her lips were on Prityal’s lips, drawing sounds that made
Prityal’s cheek burn under her palm. Prityal was so hot, body and
breath. Delf kissed her for each flex of the fingers at her waist,
pulling, pulling, until Delf had a thigh between Prityal’s and was
pressed in close. The kisses were messier, her attention on the
demands Prityal made with just her grasping hands and the whines in
the back of her throat. But she met them, kissing her harder,
slipping her fingers beneath simple white cloth to wrap around a
sturdy belt, unbuckling that easily although she was shaking too.
Undone by the feel of coarse hair and soft skin, and the sound of
Prityal crying out.

Delf tore herself from the memory, though it
was more dream than anything else. She had wanted to think that for
a long time after, that she had dreamed it, except that she could
recall almost too clearly the sound of Prityal’s friends looking
for her, calling out from across the courtyard while Delf had stood
there, staring at Prityal in shock. She had not expected Prityal to
want her that much.

Prityal would not thank her in the morning
if anyone had found them. That is what Delf had thought in that
moment, withdrawing her hand, trailing helpless, apologetic kisses
over Prityal’s hammermarks and across her stunned mouth.

No pout, though Delf would have deserved
one.

“Perhaps this is not done best with drunk
hands,” Delf had told her. She had not been asking for more later.
Hope had existed, but she was not surprised when many
morning-afters had followed and Prityal had not approached her.

She’d wanted to believe Prityal had been too
drunk and had forgotten. She hadn’t liked to think of how Prityal
had drawn herself up at Delf’s words, how she had not spoken in
return.

Now, Delf had to live with the knowledge
that Prityal would never have approached her because Prityal did
not know how, and did not believe she could show weakness in front
of others. She must have been relieved when someone of somewhat
equal age and rank to her had made the first move. She might have
welcomed Delf for the night. Delf could have been content with
that.

Delf exhaled a breath so deep it left her
weary.

Hidden beneath her cloak, Prityal shivered
and curled further into a ball.

Delf trailed her fingers through the ends of
the bandage and thought of laughter and the bruising press of
Prityal’s fingers pulling Delf closer.

No matter what Prityal, or the Three
themselves, asked of her, she would not fail Prityal again.

That was an arrogant and foolish vow to
make. Delf was nothing to the spirits of land, sky, and water, was
barely anything to Prityal. A mere lower-tier knight with middling
skills and a love of wine.

But she would not. That was her place, and
she would serve in it, if Prityal and the Three found her
acceptable.





















Five

under the stars

















DELF DILIGENTLY woke Prityal for her turn at watch the way Prityal
would expect her to. And in the morning, she doused the fire and
handed over some rations to a bleary-eyed Prityal and left her to
clean up and ready herself. She didn’t speak of anything more than
food or icors or weather until they were well on their way and
Prityal’s shoulders had relaxed to something more normal. She
wasn’t the only person ever to spend the hours of night regretting
everything they had confessed the evening before. Delf stayed
tactfully silent.

The hole Delf had tripped into was deep, but
not wide, and easily avoided in early morning daylight. She cast a
look about for the fox, but the creature was likely long gone.

More mindful of the danger in traveling a
path so rarely used, she and Prityal moved slowly, walking the
icors, testing piles of leaves and displaced earth before walking
on them. It was sobering, though the mood grew lighter as the air
itself seemed to brighten.

The trees were thinning, Delf realized. The
path had turned to lead them out of the woods.

They might have left this path, continued
through the dense forest, but they didn’t even exchange a glance in
question as they went on. To the west of this part of the woods was
open sky and level fields stretching to the horizon.

Prityal sighed in relief the moment open,
gray skies were above them.

She’d lowered her hood and closed her eyes
to bask in the autumn light and the sweet breeze, but she turned to
look at Delf before Delf could pretend she had not been staring.
Delf didn’t know how she would compare, wild hair and slashed
doublet, her breeches still dirtied from her fall, but they shared
a smile.

Prityal gave her a grin that was almost
careless. “I suppose we look a disgrace.”

“You don’t smell me, I won’t smell you,”
Delf promised. Hopefully, they found a farmhouse or a settlement
big enough for a warm-water bathhouse. But at this point, she would
take a towel and a basin of cold water and be happy.

They mounted their icors again and carried
on through the fields, keeping to the lanes between the ploughing.
It was an encouraging sign that they were closer to their
destination, and that all was at least well enough to go on with
harvest and the preparations for winter.

The whisper of hope that this quest had been
unnecessary all along disappeared as the day wore on, and the
fields around became progressively less tended. Delf held her
tongue for a while, not certain if Prityal, who had been an
innkeeper’s child in Ters and had spent her entire life in one town
or another without showing any interest in the land, noticed that
something was wrong.

Delf was not even certain. The wheat had
been harvested and presumably taken to be processed. But after the
first few fields, nothing else had been ploughed to ready for the
winter crops. Some of the fields might have been intended to lie
fallow. But there were no workers to ask.

They saw several figures in the distance,
once, against the backdrop of the slowly setting sun. But though
she and Prityal waved in greeting, the workers packed up and headed
in another direction when they got too close.

The workers should have recognized the
icors, ought to have been curious about new knights in their
territory, or welcoming to travelers, or, worse but understandable,
fearful of raiders. Leaving without even a salute felt odd, like a
snub, or avoidance, like the way Ange hurried away from the stalls
of perfume sellers… or how those who wished to stay out of cheve
business kept a great distance between themselves and their
supposed leaders.

Prityal’s humming stopped. It did not resume
until they stopped in the middle of fields that showed signs of
someone harvesting the wheat stubble for livestock feed.

Sometime before, they had passed a small
line of trees, all them overflowing with unpicked, tart apples.
Plenty had been left to fall to the ground, and the goat and the
icors were pleased with what Delf gathered for them.

She and Prityal would have to change
direction to find a settlement, it seemed. In the meantime, one
more night under the stars.

With no wood readily available, there would
be no fire. Prityal announced it flatly, setting up camp by what
sunlight remained. They ate while waiting for the moon’s rise.

“I’d consider begging for a hot meal right
now,” Prityal said after a long silence between them. She stared
down at a hunk of bread, then tossed it to the goat. Delf handed
her one of the tart apples, which Prityal bit into and then ate
enough to keep Delf from protesting before she tossed the core to
the goat, too. Prityal wrapped her cloak around herself when she
was finished, as if that would do anything as the night grew colder
and the winds sharper without any trees to break them.

She was not going to ask for help. Delf
already knew that. The Ladylord of Pain had it out for Delf,
perhaps because Delf had so often asked for some in the past. She
was getting her full measure now.

Nonetheless, Delf offered her thanks, and
breathed in deep before she spoke.

“Because you are not untouchable,” she began
carefully, and felt more than saw how quickly Prityal turned toward
her, “I will ask if you would like to sleep together tonight.” She
returned the look only when she got no answer. Prityal had one hand
on her hood but hadn’t lowered it. She seemed frozen. Delf quickly
amended her statement before Prityal could misconstrue her
intentions. “There is nothing to block the wind out here. We have
no fire. You are already cold. I am already cold. We could
lie next to each other for warmth. Use your bedroll as it was
intended, use mine as a blanket.” She could almost hear the vixen’s
laughter in the quiet that followed. “If the notion offends, you
don’t need to worry. I won’t be bothered by a no. There are many
who do not like touching, or do not like touching everyone. You
barely know me. I’d understand.”

“I know you well enough.” It burst out of
Prityal with surprising force. “I am not offended. I was
surprised.”

Delf frowned at her, though in the dim
light, Prityal might not see much of it. “You are human,” Delf
answered in confusion. “You shiver in the cold and get goosebumps,
the same as anyone.”

“I know. But I thought…” Prityal’s voice
grew softer, then hardened with determination. “Yes.” She stopped
Delf with one word. Delf sat there, shocked into silence though it
had been her suggestion. “All right.” Decided, Prityal stood up to
ready herself for sleep. She stretched, and lowered the hood on her
cloak to finger-comb her curls before she turned to Delf
expectantly. “Whenever you are ready.”

Delf blankly waved toward Prityal’s bedroll,
and Prityal sat, then, just a touch stiffly, lay down. Delf’s
scramble onto her knees was not graceful, but she eventually got up
to shake out her bedroll, and then carried it with her to
Prityal’s… where they would huddle close together.

Delf had made her vow and then tested
herself the very first day.

“I can sit up.” She made the offer while
arranging herself at Prityal’s side. On her back, most of her would
be in the dirt; Prityal’s roll was slim. “Stay awake first.”

She made the mistake of glancing down.
Prityal was lying on her back and staring up at her, curls across
her forehead, eyes wide.

“If you want.” She whispered it and Delf did
not question why. “But if there is no one to plough the fields,
there is no one to come upon us in the night, either. No bears or
wolves to worry about here. We are both exhausted. Why not be warm
and sleep well, if we can?”

“Sleep well,” Delf echoed faintly to
herself, but nodded because Prityal expected an answer. She tugged
her bedroll over the two of them and then lay down, half her body
in the dirt as she had expected.

Prityal’s hand was close to hers beneath
their makeshift blanket. Delf did not think of it, and looked up at
the few stars visible through the shifting, wispy clouds. “At least
it will not rain.”

Their shoulders brushed when Prityal
wriggled in an attempt to get comfortable. Then their arms. Delf
sighed.

“All I can smell is the dirt beneath us and
the general scent of the icors,” Prityal confessed. Delf supposed
she was embarrassed. “I’m sorry if you can smell more.”

Delf made a show of dragging in a deep
breath. “You smell of new sweat, and old sweat, and icor, and
apple. So do I. Maybe it should rain. Give us a bath.”

“Don’t joke about it,” Prityal warned, but
her tone seemed freer than it had been.

“My jokes have a use sometimes,” Delf
returned playfully. It was beginning to grow warmer beneath her
bedroll. She hoped Prityal could feel it. Tiny shivers carried
through her arm to Delf, though Prityal did not acknowledge
them.

A few clouds passed overhead before Prityal
decided to speak again. “Are you comfortable? I won’t have you
suffer for me.”

Delf was not suffering, not in the way
Prityal meant. But she would be honest. “I have been more
comfortable, in my life.”

“I can lie on my side,” Prityal suggested.
“I usually do, and it would give you more room.” She turned without
waiting for a reply, bending her knees a little, her back a curve.
Delf stared at the bunched fabric of her hood, the visible patch of
her skin, and curled toward her in a daze.

She crossed her arms awkwardly over her
chest, and was careful not to touch, but her first exhale raised
goosebumps on Prityal’s skin.

“If I should have a nightmare again?”
Prityal asked, shuddering with either the sudden warmth of a body
behind her or the tickle of Delf’s breath on her neck.

“I’ll be careful.” Delf tried to be
soothing. “You think I’ve never lain with another knight?”

As close as she was, she could see Prityal’s
shoulders tighten. “I know you have.”

Delf could not tread lightly enough. “That
was not to dismiss your dreams, or to imply this is a different
situation than what it is. I mean no insult.”

Prityal twitched. “I didn’t think that. I
know you… you have your choice of partners. They all seem willing.
Some enough to return many times. They were not insulted.” She did
not quite say she was not, however.

Delf had no idea which part of her statement
was making Prityal prickle. She remembered her promise to herself
and the Three, and tried again. “If you have a nightmare, we will
deal with it as we did then.”

“It is fine that you have many friends, and
many bed-friends,” Prityal insisted, as if they were having two
different conversations.

Delf frowned thoughtfully at Prityal’s
pretty neck, corded with muscle and decorated with delicate
markings. She did her best not to remember kissing it, but that may
have been be the issue. Prityal was not used to lying with someone
and might be worried about it.

Delf considered and reconsidered what she
should say. “I confess, I like to lie next to someone. I like it
most when it is a friend, and the night is cold but we are warm
together.” She gentled her voice. “Whether or not this friend and I
have fucked doesn’t matter. Comfort is being offered, one knight to
another. One friend to another. I want you to be happy, and
to sleep well.”

“And I you,” Prityal whispered, bringing a
smile to Delf’s face though she could not see it.

But a moment later, Delf bit her lip. “I
think we will both be more comfortable with my arm around you. May
I?”

Prityal huffed a comment that Delf could not
make out. “Yes,” she went on, more clearly, and then added a sharp,
“I am not a skittish foal.”

Delf nodded seriously though her heart was
skipping in foolish excitement. “No, you are full-grown.”

She snaked an arm around Prityal’s waist
before she could think better of it, and nearly choked when Prityal
inched back against her without any struggle or hesitation. Delf
left her hand partly-clenched, her knuckles pressed to the ground.
Her nose was against Prityal’s hood.

“You are tense,” she observed, as though she
was not. “Are your troubles with falling asleep because of your
dreams? Or are they because of the worry we all share? Something
else?”

“Everything.” Prityal exhaled the word. “I’m
sorry.”

That would not do.

“A suggestion?” Delf let that hang in the
air, then, with what movement she was capable of with one arm still
wedged between them, began to lightly scratch between Prityal’s
shoulders. She cherished the soft noise of confusion Prityal made,
and how, after a moment, she made it again before inching back into
Delf’s hand.

She likely could not feel much with her own
padded armor between them. “You’re petting me?”

Delf nearly bit her tongue at the question.
Her other hand twitched against Prityal’s stomach. She inhaled.
“Sleep,” she ordered shakily. “You need it.”

She deepened her scratching, then used her
palm to rub circles along Prityal’s spine. Prityal bowed her head
and released a long breath. “Delflenor, you….” Her intended
argument melted into another, longer sigh. “Oh, you… you lied.
Throwing. Pft.” Her sleepy scoff was adorable.

Delf was burning up. Her wrist would hurt
soon. She did not stop. “You need sleep more than the rest of us
and yet admit it less. Even those of us in the lower tiers know how
to get the rest we need.”

“Lower tiers.” Prityal shivered and
Delf tightened her hold, only to regret it because it was so easy
to imagine sliding her hand down between Prityal’s legs to let
Prityal push against her palm. It would warm Prityal and tire her
out at the same time, and Delf would not expect anything. Just
hearing her would be enough.

“What’s wrong with the lower tiers?” she
asked, voice wavering.

“You…” Prityal’s words were soft puffs. “You
should have taken your place in the high circle some time ago.”
Startled, Delf stopped. She resumed only when Prityal kept talking.
“You should have claimed a room and given up some of your lesser
duties in order to train the students. You already instruct them,
but not regularly. Not as you should.”

“You know that?” Delf was thrown. Although,
to avoid any pouts, she continued to rub Prityal’s back.

Prityal snorted. “People believe I am in
charge.”

“You are.” Delf wrinkled her nose. The
outside of Prityal’s cloak was rough fabric.

“Believing that, people tell me what is
going on at the barracks.” Prityal arched her back when Delf
pressed harder between her shoulder blades. She did not moan, but a
small pleased sound emerged from her that would linger in Delf’s
dreams. “We’ve all watched you. Jareth and Ran and I. Tay, Ange,
Ily, the others all delight in telling…” She stopped, stiffening up
again and nearly undoing Delf’s work. “You have been invited to our
discussions many times. Did you not realize this?” She protested
when Delf froze, but didn’t ask her to keep going or turn around to
face her. Prityal was quietly frustrated. “Why don’t you ever want
to speak of your accomplishments?”

“I suppose I am not used to them being
noticed,” Delf mumbled into Prityal’s cloak. “I did not ask to be
noticed.”

“And yet you are.” Prityal was unbearably
smug for someone who purred for a few back scratches.

Delf resumed gently petting her, her hot
face safely hidden from view. “Go to sleep.”

“Bossy, for a lower-tier,” Prityal remarked.
Delf should never have given her permission to tease.

She would not give this up for anything.

She breathed easier, relaxing her clenched
hand, and stayed tucked against Prityal’s back. “Shut up,” she
mumbled, much too late, and learned the sound of Prityal’s
surprised laughter.
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SKIES REMAINED gray in the morning, though the clouds looked too
high and light for rain. They rode in the same direction as the day
before, with drooping curls and unbound, tangled hair and smiles on
their faces when their eyes happened to meet. Delf was almost
embarrassed at herself, but did not think anyone who knew her would
judge her for the silly joy in her heart. Though they might
pointedly ask her if she planned to sleep with Prityal in her arms
again, to keep the joy there.

Before the sun was high, they saw the
outline of buildings against the horizon, and not long after that,
Prityal was the first to spot someone approaching them.

The short, sturdy farmer wore a purple scarf
around their close-cut, graying hair, and another scarf around his
neck that nearly concealed his hammermarks. Like most farmers, he
was in loose breeches and a simple tunic shirt, with a long apron
over that to help keep his clothing clean.

“Otili,” the farmer called out the moment he
was close enough to be heard. “Tili, to most.” He looked them over
critically with deep, gold eyes, and did not smile though the only
lines in his dark skin were around his eyes, which indicated he
smiled often. “Bit dirty, aren’t you? You didn’t take the main
roads to get here.”

“They would take too long,” Prityal
answered. “They circle the wood that protects your territory, and
we were under the impression there was some urgency. You called for
us,” she added slowly, probably as confused as Delf was when Tili
showed no reaction to that but surprise.

“The knight who lives among you sent a
message to the Seat,” Delf filled in, worry creeping back to the
forefront of her thoughts.

Tili glanced between them, clearly just as
lost. “Rosset,” he pronounced the name doubtfully, “sent for
Knights of the Seat? And that is you two? Only you two?”

Prityal managed to sit up even straighter.
“Rumpled, but here we are.” Her words were clipped.

“Been a time since we had any of those.
Well, besides Rosset.” Tili briefly dropped his attention to the
icors. For that one moment, he had stars in his eyes. Then he
looked at Delf and Prityal and frowned. “Usually, they ride by on
their way someplace else.”

“Rosset’s message spoke of need,” Delf
prompted, putting out a hand to silently calm Prityal.

Tili snapped his gaze up. “There’s need all
right. Need for work to be done in the fields. Roofs fixed. The
last of the fruits and nuts gathered. Are you here to do that?”

Delf opened her mouth but had no idea how to
respond.

Prityal, already spiky from the implication
that the Knights of the Seat had too-often passed this region by,
did not have that problem. “I don’t understand. Is there some
illness? Some threat? Something that prevents the people from
working? The food will be needed.”

Tili, rather kindly, did not bark at Prityal
for stating the obvious. He did, however, raise his voice a touch.
“A useless, fool knight has put ideas into the heads of nearly
every child old enough to hold a weapon.”

Delf’s eyebrows went up. Prityal’s went
down. “What?”

Delf was not even sure which one of them
asked.

She shook her head and took care with her
words. “Are you saying that Rosset has convinced the village youth
to leave for the Seat? We… we would have heard. We would have
seen.” There were not that many begleys that they wouldn’t have
noticed a sudden surge in numbers.

Tili tutted. “He has them at the ruin.”

“Ruin?” Prityal echoed faintly. It was rare
to find ruins that had not been dismantled so the blocks or timber
could be reused elsewhere. Usually, they amounted to little more
than a part of a wall, or dug-out places in a field where something
unknown had once stood. Faded but potent reminders that Ainle had
not always existed as it was, and that the will of the Three could
change.

Prityal was unlikely to be thinking of that.
She was probably still stewing over “useless, fool knight.” The
Lady of Hope was nothing if not loyal.

“There is a house for Rosset near the
village, but you will not find him there. He spends most of his
time at the ruin, where the fields again become the woods. The
woods are always reaching to take the land back. There was no one
to stop them until he decided to.” Tili’s tone did not approve or
disapprove of this. Nonetheless, Delf got the impression that Tili
considered this a waste of time. Using the children and young
people to do that while farm work needed to be done was likely the
bigger crime, in Tili’s eyes. Delf didn’t disagree.

“A ruin?” Prityal asked again. “Enough for
him to live there?”

Tili shrugged. “To the north. Near the old
shrine, though that has not been taken by the trees. We have not
neglected our visits.”

“You have a shrine here?” Delf sat up with
interest. The shrine might be of the same age as the ruin. “Who is
it for?”

Tili gave Delf the same slightly exasperated
look that Prityal did, but answered. “We leave parts of the harvest
there. And we have done well until recent years.” Delf took that to
mean the shrine was so ancient that its original purpose had been
forgotten, and that Anstha, Harvest, had moved in. Tili paused.
“Wine, too,” he admitted, then scowled. “I suppose he offers them
that as well. Though where will he get more with no one to harvest
or crush the grapes for him? He’s not thought of that.”

Prityal’s eyes were a little wide, probably
wondering how to deal with a knight who had stolen a village’s
youth and plied them with wine. If true, it was not a problem to be
solved with a sword. But, if true, Rosset wouldn’t have sent the
call for aid.

“The best way to honor the harvest is to
actually harvest, and plant again,” Delf interrupted, polite and
suitably disappointed in anyone for shirking their duties.

“Convince them of that.” Tili crossed
his arms and pushed out a breath.

“We will, if that is the problem,” Prityal
added, and, when Delf gave her a startled look, offered her a tiny
shake of her head in return. Then she refocused on Tili. “They are
not there against their will?”

“No.” Tili sighed and uncrossed his arms.
“Not as far as I know. But several have said that their children
have not returned despite the lateness of the season.”

Prityal exchanged another glance with Delf.
She opened and closed her mouth several times, obviously struggling
to phrase her words diplomatically. “Is Rosset…. This land has no
cheve.” Several would claim it to seem stronger, but to hold it
they would have to cross Oryl Wood constantly, and none seem to
feel it was worth the bother despite the rich farmland on the other
side. “Have you decided to take Rosset as yours?”

The snort and vehement shake of Tili’s head
made his opinion of Rosset clear. But the question, or the idea of
a cheve, made him pause thoughtfully. “But there have been more
visitors of late. Much farther west, where the forest touches us
again. More of those who call themselves knights, but they don’t
look like you two, and their icors are not nearly so
impressive.”

Knights of the Seat were not always loved,
but they were generally not regarded with scorn. Delf looked at
Prityal again, then they both slid from the backs of their icors to
stand on their feet and meet Tili on even ground.

“Delflenor,” Delf introduced herself as Tili
had done. “Delf, to most. This is…” she glanced to Prityal and
caught her tense and resigned, with her chin up and her hands
clenched at her sides. “Prit,” Delf finished as though she had
never heard of Prityal the Tyrant-slayer. Prityal exhaled, then
turned to her, her eyes warm like winter bonfires before she ducked
her head in gratitude.

Tili swept a look over each of them,
stopping to frown at Prityal’s torn hem and then again at Delf’s
bandage. Instead of disapproving, he dropped his shoulders and
seemed slightly more at ease. “You’re really from the Seat? For
us?”

“Times are not so dire that the Knights of
the Seat cannot answer a request for help,” Prityal told him
gravely. Knowing that Prityal meant that, and truly would have come
out here alone, almost made Delf comment, but she held it in.

The tension returned to Tili’s shoulders.
“Are things so dire? There is still no hint of a
chevetein?”

Delf suddenly could not meet his eyes.

Prityal exhaled. “No. Still none.”

“Shit,” Tili muttered. “So, even in the Seat
itself, more work is left for those who remain while everyone else
plays at glory?” Delf looked to him again just to give him a
commiserating smile, which he returned before nodding and coming
forward. “You two look exhausted, and no wonder. You want food? A
place to better feed your beasts?” He stopped just out of reach of
Kee. His eyes were shining bright. “These are real beauties. I
don’t suppose I might…”

Icors such as Frire could make anyone
shy.

Prityal smiled at Tili for it, but shook her
head. “You may pet or feed Frire, if you like, and I am there with
him, but I’m afraid he is particular about riders.”

“Kee is less particular,” Delf chimed in.
“As long as I am close by or she knows you.” Frire was no doubt
particular, but the real danger was an untrained rider atop a giant
war beast. Kee did not inspire as much awe as Frire, and was used
to the giggling attention of begleys and squires.

Having pleased their host, Delf continued
slightly more formally. “If there are some chores around your home,
we would be happy to help, though we have no skills for
farming.”

The words were more or less the same, any
time help was offered.

Tili spoke in a higher, freer voice. “Since
I’ve been out helping neighbors in their fields, I’ve not had much
time for chores of my own.”

Prityal inclined her head to him. “We will
be happy to share your burden.”

Negotiations, such as they were, for food
and lodging for the night now resolved, Tili wiped his hands on his
apron and waved for them to follow him, wondering aloud if either
of them could cook.
















THE THOUGHT OF a hot meal had tempted even
Prityal into momentarily forgetting their quest. Or, at least, she
did not speak of it, and would probably have argued that helping
Tili was part of their mission if Delf had mentioned it. Luckily,
Delf was too busy to do so, and Prityal was much too distracted to
grow serious.

Whatever Prityal had learned as a child,
whatever her tasks as a begley, she had forgotten them. More than
once, Delf had paused to watch Prityal argue with chickens, peer
curiously at a root vegetable, and glower at the cowshit she had
stepped in.

She had not appreciated Delf’s smiles over
that last one.

Delf had finally suggested Prityal go take
care of Tili’s animals; a job Prityal had gone to do with an
audible sigh of relief. When Delf had left the kitchen, she’d found
a smiling Prityal surrounded by several happy herding dogs, two
mousers from the barn, some geese, and their goat alongside Tili’s
goats. The icors had been nearby as well, jealously observing
Prityal’s new friends.

At least the animals were cared for.

Tili, who used she as well as
he, but had neither the time nor the inclination to bother
with more marks, the way some did not, had a decent kitchen. Delf
had served everyone leftover porridge from one of the pots over the
fire for their midday meal, then set to work on something else once
Tili had left to attend to his fields. She started a stew, and some
dough to bake later in the hearth embers, then went about cleaning
up after herself.

Without prompting, as if she recalled that
much of kitchen work, Prityal brought Delf fresh water and more
firewood. Tili had been so busy helping his neighbors that his
woodpile was low, according to Prityal. He had hauled in some
felled trees from the Wood, probably during the summer, but had not
readied the pile for winter. The problem had been going on for
longer than the harvest, then.

Prityal wanting to help was admirable. But
when she mentioned taking time in the morning to chop some of the
wood, Delf stubbed her toe on a table leg and hissed under her
breath. Prityal tried to help her with that, too, as well as the
cooking. Delf shooed her away and asked her to sweep.

“I can roast meat,” Prityal insisted, but
was then compelled to be honest, “over a campfire.”

“Your skills lie elsewhere,” Delf told her
fondly. “No one said you couldn’t labor at things that are not
icors or swordplay. But there are no stalls to muck here. No beds
to make. Tell me, have you tried to help out in the barracks
kitchen, only to be sent away?”

Without answering that question, Prityal
grumbled while sweeping dust out the door. “How is it that you know
to do all these things?”

Delf looked up from the bowl she was
scrubbing. “Like many of those children with no place to go, I
ended up in the Seat. I did my share of the work in Brennus’s
household. Brennus liked to garden and I was often found with them
among the vegetables for the kitchen. Brennus was the one to
suggest I find my way as a priest.” Brennus had teased her for
being too much heart, and told her that perhaps she should try to
do something with all she felt. “That did not suit me, so the
priests said.” She quirked a little smile. “I was a miller’s
apprentice for a while, a poor one. But it’s honest work—if you
make the miller keep their scales correct.”

Prityal made a face at that, but nodded
encouragingly. “Then what did you do?”

“Would you believe I used to get into
fights?” Delf looked down. “Got dragged before some knights—who
were with Brennus at the time, and after Brennus laughed at me and
patched me up, they asked if I’d considered putting my heart and
brain to use as well as my fists.” Prityal made a sound like a
stifled laugh. Delf glanced up, smiling. “You don’t believe me, do
you?”

“I’ve never seen you lose your temper,”
Prityal hedged. “Did you lose the fights?”

Delf went back to the hearth to pull out her
small loaves of bread. “No.”

“That, I believe.” Prityal left the broom by
the door and went outside. Delf heard splashing, and assumed
Prityal was at the well, cleaning up or getting a drink. She came
back a few moments later. “Brennus was a good person, and a great
chevetein. I’m glad they found you, and brought you to us.”

How was Delf supposed to look her in the eye
after a statement like that?

She fumbled the bread onto the table. “I was
not a begley for very long. Nor a squire.” And then Brennus had
died and the land had been in turmoil.

She was startled by Prityal putting a hand
gently on top of hers, and raised her head. Prityal’s gaze was
warm. “If that is why you think you have no place among the rest of
us, you have heart, but you are mistaken. You are of the Seat, the
same as the others. Perhaps more.”

Delf would follow her to certain death. She
did not think she would hesitate.

Her voice was a croak. “Sometimes I think
you are the Seat.”

Prityal flinched and stepped back.

Tili stamped his feet outside the door to
remove any dirt, then came inside while sniffing the air
appreciatively. “I’m going to wash up, but I could smell the stew
from outside. It’s a good night when I don’t have to make my own
dinner. I’d thank you for that alone.”

He gave them the widest smile yet, then
slipped back out to clean and perhaps check on his animals.

Delf cleared her throat and began filling
bowls with stew.

Prityal whispered, “It does smell very
good,” and sat on the bench for the table, leaving Delf nowhere to
go to hide her blushes.
















SHE AND PRITYAL retired to the barn after
dinner. Tili’s house did not have extra room, or extra beds, and
they had no intention of crowding him in his own. The barn offered
shelter from the wind and was filled with clean straw. It would do
well.

In the purple of twilight, they greeted
their nickering icors and then readied for bed. Delf shook out and
rearranged some clean straw, then debated laying out her bedroll or
sleeping on the straw—either way would involve being stuck with
straw in strange places at some point—to avoid wondering about
tonight’s sleeping arrangements.

Then Prityal took the bedroll from Delf’s
arms and laid it out next to hers, and Delf lost all her thoughts
for several intensely quiet moments.

“Should be warmer again this way,” Prityal
remarked, lining the rolls up but leaving a tiny space between
them. She looked up. “Unless you are uncomfortable.”

Delf blankly shook her head.

She got a quick smile for it. Then a frown.
“We should check that scratch in the morning. Make sure it’s
clean.”

This time, Delf blankly nodded, and only
realized what she had agreed to after Prityal took her eyes off her
to lie down. Prityal curled onto her side, putting her back to
Delf, although her glance over her shoulder made Delf drop to her
knees without thought. She had to shuffle awkwardly to her bedroll
after that, but Prityal likely did not notice.

She arranged herself on her side behind
Prityal and felt like a character in a bawdy tale about two knights
in a dark barn about to roll in the hay. Since that was clearly not
Prityal’s intention, Delf kept her distance. Her skin was aflame.
She longed for some wine and listened to Prityal’s breathing. It
had not evened out into sleep any more than hers had.

“Perhaps one of us should tell a tale?” she
suggested after the world around them had gone dark but neither of
them had succumbed to sleep. “It’s a child’s pastime, but it’s
soothing. At least to children.”

“Were you a child, Delf?” Prityal surprised
her with the soft question, especially since Prityal was never one
to take time for herself to have fun or to be useless. “Were you
truly?”

Delf answered her, as she always would.
“They encouraged me to be—Brennus, I mean. So, now, to honor them,
I am never serious.”

“I think you are always serious,” Prityal
whispered back, stopping Delf’s heart. “The priests lied to you, or
did not want to know the truth... or you did not want them to know
it.”

Delf swallowed. She finally scraped the
words from her throat. “Prityal the Merciless.”

A jolt went through Prityal. “Who calls me
that?”

“I do,” Delf replied smartly, if hoarsely,
“now.” She ducked her head when Prityal tried to turn to
look at her even though there probably wasn’t much Prityal could
see. She cleared her throat. “Also, Prityal the Useless in the
Kitchen and Prityal the Moderately Good at the Sweeping of
Floors.”

“I do my assigned duties!” Prityal objected.
“And there is no better way to sweep a floor than any other
way.”

“Mmm,” Delf agreed politely. Of course, if
there was a best way to sweep a floor, Prityal would want to learn
and master it. “And you are useless in the kitchen, but you do
try.” She made it sweet, and maybe for that reason, Prityal stayed
quiet this time. “You even do more than what you are assigned to
do, both in mundane chores and in quests you should not be on.” For
that, Prityal did object, but Delf kept going over her small huff.
“You come here at the request of a knight you don’t know, because
of his people, and because of what being a knight means to you. You
don’t need to ask my story. It’s not nearly so noble.”

“But more interesting, I think,” Prityal
countered. “As I said, I am only a dagger.”

“You are more than a dagger,” Delf returned
immediately. “You are loved.” The tremor in her voice made the
words softer, made her seem breathless as she finished. “So
loved.”

“Delflenor—” Prityal went abruptly silent,
while Delf stared at her silhouette and called herself a fool. But
then Prityal said her name again, measured and thoughtful.
“Delflenor… the Soft-voiced.”

Delf choked on her own breath.

Prityal seemed to take it for a laugh. “You
are refusing to be serious again, or you find me amusing. But I
have often… I have often seen you with others and been envious of
your ease with them. As well as their ease with you.”

“There’s nothing about me to make anyone
nervous.” Delf frowned when this was received with a heavy sigh.
“What?”

“Delflenor the Confusing,” Prityal
whispered. It did not seem teasing, though it was hard to say for
sure without seeing Prityal’s expression.

“If you mean that, then know I’ve often been
envious of your friends’ ease with you as well.” Delf thought of
Ran grinning at her—and Jareth frowning. “They do love you, you
know. To them, you are not a weapon.”

At first, there was silence. Then she nearly
jumped when a hand brushed against her. Prityal’s wandering hand
found hers and pulled it over her waist.

“If you don’t mind,” Prityal explained
herself in a small, hushed voice. “It was warmer with you
near.”

“I don’t mind,” Delf answered, faint, and
inched that much closer to get more comfortable. Prityal had
forgotten to let go of her hand or enjoyed the comforting feel of
their laced fingers.

Prityal wasn’t wearing her cloak. Without a
hood in the way, Delf’s breath landed directly on Prityal’s nape.
Prityal stirred; a tiny, suppressed shiver beneath Delf’s arm.

“Delflenor?” Prityal prodded, though Delf
might have eventually fallen asleep that way once she got over her
wonder. Prityal’s words seemed to spill out of her. “Do you believe
people can try again? I mean, should they be able to? So many
things seem to come easily to Ran or Ange. In training to learn a
new skill, I try and try again. I make mistakes. I get injured.
Until I am better, and that can take years. But that is for
physical skills, and this is something else, and I might not have
years. There might only be one more try.” She inhaled and grasped
their joined hands tighter. “I know I am still not good at this,
but, do you think what was learned in the time between mistakes can
make a difference?”

“Hmm?” Delf tried to make sense of the
jumble of words, so unlike Prityal’s usual directness. “When it’s
not a matter of fighting skills?” If it occupied Prityal’s mind, it
must be something very serious, and if it was not fighting or the
barracks, then it was the lack of a chevetein. “Then I would ask
what has changed in this meantime, what is different now. It’s a
good question.” She didn’t know if anyone had ever offered
themselves as chevetein more than once. “Will the Three accept
someone They did not accept before? Perhaps if the first offer was
not made in good faith, or the person had doubts? But I don’t know.
From what I can tell, even the priests don’t know how or why the
Three choose. The ritual itself is only because of the story of the
original chevetein, who beheld them and knelt. That is one theory.
Although, naturally, the priests don’t like to admit what they
don’t know.”

Prityal was still, her breathing shallow.
“The chevetein?”

“Yes.” Delf tried to be warm and reassuring,
although if Prityal were chevetein, she would no longer be in the
barracks she loved, and Delf would rarely see her. “Maybe all the
others offered themselves many times. Maybe what matters is that
you have to be ready for the task, and those whose first offers
were rejected were not. Not then. Maybe the time has to be right,
and there are people you must meet, events that must happen, to
make you who you were meant to be when you need to be. There is a
sort of comfort in that idea, when so much else about it is
terrifying.”

Prityal was quiet.

“Did I bore you to sleep with my musings?”
Delf joked, though it felt like a misstep with Prityal so worried.
“It is a great thing to offer yourself. It is greater now, with so
many troubles building. We will need someone special.” She gently
nudged Prityal’s shoulder with her chin. “A war leader, perhaps,
with enough ruthlessness to do what must be done. But, I think
more, someone who is loved. Who is strong, but has loyal friends
and the backing of the knights, who respects the farmers and
merchants and the artisans. It is… so much. A job for sturdy
shoulders and a vast heart. I do not think anyone who offered
themselves was capable of that, then.”

She went cold as Prityal released her hand,
then pulled away until Delf felt foolish with one arm still wrapped
around her. She tucked it against her chest, along Prityal’s
back.

“It sounds as if only a legend would do,”
Prityal commented in the stiff voice she had not used once in the
past day.

“A legend is still a person.” Delf clenched
her hands into fists. “They would be scared. Anyone would be.” It
was meant to be comforting. But Prityal did not reach for her
again. Delf waited in the dark, unreasonably chilled though they
were still lying close. “Should I move?” she asked at last.

“No.” Prityal was as awake as she was. “It’s
warmer with you near,” she said again, tension in her voice.

Delf stared at the curving outline of her
while trying to determine what she had done wrong.

Only exhaustion could have gotten her to
sleep, which it eventually did.
















SHE ASSUMED Prityal slept, if only because
nothing woke her in the night. But Prityal was already up when Delf
walked outside. In the frozen blue light just before dawn, Delf
stumbled to the well for water, and then to the farmhouse for
porridge and to grab hold of Tili.

Tili had a way with icors, or at least with
Kee, and sparkling tears in his eyes when Kee pranced under his
attentions. It was good to see someone who had been shouldering too
many burdens smile with unexpected joy at getting to ride an icor
raised by the Knights of the Seat. Frire looked envious, but
watched without coming closer.

Delf would have chided him, but all of her
early morning energy was split between keeping an eye on Tili and
Kee and trying not to stare at the blessed sight of Prityal of Ters
in only her undershirt and breeches, chopping wood in the light of
the rising sun.

Sweat glistened on Prityal’s skin, and she
was breathing heavily. Her thighs and arms would crush Delf and
Delf would not mind. Perhaps she deserved it, and it would be a
sweet way to die.

Tili noticed Delf’s straying gaze and
chuckled to himself, but was kinder than the other knights would
have been. He might have merely been grateful for more time on
Kee’s back, but Delf was convinced of Tili’s sensitivity and tact
when he mentioned, in a sly whisper, that Frire was indeed the icor
of a legend, but if legends wished to be unknown in his home, then
he saw no problems with it.

Delf had nearly kissed him, which she had
told him, and Tili had responded with another sly comment about
where Delf’s kisses were better spent. Delf did not inform him that
Prityal would not have welcomed anything from her at the moment,
and certainly not a kiss.

Prityal split every block like it was her
sworn enemy, which was why Delf waited until Prityal grew tired and
stopped before she attempted to speak to her. By then, the sun was
up, Tili had said his goodbyes to the icors, and to the knights,
and was back out in the fields, and Delf had already packed their
supplies again.

“Tili tells me there’s a lovely little pond
only a bit out of our way.” Delf spoke the moment Prityal looked
over to watch her approach. “The younger ones—the ones left, that
is—like to use it for frolics in the summer. It will be very cold
this time of year, but is still suitable for bathing, if we
wanted.” She stopped a safe distance away, her throat tight to
think that Prityal would be wary with her. Nonetheless, she pressed
on with her peace offering. “Tili has loaned us some squares of old
linen for drying, since the weather is chilly, though we must
return them on our way back.” Prityal blinked at all the
information, and huffed, but her manner seemed warmer than before.
Delf tried a grin. “I told him we would send the linen back with
someone to help him with his work. He hugged me for it.”

The small, slowly growing smile on Prityal’s
face outshone the morning sun.
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 PRITYAL’S SMILE dimmed as they rode back into
the woods, though they stayed near the edge, along a path that
spoke of countless feet over countless years. Trees surrounded
them, but did not grow thick. The sky stayed gray in the canopy
above them. Prityal kept a slow pace, ahead of Delf, but not
leaving her far behind.

Delf did not want to ruin the fragile peace.
But she was the one who had created the strain, so it was her wrong
to right.

“Last night,” she began, giving Prityal the
warning. When Prityal did not object or direct the conversation
elsewhere, Delf exhaled, then continued. “I have never asked if you
offered yourself at the Shrine of the Seat. I assumed you did,
because you are brave, and good, and you would want to help. But I
didn’t ask. If you did… it’s not a mark against you if you
were not accepted. No one was, even many I thought would be
worthy.”

Prityal twisted to consider her, her gaze
heavy but soft. Delf did not allow herself to look away. Prityal
finally turned to face forward again.

“I offered myself,” she said, unhappiness
clear in the way she reached out to Frire. “Falsely,” she
continued, before Delf could manage a reply. “Falsely, because I
didn’t want to be the chevetein. I do not even wish to be a war
leader. I am a knight. That is all I am. That is all I would be, if
the land were different. I was tired and I desperate, so I asked
Them. But I didn’t want it, and I didn’t think I would be a good
one.”

For several moments, Delf was beset by too
many thoughts, most of them incredulous and not at all helpful.

“Prityal,” she said, because the silence had
gone on too long and Prityal would think the worst. “You think that
you,” she gestured wildly at Prityal though Prityal wouldn’t
see it, “were not good enough?”

“I wasn’t.” Conviction made Prityal’s voice
clear. “I was a near-child under the eyes of an entire
country.”

“You might be what they want now,” Delf
suggested. “You have learned, changed. And now you have all of us
to help you.”

Prityal turned around again, then slowed
Frire so that Delf and Kee came up alongside her.

Her mouth was tight, the corners tipped
down. “You think this is Their plan for me?” Prityal’s gaze was
still heavy, but the soft quality felt more like sadness. Delf put
a hand to Prityal’s leg in apology, in comfort, and Prityal dropped
her head to stare at it. “As you do in many things, you have… an
easiness in accepting what the Three want for you. I admire that.
But I could not… I cannot… bare my breast to Them—I want my
armor on. They may have a plan, and it may include me, but I…” She
raised her head, frowning. “I would do it if… if that were not all
for me. If I were not only meant to be the Hope. To always
be the Hope.” Her exhale was shaky. “Please don’t tell anyone
that.”

“I won’t,” Delf promised immediately. “But
you called yourself a dagger. Only a dagger. Is the Hope so
different?”

Prityal gave her a surprising, stern glance.
“The Three represent more than war. So, too, does Their chevetein.
Even an almost-priest should know that.”

“I was not even almost a priest,”
Delf argued absently as she sat back, her hands in her lap. “I
suppose I am confused because you are special, Prityal. That’s
obvious to everyone who meets you. You are marked by Their notice.”
She bit her lip, considering. “But you’re right. That does not
necessarily mean what many assume it does. Maybe… maybe you are to
find the chevetein, or something similar. Perhaps you are meant to
take us on the path to the new one, or to guard the Seat until one
returns.” Her words were not calming, she recognized that, but they
could not be softened. Prityal was special, was
noticed by the spirits. Delf looked over to meet Prityal’s worried
gaze. “We will stay with you. You do know that? All of us will stay
with you to the end.”

She held Prityal’s stare until Prityal
finally nodded. Then Delf exhaled and waved a hand in somewhat
playful dismissal. “There is no use thinking on it, then, if that
is the case. So we don’t need to speak of it unless you’d like to.
We can talk about whether or not this pond is deep enough for
diving, and if you know how to swim. I don’t, I admit it. Not well.
But I can float.”

Her nonsense seemed to have no effect, at
first. Then Prityal exhaled.

“Delflenor the Gentle,” she murmured, just
audible.

Delf widened her eyes then glanced away. She
harrumphed at the distant, visible clouds and tucked her hair
behind her ears.

“I’m not prying if I ask what the Shrine was
like, am I?” The conversation did not need to be about Delf, not
even in jest. “I have never been. Is it as they say? Bare and plain
but for the cracks in the stone floor and the thrum of the water
beneath that?”

“Yes, and a beam of light from the
latticework along the ceiling. The latticework has birds living in
it. Spiders, too.” The description almost brought a smile to Delf’s
face. “I wouldn’t have minded it, in another situation. It’s
peaceful in there, if you do not think about the hill of rock and
dirt above you, or the river flowing beneath your feet—beneath your
knees, if you kneel as you should.”

“Not many would say no to Them.” Delf turned
to Prityal again, letting her smile bloom this time. “Don’t think
yourself a failure for not wishing to kneel.”

“I get more hope from you. What a quest this
has been.” Prityal hummed, deliberately this time, a song Delf did
not know. “Talking to you, when you allow me to, is like being
shown a path where I thought there were only trees and vines.
You’re more priest than you believe you are.”

For the second time, Delf had to squint up
at the clouds to give herself a chance to react without
blushes.

“Rosset.” Her change of topic was especially
blunt when she was hiding her flustered thoughts. “If what Tili
said and has heard is true, do you think he is building a force?
And to what end? To make himself a cheve?”

Prityal snorted scornfully. “Cheve of what?
With no food for the winter there is nothing to lead.” She tapped
her thigh in agitation as she thought about it. “But more cheves
think leadership is about building an army than I would have
expected to when I was younger, if anyone had asked me. The work of
leading people, even only warriors, seems to be beyond many of
them.”

Delf nodded sadly, thinking of the years of
infighting they had already dealt with. “There are some good ones,
despite that. Do you know if any of those cheves have tried going
to the Shrine at the Seat?”

“The ones who wanted to will have done so.
There’s nothing stopping them.” Prityal tapped her thigh again.
“The earth did not open. The waters did not flow. The skies did not
smile.”

Delf shivered for the old language, the hint
of rituals they had all forgotten, or never known. “Maybe it’s a
farmer, or a weaver. Maybe we should reach out to them more,
encourage them to try. I think most believe it impossible. That
someone already powerful must be meant to lead us.”

“They might have no wish to.” Prityal was
reasonable and impassive again. “The Shrine has not moved,” she
added significantly, but then slowly inclined her head and stuck
out her lips in a thoughtful pout. “You’re right that many do seem
to believe it must be a knight, or the child of a cheve. The
priests could start asking them… not that the priests listen to me.
Or the cheves, even the wise ones. And the priests of the Three are
the most mysterious.” She said mysterious but her tone meant
useless. She was not wrong.

“They spend too much time trying to
interpret a spill of salt on a table or the meaning of pouring rain
instead of sprinkling rain.” Delf sighed heavily at the memory of
her former instructors. “They don’t mean to be mysterious, but they
speak less with the Three than they are willing to admit to. Or, I
should say, the Three do not answer them much in ways they can
understand. Any one of us can speak to the Three, or to any of the
Wise.” She gestured at the trees, though Prityal did not see the
beauty in them. “These woods are lovely, in their way. Many spirits
might be among the branches. We can talk to Them, hope They’ve a
mind to help us, or at least ignore us. But They might not answer,
or Their answer might be swaying branches in the wind. So you see
the priests’ dilemma.” Because she had just mentioned the sprits
who might be listening, Delf raised her voice to finish, “We mean
no harm!”

Prityal stared at her. Her expression was
difficult to read, a mix of fond despair and vague confusion. “You
mean like your fox,” she declared at last.

Delf made a face in protest. “Maybe. But the
message—the fox—did not seem wicked.”

“Because you are not a chicken at its
mercy,” Prityal pointed out. “You were still injured by the
encounter.”

White cloth hung from Delf’s arm, cleaner
now, but still Prityal’s colors.

Delf cleared her throat. “But far less than
I could have been, then we could have been, if Frire or Kee
had stumbled into that hole. And even my small injury was only
because I was… distracted.” Already looking toward Prityal despite
the wild creature speaking to her. “Shocking of you, my lady, to
imply we are the fowl to Their foxes. Quite scandalous.”

“We are the humans to Their foxes,” Prityal
corrected. “And a fox will befriend a human or steal from one based
on nothing but the fox’s whims.”

“And its needs,” Delf countered lightly.
“Make humans too angry, you get no chickens to feed on—only dead
foxes.”

Prityal gasped, but the sound was more merry
than indignant. “And I am the scandalous one, my
ladylord?”

Delf shrugged and turned her grin up to the
clouds. “The spirits like a little scandal and offense. You can’t
have peace without strife. Can’t have calm without play. They like
a joke, I think. They did give us wine.”

Bringing up wine was a foolish, reckless
move, and Delf only realized her mistake when Prityal did not
respond. Delf lowered her head, meeting Prityal’s eyes for a brief
moment before Prityal turned away.

“What if a chevetein will not be found?” At
the moment, discussing Ainle’s future was easier than bringing up
their past. “Jareth has considered it, I’m sure.” Delf hadn’t, on
purpose, but it did not take much effort to imagine the worst.
“Ainle might fall apart, each territory under individual control,
with each warring for more space, more farmland, more power. They
would be open to invasion from outside.”

“Someone might persuade them to wait.”
Prityal answered so quickly that it was a given that Jareth
had considered this all already. “But cheves only deal with
cheves, that I have witnessed. Unless you force them to deal with
you. I’ve not the patience for their posturing.”

“I am sure you don’t.” Delf kept her tone
serious, but Prityal cut her a sharp look despite that. Delf let it
lie and carried on their discussion. “Brennus,” she hesitated at
the name, “used to compare dealing with cheves to watching over
children. I didn’t understand then, but I see it now.”

“Children with sticks and rocks.” Prityal
glowered.

Delf didn’t fault the observation, but was
compelled to continue. “Children who respect the Wise. There is no
denying Them.” Until this. This present with no chevetein and no
sign that anyone could interpret about what to do, who it was, or
how to find them. “I’m trying to believe our chevetein is on a path
to us. But the path seems very long. Perhaps they are young. Or
stubborn. Or both. Maybe someone will have to drag them by the
scruff of their neck to the Seat.”

“The wise words of the almost-priest
Delflenor,” Prityal commented, before her tone became wistful. “You
seem to know a little of everything.”

“It’s easy to learn a little of something.
Harder to learn a lot.” Delf shrugged away the implied praise. “If
we ever… if we have a chevetein again, a good one, one strong
enough to keep the cheves at peace and the rest of the world at
bay, you ought to spend a few days in the kitchens, or out in the
fields, or learning to weave. Whatever you like. It won’t kill you,
though it will leave you sore.”

She delighted to be on the receiving end of
one of Prityal’s pouting frowns again. “I’m strong.”

“I know,” Delf admitted, voice rough at the
memory of Prityal chopping wood. She sighed heavily and then
returned to the moment and Prityal staring at her. She shook her
head. “Farming and making food require different muscles.”

“Ah.” Prityal accepted that with a nod,
although she still looked as though she had something she wanted to
say. In the end, with her pout lingering, she turned away. “People
would expect me to be good at it. Perfect,” she added in a whisper,
“like a legend.”

Delf wondered if another touch would be
allowed. “When we have a chevetein, perhaps you will be free to do
more of what you might like to do, Prityal. Or at least what you
might like to try.”

“When,” Prityal echoed. “You give me
hope again.” She turned to Delf, her gaze as serious as ever. “I
wish you had spoken to me this way without wine on your breath. I
wish you had spoken to me in any way.”

Delf held her stare despite her shame. Her
failure was new and sharp, made her clench her jaw and wipe her
cheek with a tight fist. Then she pushed out a breath.

“So do I,” she admitted, her head heavy. “I
will try to remember in the future that you are interested in what
I have to say, even when I try to be funny.”

She was trying to be funny now. Prityal
clucked her tongue, then gave Delf a stern look.

“Your jokes are armor,” she said,
devastating and oblivious to the gasp locked in Delf’s throat. “I
didn’t see that before. I am not sure why you feel armor is
necessary even when among friends, but I would like to know the
reason.” She frowned harder, but it did not feel directed at Delf,
despite how earnestly she looked at Delf a moment later. “It would
be faster if you told me, but I cannot expect you to remove your
armor when I still have mine.”

Delf suspected that her mouth was hanging
open.

“Did I disarm you?” Prityal had the gall to
seem surprised, and then, even more shockingly, pleased.
“I’m getting better at this.” Her jests were all the more powerful
for being so rare. “The answer really is practice.”

Swallowing took effort with Delf’s throat so
dry. “And you are practicing on me?” she asked at last, although
she did not get a chance to follow up by wondering what precisely
Prityal was practicing, because through the trees was the glint of
light on water.

There, ahead of them, in the midst of the
green and brown of the autumn forest, was Tili’s “lovely little
pond.”
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 “AND THIS is not their shrine?” Delf
asked in disbelief the moment they stopped in front of the pond and
slid from the backs of their icors to marvel at its beauty.

The pond the locals loved sat on its own in
the middle of a small glade surrounded by trees, which gave it a
private, almost secret air. It was larger than Delf had expected, a
roughly formed semi-circle, with a shallow bank nearest to them,
and a collection of gray boulders rising from the water at the
center. The boulders were out of place among the trees, looking as
if they had been set there by some giant long ago. Crystalline
water trickled down the surface of the rocks into the pond,
indicating it was actually a spring.

Delf could only imagine the scene in the
summer, with the sun and the wind and the water working together to
make rainbows in the spray whenever anyone splashed, and the ground
around the water likely covered in flowers. Animals would approach
the pond at dawn and dusk. Young humans would slip away to play in
the cool water during the heat of the day, although older humans
with their lovers would be wise enough to return under cover of
night.

“If the people love this place so dearly,
perhaps it is their shrine. To the Three or to the forest
spirits… or to whatever they do here. That’s why they forgot the
old one. It wasn’t needed.” Prityal surprised her with the
sentiment. Not for believing it when that was clearly true. But for
guessing that more flirting or loving went on here than swimming or
bathing—if that was what she meant.

“That is the origin of shrines, as far as I
know,” Delf agreed absently. “And this place certainly qualifies as
well-used and well-loved.” She walked to the edge to consider the
lightly rippling waters. “Places have power because we gave it to
them.” The wind stirred her hair. “Should we light a fire?” She was
hardly going to refuse a chance to clean up in such a beautiful
spring, but it was going to be very cold.

Prityal took some time to pull her attention
from the water, her mind apparently on other things. “Hmm?”

“To help us dry before we develop icicles in
our hair,” Delf finished. “And building one will give me something
to do while you bathe.” Her voice stayed even despite the images
that flashed through her mind. “If you’d like to go first, that is.
I can keep watch.”

She doubted anything would come upon them
except perhaps a stronger wind or an animal who might not hear
their noise, but Prityal was prickly, and Delf did not want to
offend her with anything untoward, like the joke about shared baths
that Delf would no doubt end up making.

Prityal stared at her for another moment.
“That’s very kind of you,” she offered at last. “You are generally
kind.” She paused and it felt deliberate. “That has also been
noticed.”

“Aaaah.” Delf made an inarticulate sound.
“Is it practice embarrassing me?”

Prityal grew visibly pleased. “So it
is like sparring. Ran has often said so, but I didn’t
understand.”

“To you, sparring is barely a step behind a
challenge to the death,” Delf told her, but lightly and with a hot
face. Then she turned quickly to collect the bundle of linens from
Tili and to go through the packs. She collected her comb, as well
as flint and tinder, and considered the result the last time she
had sparred with Prityal. She stopped. “Wait, what is like
sparring?”

Prityal kicked aside several small stones
and twigs at the side of the pond, making a space for a fire. “You
have to learn when to strike, and when to wait for a counterstrike…
if there is one.”

She undid her belt and kneeled to place it
carefully on the ground with her weapons. Once there, she untied
her boots.

Delf turned away when Prityal reached for
the bottom of her surcoat to pull it over her head.

“That didn’t answer the question.” Delf
buried her face in Kee’s neck for one comforting, warm moment, then
pushed away to start looking for suitable branches to burn. She
kept her eyes firmly on the ground. “But I don’t think there is
anything you do without committing your whole self to it.”

“Just so.” Prityal had a tremor in her voice
and seemed to be moving around, either to fold her clothing and set
it somewhere or hopping to stay warm as she undressed. “You’ve
summed up my problem neatly.” This was muffled, as if she had
tugged some other garment over her head. “And you are Delflenor,
who will not spar with me.”

Delflenor caught herself in the act of
turning to frown at her, glimpsed the muscles of Prityal’s back,
and dropped her head to stare at her hands. Her throat was dry.
“You would destroy me before I could manage one hit.”

That Delf had often wished she would was
Delf’s problem, not Prityal’s. Delf moved closer to the edge of the
glade, focusing desperately on her search for material to burn.

“This again.” Prityal sighed. “You are a
true knight. You should place yourself where you belong—and claim a
room of your own.”

“I have never felt right doing so.” Delf
struggled for words, distracted by the sight she denied herself and
Prityal’s warm frustration. “I like to be near others, if not
always with them. A single cell in the complex would be
lonely.”

“But it would be easier for you to conduct
your affairs?” Prityal seemed to be making a suggestion, but it
ended with a high, breathy exclamation and a small splashing noise,
as if she had dipped a toe into the water. Apparently, in one area,
Prityal did not leap fearlessly.

Delf half-expected a fox to jump out just to
laugh at her. She waited until she heard the sound of gentle,
lapping waves and Prityal’s quietly chattering teeth before she
returned to the pond, although she kept her gaze on her tasks as
she dug a small pit with her hands, stacked her gathered branches,
and then put some dried leaves and moss beneath them.

“It won’t be much,” she announced as she
pulled out the flint, ignoring the previous conversation. She got a
spark going and pushed back her hair so she could lean down to blow
on the flames. “Ah, there it is!” she declared at last with real
pleasure, and put a few more branches and twigs around the small
fire.

She sat back before looking over, and then
froze. She was aware she was gawking, and, too late, recovered her
senses enough to send her gaze skyward.

“Sorry.” Although there was no way she could
have known Prityal would be floating or standing upright, her
shoulders exposed to the air. Prityal’s hair was wet. Rivulets had
run down her throat over her collarbone, over the scars and the
plump swell of her breast.

“You’ve seen more than this on an average
day in the barracks, or in a war camp.” The temperature of the
water gave Prityal’s voice a breathless quality.

Delf was being taunted by the Wise. “That’s
different,” she answered with what she felt was an impressive
amount of calm. “That is looking without intent.” She could have
bitten her tongue. She had been so focused on sounding unaffected
that she had spoken carelessly. “That is to say… one can
look with time and leisure, but it’s more personal and requires
permission.”

“I see.” Silence fell between them except
for gentle ripples Prityal created in the water. Delf thought of
dangers beneath the surface of that silence, as if Prityal was
thinking, or more of this mysterious ‘practicing’ was about to
occur. But Prityal’s words were innocent. “I would like to come
back to this place during the summer, if I ever could.”

Then she stood up, and Delf closed her eyes
at the sound of water rushing down Prityal’s body. Despite the
weather and her current tension, she had rather hoped Prityal would
linger in the water and enjoy herself. But the weather had made it
too cold for that. Prityal would need a swim some other day.

Prityal climbed up the bank and then ran,
teeth chattering the whole way, to Frire to dig something out of
her packs. Then she dashed toward the fire and took the bolt of
linen Delf held out for her.

When Delf risked a glance, Prityal was
wrapped in white cloth, on her knees before the fire, combing out
her wet curls, which she must have barely dried in the linen before
bundling up in it. Even with all that, and the goosebumps down her
arms and on her knees, she seemed happy.

“It feels good to be clean again,” she told
Delf through her trembling, which Delf took for the prompt it
was.

The tight sensation in her stomach was not
quite fear, though there was nothing to make Delf nervous except
the Hope politely keeping her gaze averted while Delf methodically
stripped off her clothes. Prityal had said this was no different
from the barracks, and if she had a thought for Delf’s body, it
would be about the strength of her arms, or the dozens of slashing
scars, large and small, that all knights earned over the years.
That’s what Delf was; a knight, not a potential lover.

Delf removed her boots first, shivering at
her cold toes. Then she removed her hose and breeches and surcoat.
The clasps for her doublet stuck in her clumsy fingers, but her
tunic shirt was easier. When riding, and sometimes in the barracks
when she wanted to, she kept her chest bound. She unwound that
strip of cloth as well.

Naked, she walked to the water, and though
forewarned, she nonetheless stepped right in before she could
reconsider.

She nearly fell. The spot closest to the
bank was fairly shallow, only reaching her upper arms. The next
step took her in much deeper. She clenched her jaw to keep in her
little scream.

“It feels good, but it’s a shock,” Prityal
commented, sounding far away.

Delf took a deep breath then dunked her
head, getting the adjustment to the cold over as quickly as
possible. She came up for air, then dunked again, scratching her
scalp with just her nails. She scrubbed her skin with her hands,
because neither of them would have used soap in this pond even if
they’d thought to bring any. She did her best to clean her armpits
and between her legs, and had the passing, then lingering, thought
that Prityal might have done that while talking to her. Prityal was
not one for useless modesty.

Delf peeked out from behind her dripping
curtain of hair to where Prityal was practically sitting atop the
fire, and had twisted to free a portion of the linen to gently
squeeze more water from her hair. She was ordinary, anyone drying
their hair after a hurried bath. She was also watched by the
spirits, and beautiful. And, for whatever reason, it bothered her
that Delf had not engaged with her.

“Prityal,” Delf called out, keeping her chin
above water and letting her hair float around her. Prityal turned
to her without hesitation, eyes bright, and Delf’s planned words
left her head. She muttered the first thing that came to mind. “It
would be nice to return here in the summer. But let’s not go
through those woods again.”

Prityal beamed a smile at Delf that brought
that future summer to her though Delf was in a chilled pond in a
darkening forest in autumn.

They wouldn’t have time to return here, even
if a chevetein were found. But neither of them said so. Delf sank
down until her smile was hidden by the water.

Warmer than she should be, she gave herself
one final scrub down, and only realized she had stopped shivering
when she considered floating over to the boulders to explore
beneath them. As that clearly meant she should end her bath, she
kicked her way to the bank and climbed up.

The moment she was exposed to the air, she
was gasping at the renewed cold. She stumbled to the fire and her
bolt of linen, and wiped herself down quickly with her mind on
getting warm again and nothing else. With her back to the fire, she
squeezed out her hair, then wrapped herself one-handed in the linen
before wringing more water from her hair, shuddering the whole
time.

She turned around to reach for her comb and
the linen slipped from her frozen fingers.

Prityal was gone.

That, in itself, was not cause for alarm.
She might have needed privacy among the trees, and Frire was still
next to Kee, both of them guarding the goat as if they had been
told to.

Delf only spared the icors a glance to make
sure they were still calm. At the edge of the clearing, head and
shoulders above a mass of bracken, half-hidden in shifting shadows,
was a large stag, with a coat so red it was almost gold.

He was beautiful; the lord of this part of
this wood, certainly, with a broad chest, and deep, liquid amber
eyes, and a magnificent helm of antlers hung with greenery.

Delf slowly kneeled to reached for her belt
and her knife, but though she moved, the stag did not startle, or
charge forward as it might have done—as it should have done. He
ought to be furious and stupid with rut. Instead, he was
watchful.

Delf stood back up with her hands empty.
“Did you come for the water?” she asked quietly. “Are the
woodskeepers of this village so merciful that you know no hunters?”
Shivers ran through her continuously, trails of water slipping down
her back and over her chest where her hair clung to her skin. “Look
at your beauty,” she told him admiringly. “It is a gift simply to
be near you. But what are you doing here?” She took one wary step
forward, but though it exhaled a great breath from its nostrils,
the stag did not move. “We are on a quest,” Delf explained,
venturing no closer despite the stag’s apparent calm. “You,
however, should be fighting for your place in this forest and
searching out a partner. Your own quest, of a sort.” She pulled a
wet strand of hair from her face. “I don’t envy you there. That is
no simple business. But I’m certain you will prove yourself a
devoted lover.”

“At least for the season,” Prityal
remarked.

Delf spun around to see Prityal in a damp,
unbelted surcoat, her sword and scabbard down by her side, her
focus on the spot in the woods in front of Delf. When Delf turned
back to look at that same spot, the stag was gone. Two humans was
one too many, it seemed.

“I thought I saw movement in the trees, so I
dressed and went to have a closer look,” Prityal explained. Delf
looked away from the bracken, to Prityal’s sword, and then to the
damp, thin fabric of the surcoat and where it clung. She dropped
her gaze, only to realize she was naked. She nearly crossed her
arms to hide herself, but Prityal did not sound affected, so it
likely did not matter except for how cold she was.

All the same, Delf picked up the linen and
draped herself in it. “You might have stayed still, rather than
risk getting close to a stag in rut.”

“I didn’t know it was a stag at first,”
Prityal answered impatiently, but then grew thoughtful. “It did not
act much like it was in rut. Not what I would have expected.”

Delf spent some time adjusting the linen as
if that would warm her. “If the ancient tales are right, you have
been chosen for an important task. Or perhaps you just missed your
chance for dinner.”

It drew an actual laugh from Prityal that
made Frire’s ears go back. “You would have been upset if I had hurt
it,” she explained after Delf feigned outrage at her for the
laughter. “You were already befriending it.”

“We both know who of the two of us is the
one who hides among the animals to avoid the people,” Delf
returned. It would have been lofty, but her shivers made it hard
for her to speak.

“You’re still wet, and freezing.” Prityal
put down her sword and came over to firmly shove Delf until Delf
sat in front of the fire. “Fanciful, aren’t you? To approach a wild
stag wearing nothing but water.” Her breath felt hot on Delf’s icy
skin. Her hands as well. She chided Delf softly despite her own
shivers, and startled her by sitting down directly behind her. “It
will help if we deal with your hair first.”

Delf held as still as her shuddering body
would allow while Prityal delicately brushed each wet lock of hair
from her skin to hold in one thick handful. Then she began to comb
it gently, holding the ends away from Delf’s back so that any drops
of water hit the ground.

“And now to our own quest,” Prityal
commented in a whisper, as though that made any sense. Not that
Delf was capable of complaining. Of all things she had imagined
happening on this journey, this was not one of them.

“I’ve wondered about your hair.” Prityal
spoke those words after the tangles had been worked from the
strands, although she continued to gently comb them to help them
dry, and Delf said nothing to protest it. “Why you wear it long, I
mean,” Prityal added, as if realizing how confused Delf was. “You
rarely secure it tightly. Even under a helmet, I sometimes see
where it has come unbound.”

“That...” Delf forced her tongue from the
roof of her mouth and idly shivered for each gentle pass of the
comb. “There’s no reason. It turns out I didn’t like the feel of
having no hair. So I grew it out, and then kept growing it because
I don’t know what else to do with it. But elaborate hairstyles are
something I never had much time to learn.”

“Ah! Finally, a small thing I know that
Delflenor does not!” Prityal crowed. “I learned because of Ran. His
hair has reached the length where he can’t style it himself and be
as pretty as he sometimes feels.”

Delf wrinkled her nose. “They are fine for
him, but I don’t want or need ribbons in my hair.”

“Then something to keep your hair from your
eyes?” Prityal suggested. “I don’t mind.”

The quiet admission should not have stopped
Delf’s tongue once again, or made her clutch at damp linen. It must
have been the rising awareness that Prityal was sharing this with
her, because people had done much more intimate things with Delf,
to Delf, naked or not.

“All right,” she answered without even a
trace of teasing in her voice, and was not certain she could bear
Prityal scooting closer and dropping the comb to part Delf’s hair
with just her hands.

“One solid braid, low, at the back of your
neck, would serve you well in a helmet. If you will not cut it.”
Prityal hummed between each of her musings on Delf’s hair. “But it
would not look as fine as you should look. It doesn’t do you
credit, and you won’t do that for yourself, so, it seems I
must.”

Delf opened, then shut, her mouth.

“I should allow it more time to dry, but I
just want to see….” Prityal did something to the hair on either
side of Delf’s face, rolling it back and then clasping it at her
nape. “Then braid or band the remaining length so that it falls
down your back without flying loose.”

She was so serious. Delf twisted around to
catch of glimpse of the pout and instead received a startled stare
and then a soft tug on the hair Prityal was still clutching. It was
probably a reprimand for moving, but Delf shivered and not from
cold.

It made Delf’s voice husky. “How do I look?”
she asked, a fool.

Prityal looked into Delf’s eyes.
“Handsome.”

She would not lie. Delf had a mad impulse to
crawl back to the water to stare down at her wavy reflection. She
wondered what her brown eyes would show, what Prityal was seeing in
that moment.

She faced forward. “I think you scored
another hit.”

Her croak must have pleased her lady.
Prityal stroked the length of Delf’s hair. “No one else will do
this for you?” she wondered, no longer humming. “Not one of your
friends, or your closer friends?”

“Closer friends?” Delf could barely whisper
at the feel of Prityal’s callused fingertips at the back of her
neck, sweeping across the sensitive skin though surely she must
have captured all of Delf’s hair by now.

“The ones you take to bed.” Prityal’s breath
passed over Delf’s ear.

“Ah,” Delf exhaled warmly, then tensed.
“Ah.” Prityal had noticed that as well, as she seemed to
notice everything. She might even be able to name Delf’s
bedpartners, a thought to make Delf restless and too-still. Prityal
had mentioned it before, mentioned the others teasing her for lack
of knowledge. Delf tipped her head back into Prityal’s hands. “I
never thought to ask them.”

“Hmm.” The sound held judgment, but more
than that, too. “If I am there, in what time we have left as we
are, I would, if you asked.”

“You already have much to do. I wouldn’t
want to bother you,” Delf answered without turning.

Prityal’s hands fell away, leaving Delf’s
hair to cascade down her back. “If you do not wish it, you could
simply say so. I know I am lacking and not what you are used
to.”

Certain she had not heard correctly, Delf
frowned at the small fire, and then twisted to stare at Prityal
with her eyebrows raised. That this made Prityal the Just, the Hope
of Ainle, burst into more speech, only made Delf’s eyebrows climb
higher.

“My experience is limited compared to yours.
I thought…” Prityal fluttered her hands. She was shivering,
goosebumps all down her arms, but she had not complained. Delf
clucked her tongue and shifted to reach for Prityal’s discarded
linen, damp though it was, and drape it over her. Prityal barely
seemed to notice. Regardless, Delf tucked it over her lap, all the
while glancing up to monitor Prityal’s worried, earnest
expressions. “I thought you were tired of always looking and then
looking away, as I was. You pulled back. You didn’t return.”

Delf slowly stopped moving.

“I was drunk,” she blurted, then looked up
again only to be caught by Prityal’s gaze. “We both were. I meant
to… I don’t know what I meant to do. You smiled at me. And then I
was in front of you. Then… then I came to my senses enough to
realize I should not have been bothering you.”

Prityal’s softly parted lips turned down. “I
kissed you back.”

Delf stared at her. “You did. I think of it,
sometimes.”

“Delflenor,” Prityal began, in the quiet,
controlled voice of a disappointed war leader, “I thought I was not
good enough. But you continued to watch me. With those eyes, you
would watch me.”

Delf bit her lip. “I’ve tried not to stare
at you. I didn’t want to be a pest.”

Prityal threw up her hands. “But you do not
hesitate to approach any others.”

“Friends I sometimes sleep with.” Delf could
not take her eyes from Prityal. “That is not at all the same thing
as what I would have done with…. I’ve never seen you with anyone,
even if I assume you and Jareth must have done some things before
she and Ran became obnoxiously wonderful together.” She had no idea
what to make of Prityal’s startled blink. “I didn’t think you’d
seen me, except for the occasional frown I’d catch across the
hall.”

Prityal lifted her chin. “I have already
made it clear that I noticed you.”

Stunned, Delf sat back and let her hands
fall onto her knees. “You did,” she acknowledged. “You do.
Oh, oh—practicing.” She studied Prityal’s stiff,
uncomfortable posture and searched her strong, pretty face until
she was reasonably sure Prityal blushed. This was more than Delf
had ever thought to have. She spoke quietly because this was not
for the spirits in the trees. “I could be of service. I would be
honored.”

Prityal widened her eyes, then turned her
head. “I’m not asking for a squire.”

That was not what Delf had meant by service,
but she let it go unchallenged. “What are you asking for, then?”
she pressed gently, anything to get Prityal looking at her
again.

A debate was visible in Prityal’s shifting
expressions, her brows drawing together and her mouth going flat.
Then everything dropped from her face. It was her hand that gave
her away, faintly trembling as she put it against Delf’s neck.

Her fingers were cold. She brushed them
tentatively over Delf’s hammermarks, then curled just her
fingertips at the back of Delf’s neck. She didn’t tug or draw Delf
closer. She did only that. “Please.”

Delf took Prityal’s wrist in both hands.
Prityal’s skin was still so cold. So was Delf’s, but beneath Delf’s
hands, in the time Delf took to imagine kissing Prityal, Prityal
began to grow warmer.

Delf finally swayed forward.

Prityal’s lips were chilled, but open and
soft. She inhaled, a tiny, surprised sound, and then pushed
forward. Delf put her hands to Prityal’s shoulders to hold her
still or pull her closer, just wanting to touch her. Prityal’s
shoulders were bare. She kissed Delf without pausing to breathe,
without stopping, until she inched back to pant against Delf’s
jaw.

“I’m sorry,” she said, which made no sense
unless she was embarrassed, and that would not do.

Delf slid a touch to the back of her neck
and then to her cheek to tip up her face.

She was so beautiful. Delf gave her another
kiss, teasing and soft, and then one more, encouraging, until
Prityal was unashamedly hungry again. She clutched Delf with both
hands, one almost shy at her hip. She was still shaking, little
tremors that made Delf ease back so she could lay kisses over her
cheeks and her nose and the tiny scar beneath her cheekbone.

“I’m not leaving,” Delf whispered against
her lips, and was almost faint with what she was doing. “I’ll not
leave this time. You have me.” Her pulse roared in her ears in a
moment of naked fear at what she had given away, but then Prityal
turned her face to ask for more kisses, and Delf granted them.

This was no dream or wine-fueled fantasy.
They were shivering with cold and sitting in dirt near a too-small
fire. Prityal was worried Delf would run, as though Delf would have
been able to a second time.

“Prityal,” Delf murmured between kisses, her
voice thick and slow. Prityal tasted of sweet water. “Tell me.”

The rest of what she meant to ask was lost
when Prityal lifted her head to bare her neck, and Delf had to kiss
her way down to the place beneath Prityal’s ear, and then to the
hollow of her throat. Delf would have wanted marks, Prityal’s teeth
or the press of her fingertips. For Prityal, Delf was careful,
light, and even that was enough to make Prityal gasp roughly and
then cry out.

“You make the softest noises.” Delf had
thought she’d dreamed them the first time.

“Delflenor,” Prityal complained, but
it was breathless. She slipped her hands beneath the linen still
wrapped around Delf’s chest. Delf curled her fingers around her
wrists and tugged Prityal’s hands down to her waist. Prityal pulled
once, but not hard, as if testing, then left her hands there, her
fingers splayed over linen. “I want to touch you.”

“Ah, she speaks at last,” Delf teased, as
though her thighs weren’t heavy and open at those words. She
dragged her mouth over Prityal’s collarbone and the lines of a scar
she hadn’t known about. But the surcoat stood in her way and
Prityal was likely pouting. Delf darted a glance upward. Prityal
gazed back at her, frustrated and demanding, and Delf lifted her
head to have another of Prityal’s impatient kisses.

Delf let herself be kissed for a long time,
with Prityal’s hands flexing against her waist and nudging the
linen aside. She could not catch her breath even when Prityal had
mercy on her and stopped. Prityal mumbled beneath Delf’s ear,
unintentionally torturous. “You always…”

“It’s easy to make me finish.” Delf panted,
meaning to soothe her. It was a simple thing to give, even if she’d
intended to please Prityal first. “You may, if you like.”

“Then let go of me,” Prityal returned,
fierce but still out of breath.

Delf was slow to release Prityal’s wrists,
for no reason other than the stillness of a deer when it has caught
danger on the wind. She had put herself in Prityal’s hands, which
was no small thing, though she had ached for it.

Prityal pulled on Delf’s hips, bringing Delf
closer and making Delf rise up onto her knees. The linen was loose
around Delf’s shoulders, falling open over her chest. Prityal
tipped her chin up to look her over, bright eyes assessing, then
smug.

“Please,” Delf echoed her, shivering, and
Prityal slipped one hand to the back of Delf’s thigh and moved the
other beneath the linen to push her palm against the dark curls
around Delf’s cunt.

Delf swayed forward, catching herself on
Prityal’s shoulders before finding her mouth for a toe-curling
kiss.

“Please.” Delf did not mind begging, wanted
to beg, was happy to.

“Aha,” Prityal whispered, her hand strong on
Delf’s thigh, her fingertips pressed close enough to torment.
“Should I tease you now?” she asked, first gleeful in her victory,
then unexpectedly gentle. She stroked Delf’s inner thigh with two
of her fingers, and turned her face to nuzzle Delf’s cheek. “Your
legs are shaking,” she observed, soft, as though she could not feel
Delf wet and pulsing against the mound of her palm. “Do you want a
little pain too?”

She asked it tenderly, her lips brushing the
shell of Delf’s ear, then the place beneath it, deliberately.

She was never to be underestimated.

Her grip would bruise Delf’s thigh, which
would have been enough to make Delf hers, even if she had not been
pressing her chilled fingers to where Delf was so hot. Delflenor
wished to straddle her thigh but also did not dare move away from
the hands urging the folds of her cunt open, the fingertips that
could so easily slip inside of her.

“Delflenor?”

At the sound of her name in Prityal’s
slightly anxious voice, Delf rocked forward, and unlocked her
throat enough to gasp. “Yes.”

The press of teeth at her earlobe was
tentative. The second was hard enough to sting. Prityal pulled on
her thigh, scraping Delf’s knee over the ground, leaving Delf
half-bent over, with only a fall of linen keeping the forest
spirits from seeing Prityal’s fingers press into her from
behind.

Prityal’s grip was firm though she shifted
quickly to sit on her knees. She scraped her teeth over Delf’s neck
and hummed, as if Delf riding her palm and gasping her name pleased
her.

Delf came apart trying to press back onto
Prityal’s fingers, which were not quite inside of her, with a hand
so firm against her that every touch sparked and made her cry out.
She was wetter a moment later, still trembling, when Prityal
twisted her hand to find her pulse again and stroke it with her
thumb. Prityal’s breath was soft over her neck, against her
ear.

She cried out again, quieter at least, when
Prityal’s hands withdrew, but they returned almost immediately.
Prityal soothed the tremors in Delf’s thighs and petted up and down
her spine, and then smiled when Delf finally raised her head.

Delf had buried her face in the crook of
Prityal’s neck, though it must have been in the height of her
pleasure because she had no memory of doing so. “Told you it was
easy,” she whispered hoarsely, to hide this strange embarrassment,
only to briefly close her eyes and shiver when Prityal dragged her
fingers through the wet hair at Delf’s nape.

“You are inclined to give,” Prityal
whispered back, setting Delf on fire.

Delf loved her so much. She could not even
ache with it. For the moment, she was allowed to kiss her, so she
did, a gentle, grateful brush of lips while she was still
lightheaded. “Well done,” she said in place of all the things she
might have said. She would feel the memory of Prityal’s hand
grasping her thigh all through the day and night. Thinking of it
now nearly made her whimper.

Prityal’s mouth went flat as if with some
unpleasant thought, so Delf took one of her hands in hers and put
it back between her legs to let Prityal feel the shock of the
sensation as it went through her. “Whatever you might be thinking,
love, know that I am satisfied.”

Prityal blinked rapidly several times, then
swallowed. A heartbeat later, she had Delf’s face in her hands and
was kissing her as fiercely as the first time.

Delf grasped her hands, seeking to gentle
the kiss only for Prityal’s sake. Prityal had been waiting so long.
“Lie back,” Delf urged her when Prityal paused to breathe. She
expected the faint, displeased frown. It still left her giddy.
“Please,” she added. “I’ll make it worth it.”

The linen and her surcoat were a bit of a
tangle. Prityal shifted to put her weight onto her elbows, then
slowly put her back to the ground when Delf crawled over her. Delf
did not allow time for worry to return. She bent her head to brush
her mouth over Prityal’s hammermarks while pulling at the fabric
hiding Prityal from her.

The surcoat went quickly, shoved up and
piled next to Prityal’s head. Prityal had her hands flat against
the ground, the fingers curled into the dirt, as if Delf was going
to look at her and find her wanting. Delf moved her attention to
Prityal’s collarbone and the little scar she had only just learned
of. “You may put your hands wherever you like now,” she reminded
Prityal in a breathy whisper, running her tongue over the deeper,
large scarring in place of Prityal’s right breast. Scarred flesh
had a different feel, for both parties involved, but Delf kept her
caresses gentle.

Fine tremors answered her, shivering through
Prityal’s waist and her legs.

Delf paused, glancing up before she cupped
Prityal’s breast, a delightful heavy-soft weight. Prityal watched
her intently, and exhaled a shuddering breath when Delf dipped her
head to draw her tongue over the peaked nipple between her fingers.
She sucked it a moment later, unable to resist, and pushed a hand
over Prityal’s hip when it bucked.

Prityal had cried out for kisses along her
throat, but on her back and exposed to the air, she was clutching
at the ground and trembling to stay quiet.

Delf pulled her mouth away to better feel
the weight of that breast in her hand, to kiss it while being
careful not to bruise. “You know,” she murmured into Prityal’s
skin, “I am quieter in my pleasure because I am often not in places
that are private. You don’t need to be, if it suits you to be loud.
But if you wish to be quiet, that pleases me too.”

Prityal huffed, which was not precisely a
response, and raised a hand just to lightly run it through Delf’s
hair. She did that twice, when she could have touched Delf
anywhere, then twirled a lock around her fingers. “I am not so easy
at it, as you,” she confessed to the damp strands.

In another time, Delf would have put her
hair into Prityal’s hands and asked her to pull, a thought she set
aside so she could return to putting her mouth to more places on
Prityal’s chest while rolling Prityal’s nipple between her fingers.
Prityal arched up from the ground and did not quite suppress a soft
moan.

“I don’t foresee a problem,” Delf remarked,
shifting a little farther down, “but I’m content just to touch
you.”

More of her hair was twisted in Prityal’s
hand, but it was a curious, gentle tangling, and Delf did not mind
it. She discovered Prityal’s navel, smooth skin over muscle, and
spread her hands over it greedily. “Very content,” she admitted,
voice rough.

“I would like more,” Prityal answered, words
stuttering out when Delf continued to pet her, raising goosebumps
and leaving her nipple so taut Delf had to rise up once more just
to tease it.

Prityal’s hands tangled in her hair in
earnest. Delf ached for her, ached with her, her blood hot all over
again. It turned her impatient. The linen lay over Prityal’s hips,
trapped under Delf’s body. She reached down to pull at it, moving
clumsily to get Prityal free of it, then dropping down to cover her
nakedness with her own.

She shoved the linen beneath Prityal’s body,
wanting a cushion between Prityal and the ground, and then exhaled
over Prityal’s cunt, groaning when Prityal’s hold tightened on her
hair. Delf kissed the crease of Prityal’s hip, the shivering skin
of her inner thigh, and when Prityal tried to buck up again, she
planted a hand on her hip to hold her down, and then spread her
open to kiss the rest of her.

Prityal’s long, low moan was barely louder
than the distant splash of falling water, but Delf praised the
sound with her tongue. Prityal’s grip was desperate in Delf’s hair,
her breaths quick and harsh, her cunt slick. She moved her legs,
twitched her hips, reaching. Delf slid her hands beneath Prityal’s
ass, lifting Prityal to her mouth. She felt just as hot, just as
heavy between her thighs, aching for every moan the echoed through
the glade, burning when they turned to cries.

She started slowly, as much as she could
while knowing that Prityal had gone so long without this, and with
her taste bright on Delf’s tongue. Prityal reacted immediately,
twitching away and then back, digging her fingers into Delf’s scalp
when Delf gentled her efforts.

She did not speak at first, and that was
words broken by gasps, things often said by anyone being pleasured,
yes, and there, and more, and then Delf found
what pleased her best, and her words were shaken whispers that
seemed meant for Delf alone, perfect, and good, and
Delflenor, with her fist tight in Delf’s hair and Delf
shivering happily for it.

Prityal finished with a loud, sweet cry and
a drawn-out, breathless groan. Delf slowed and gentled her efforts
again but did not stop, wringing more tremors from Prityal’s until
Prityal’s hand went slack. Then Delf offered Prityal’s beautiful
cunt one last kiss before she lowered Prityal’s hips to the ground
and pulled her hands from her.

She nearly reached between her thighs to
finish herself off. Perhaps she might have, after first wiping her
face and mouth, but when she raised her head, Prityal scrambled at
Delf’s shoulders to bring her up and then Prityal snaked her arms
around her.

Delf surrendered to the embrace with a smile
that she buried against Prityal’s chest. She ran her palms over
Prityal’s waist, warming and calming. “Beautiful.”

“Delflenor.” The whisper brought Delf’s head
up. Prityal was sparkling eyes and bitten lips. She put her palm to
Delf’s cheek, dragging her thumb over patches that were still
wet.

Delf smiled helplessly. “We’ve ruined what
you did to my hair.”

Prityal smiled back, wide and lovely. “It
needed to dry, anyway. And then I will do better.”

Unsure of what to say next, Delf said
nothing. Prityal’s hand fell away, so Delf dropped her head back to
Prityal’s chest and tried not to wriggle or press her thighs
together, hoping her arousal would fade. Soon, any sweat would cool
and that would not help matters.

With every moment, she was more conscious of
the dirt and leaves digging into her knees, and probably into
Prityal’s back, as well as her own weight. She finally shifted,
trying to ease the position, and Prityal pushed herself up onto her
elbows again, which Delf took as a sign that Prityal wished to get
up.

She climbed to her knees, stopping only to
drape Prityal’s surcoat over her once again. She cleared her
throat, and stood up, and made a few attempts to brush the dirt
from her bare skin before sighing. “We will need to bathe
again.”

“I suppose we will.” The small, snorting
laugh from Prityal was an unexpected delight in an afternoon of
them. Delf glanced over, darting a look down the length of
Prityal’s body, searching for marks she knew she hadn’t left. She
sighed again, then went still when Prityal leaned against her to
wipe at a spot on Delf’s neck. “The Three forgive me, but I don’t
think this is dirt. I believe I’ve left a small bruise.”

Delf met her eyes, startled at the teasing
warmth in Prityal’s tone as much as the lack of surprise. “I don’t
think you require forgiveness,” she managed at last.

“Then perhaps the Three will forgive me for
the delay in our quest.” Shivering, Prityal leaned against Delf
even further. Her hand landed, careful, on Delf’s waist. She did
not look away.

“Well,” Delf tried to reason, very faintly,
and had to pause to clear her throat. “We already suspect the
situation is not as urgent as we feared. What is a further
delay?”

Prityal gave her a grin that was charming
and too powerful, and pulled away from Delf to walk to the spring,
tugging her surcoat over her head as she went. She dropped it
behind her, with a glance over her shoulder at Delf that had Delf
tripping over the pile of linen to follow her. Delf stopped only
when Prityal admonished her about her hair, and that was just to
pile it atop her head with one hand before she stepped into the
water.

“You’re here,” Prityal observed in an elated
voice over her shivers. She shook her head and swam to where Delf
was still by the bank, staring at her in wonder. “You’re going to
be hindered with your hand in your hair. You’ll need help.”

For someone who claimed to need practice,
she seemed to know exactly what she was doing.

But her gaze was shy, and she hesitated
until Delf nodded her permission. She swept her hands over Delf’s
hips, bringing her close enough for their legs to brush and then
tangle. She watched Delf’s face for another moment, apparently
fascinated by Delf’s hopeless, awed desire, and then she closed her
eyes and lifted her chin and sighed, and Delf had no choice but to
kiss her.

The ends of her hair fell into the water
shortly before she was gasping for the work of Prityal’s fingers.
Delf forgot about her hair until she and Prityal were pulling
themselves from the waters of the shrine to collapse onto the pile
of linens by their pitiful fire once again, and that was only in
passing.

What was the cold to this moment she had
been given?

She fucked Prityal with her fingers, their
bodies pressed close to keep warm, and then held Prityal in her
arms until the fire had dwindled to embers. She thought Prityal
might have slept, at least for a few moments, and considered the
delay well worth even the wrath of the Three, if They should be
angry. Though she did not think They would be.

She thanked Them in her thoughts when she
brushed the curls from Prityal’s peaceful face, and she did not
complain though the wind picked up, bringing more chill with
it.
















THE SLOW, inevitable descent of the sun
forced her to finally wake Prityal. By then, Delf had already risen
and dressed and made certain the fire was dead. She set Prityal’s
breeches, undershirt, and padded doublet near her along with her
comb, and busied herself with rolling up the damp linen bundles to
give Prityal the time to dress.

Prityal looked at her a few times, her brow
furrowed, but said nothing until Delf brought her the clay jar
she’d found with Prityal’s clothes. Prityal must have gotten it out
earlier. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome.” Delf smiled but left
Prityal to style her hair or use a cream the way Ily did. She
quickly brushed Kee’s mane, and, after a silent exchange with
Frire, Frire’s mane as well. “We should reach this ruin by
nightfall, if we ride fast, according to what Tili told me.” Icors
now once again properly representing the Knights of the Seat, as
much as they could without their armor, Delf brought up what she
had been thinking of while watching over Prityal. “We should look
as impressive as we can.”

She pulled out Prityal’s mail.

Her boots on and laced, Prityal straightened
as Delf approached, and regarded her gravely. But she lifted her
arms and allowed Delf to assist her in kitting up. She froze only
when she saw the surcoat. Delf’s, embroidered in fiery colors, and
untorn. She caught Delf’s eyes. “I had no shame of the last
one.”

Delf smiled despite her growing uneasiness
that their quest was near to ending. “And I have no shame for
wearing your colors, if you will allow it.”

“Oh.” Prityal’s sigh was the barest wisp of
a cloud in a breeze. She seemed to finally notice which surcoat
Delf wore. “I allow it.” She ducked her head, young and flustered
and not at all overburdened with the hopes of a country. “But I
will do your hair.”

It was not Delf’s place to argue, though it
was unnecessary and would take more time. She nodded, and smiled as
she buckled Prityal’s belt around her waist and handed over her
sword. Prityal had not brought her full armor, but Delf had found
the armor for her upper arms in Frire’s packs. She would take
pleasure in buckling those on as well, once she had submitted to
Prityal’s hands in her hair. Prityal took her duty seriously. She
would become the Hope again moment they found others.

But now, Delf would be her shield.
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THEY RODE as fast as the goat would allow, heading roughly toward
the sun. The woods thinned out not far from the spring, and then
they were in low, rolling fields that might have once been
farmland. Those took them to a road, the ground rutted from the
wheels of so many carts that even countless rainy reasons had not
washed them away. The tracks led to a ruin that had not had many
visitors until recently. That meant the tracks as well as the ruin
were ancient.

Delf wondered about them and worried over
them, as well as the puzzle of Rosset, and, as always, Prityal.

She no longer believed Prityal had only been
out to scratch a long-suffered itch, be it for Delf or for anyone.
The itch had been there, might still be there, but it was not only
that. Not for Prityal, who preferred to be direct, to attempt
seduction.

Delf toyed with the end of her hair, which
had been bound three times so that it hung in a thick rope down her
back when she wasn’t tugging on it, and studied Prityal in furtive
glances.

I will be your friend, Delf told her
silently, and imagined telling her aloud when this mission of
Rosset’s was over. I will be your bed-friend. I will be whatever
you like. Delf did not mind any of those, though she might have
wished for more—but only late at night, alone, after too much wine,
when she was weak and dreams were harder to banish.

But she would speak of it, and ask, when
this was done. They would have a long ride back, after all. And
Prityal did not need Delf’s distractions now. She was tense again,
her mind doubtlessly already considering what they might face when
they met Rosset.
















THEY REACHED tended lands in the early
evening, while the sun was still visible on the horizon. Oryl Wood
had reappeared in their line of sight, though at a distance, the
dark outline of trees parallel to the road. Ahead of them, small at
first, were distinctly human-created shapes against the hazy gray
and orange light of sunset.

It quickly became apparent that was one of
the shapes was of considerable size. Delf straightened in the
saddle. Prityal’s lips parted. But whatever her immediate thoughts,
she kept them to herself.

Delf was not certain of her own thoughts. A
ruin of this size should be have known by more people. Even Oryl
Wood would not have stopped people from finding it eventually. The
locals had been so used to it they had stopped seeing it, and the
cheves who periodically claimed this territory possessed no
imagination. That was all Delf could think of to explain the
oversight.

The smaller shapes around the largest one
were probably the usual outbuildings in any settlement; stables,
storage, a tannery, a smith, a place to make soap or do laundry. In
a town, they might be some public houses, a sizable mill or a
chandlery, perhaps a hall for professional weavers. Those
buildings, Delf could make herself disregard. It was the largest
shape that rendered both her and Prityal silent.

The biggest building, or collection of
buildings, around the Seat was the barracks that housed the
knights. What they called ‘the barracks’ was a complex of halls,
dormitories, stables, and support buildings clustered around some
courtyards.

The house on the hill above the Shrine of
the Seat where the cheveteins and their families lived was only
slightly bigger than a large farmhouse, and most of its additions
were recent—if recent meant within the past few centuries. That
building was of an old design, concentric circles of gardens and
stone walls, some with faded paint or chipped tile, that spoke of
past glories.

The chevetein’s house had its own well,
straight from the spring at the base of the hill, and several of
the rooms had ways to trap heat in the winter beyond simple
hearths. The additions were square, and at odds with the rest of
it, but were meant to house the chevetein, their family if they had
one, and sometimes members of the previous chevetein’s family, as
well as anyone else who lived around the Seat who needed a home and
didn’t mind house or garden work in exchange for it.

Those were two of the largest structures
still standing in the parts of Ainle that Delf had seen.

This ruin was larger than both.

As she and Prityal got closer, some movement
was visible. No wind or water-powered turnings of a mill, but
small, slower figures, like people. Delf kept her focus on the
ruin. She remembered the wistful words of a priest she had once
heard, and for the first time, agreed with them. There should be
more study of ruins like the ancient shrines. There should be more
to learn from than fantastic legends.

This ruin was not constructed like any of
the others Delf had seen. It was made of gray and white stone,
though it was green in some places where climbing plants had
overtaken it. It was also taller than the oldest part of the
barracks, which had an upper floor, main floor, and an underground
structure, although it appeared that some of the ruin’s roof was
missing. What remained of the pointed roof had been thatched, which
was at odds with the rest of its style. In one section, toward the
front, the roof had retained its sharp apex at the center, which,
remarkably, seemed to be made of the same heavy stone as the walls.
Along each side were lower structures, arches of stone, some half
collapsed, others missing pieces, that stretched up toward the roof
of the main structure or higher, as if there had once been
something even taller. It also had an arch over its
entranceway.

The chevetein’s home had one of those. This
one, however, could fit several people walking side by side, and
had wooden doors to keep it sealed. The wood of the doors was not
aged, so it must have been replaced, possibly by Rosset. Near the
back of the ruin were rectangular, smaller additions, attached to
the main building and still old, but nonetheless out of place.

All of the smaller buildings were thatched,
and built around the ruin so that she and Prityal looked to be
entering a courtyard as they rode up. By then, the figures moving
around had spotted them, and had either stopped to stare or begun
to come forward to meet them.

“The abducted youth,” Delf jested, although
it did not feel entirely untrue.

Prityal ignored the humor, as she was right
to. “If they are all simply bored farmers, why send to the Seat for
help?” She was also right to ask that. “If Rosset wants to be a
cheve, why draw the attention of the Seat before that role has been
secured?” Her tone was vexed. But then, she had just dealt with the
problems created by an overly ambitious cheve.

The two of them slowed their pace once they
were near enough to make out details of their observers. Most of
them were barely adults, or on the verge of being so. But
some were older than Prityal. Many were still in their long farming
aprons and loose breeches. Others wore tighter breeches, as knights
or travelers might, although there were only a few smaller icors
around unless more were in the stables.

“Is that a space for sparring?” Prityal
asked, careful to not be heard by others, and nodded toward one
building, which indeed had a cleared place in front of it, the dirt
flat and tamped down, and on the side of the building hung an array
of wooden swords and shields.

That was the kind of thing a cheve might
have near the main village in their territory. But that would be
full of established knights and very few in training. And not a
large number, until recent times. A cheve building an army used to
draw attention.

Over a dozen younger folk were gathered
around them now, as well as a handful of older people. There were
likely more locals who visited the ruin, and Rosset, even if they
weren’t around now. If they all trained, the number of knights here
would be somewhere between what they would have reasonably been, if
Rosset had been chosen to lead and wanted several knights near, and
what they would have been if someone wanted to raise a force to
rival the one at the Seat.

Somehow, Delf did not think the excited
people around them had plans to replace the Knights of the Seat.
They looked like giddy begleys or squires, their attention darting
from the icors to Prityal and back again, with an occasional glance
to Delf.

None appeared to be mistreated. None were in
rags, or drastically injured. One leaned on a walking stick, but
that would have been just as likely in any group of people. None of
them cried out for rescue.

Prityal halted Frire and offered the strange
gathering of farmers and would-be knights a salute. Delf and Kee
stopped next to her. Only the older ones saluted Prityal back,
which meant it was age and experience telling them what to do, and
not deliberate rudeness on the part of the younger ones who likely
did not understand the gesture.

Anyway, the children, as Delf could not help
but think of all of them, were busy gazing at Prityal in wonder.
Prityal was tall and straight-backed, her cloak over one shoulder,
her curls aflame in the light of the setting sun.

“Your icors are incredible!” one of the
children exclaimed before Prityal could speak, and then all of them
were exclaiming. Delf could make out a few of the individual
voices. “I thought only the Seat had icors like that! Like from a
story! Are you Knights of the Seat?”

“Yes,” Prityal answered simply, which was
met with brief silence and then a deluge of questions as the
children pressed closer but wisely did not risk crowding the
icors.

“Are you really?”

“How long do you train there before you can
have one?”

“There was an icor like that years ago, but
she was too old to be bred.”

“I only remember glimpsing her. Have you
come to visit Rosset?”

That was a marvelous opening, but Prityal
was cut off again.

“Will you be staying with us?”

Prityal finally raised a hand. That plus the
power of her presence was enough to silence them at last.

“Thank you for your kind words,” she said
politely but firmly. “Frire and Kee appreciate them, but please
admire Frire from a distance until he knows you.” She looked over
the assembly, but if Rosset was nearby, there was no sign. “Is
there a place where we might rest the icors while we talk?”

The request had the potential begleys and
squires falling over themselves to lead Prityal and Delf farther
into the courtyard to the stables, where two small, working icors
poked their heads out to watch their approach.

Prityal and Delf dismounted, staying with
their icors, although the goat continued on until it reached a pile
of straw, which it started to eat, unconcerned. Prityal leaned
against Frire for a moment, whispering in his ear. She was probably
telling him to behave.

Delf looked to Kee. “Some new friends for
you.”

Kee waited until Delf had turned to start
nosing the end of her bound hair, although she abandoned that when
one of the others asked if the icors would like some food. At the
word, Kee practically trotted over to treat herself to a nibble.
Frire, his attitude begrudging, did the same.

“Thank you.” Prityal paused at the sight of
the goat’s little wagging tail, then cleared her throat as though
she was going to attempt delicacy. “Is this… Do all of you live
here?”

Several of them exchanged glances. One
finally spoke. “For the moment.”

Which was no answer, but Prityal turned to
consider the speaker, a stout figure with neatly braided hair and
feminine marks at her throat. The marks were not more than a few
years old.

Delf decided to just address her, since
she’d been the boldest. “If you have any work that needs doing,
we’re happy to share the burden.”

The offer went unnoticed, even by those in
the crowd who were older. One of them was back to questioning
Prityal. “I’d like to know some of how you raise and train those
beasts. The size of them… The colors….”

Delf closed her mouth. Prityal glanced at
her, her eyebrows raised. Delf shrugged.

Prityal faced the others again. “There is no
farming work or chores that need another hand, if we are to
stay?”

“Everything here is mostly handled,” the
girl answered, frowning slightly. “We wouldn’t make Knights of the
Seat do chores.”

“But you should?” Prityal was audibly
befuddled. “Of course, you should.”

“Oh,” several of the children said in
unison.

“Rosset did say so,” one of the older ones
added, making the others nod. “That it was to keep them humble, and
simple, and not beholden to anyone.”

“I thought… I don’t know what I thought,”
the girl remarked. “I suppose you would at least take care of your
own icors.” She blinked, then focused midnight black eyes on
Prityal. “Will you stay? We can make room, and find something for
you to do so you won’t be insulted.”

Of all of them, this one seemed to be paying
attention and asking questions, and yet she still did not
understand. But it was not the time to educate her, and Prityal
must have thought so too.

“Rosset sent for us, and it was a journey of
several days to reach here. We would like to stay at least one
night, if that is possible. Isn’t that so, Delflenor?” Prityal
turned to look at Delf, a wrinkle at her brow that could have been
for anything, but which Delf suspected was aimed at her for being
quiet. Delf nodded. It did not make the wrinkle go away.

“We’ll have to make room.” The girl began a
discussion with some of the others, working out details. Their stay
somewhat arranged, Delf walked over to the goat to remove the packs
and give its flank a brief scratch. She hefted the packs over her
shoulder, then carried on to Kee to untie her packs as well. For
whatever reason, this got her some startled attention.

Prityal came up next to her. “I’ll need to
tend to Frire. He can’t be left alone in their care.”

She had not finished speaking when someone
gasped so loudly that Delf spun around.

“Frire?” One of the younger ones now had
round eyes. “You’ve been… that’s Frire?” What they’d missed
in their initial excitement, they were apparently realizing now.
Frire would be a name known to them for one reason. “Are you
Prityal of Ters?”

Prityal’s smile grew strained. “Yes. I
am.”

For the first time since they had arrived,
the stables and courtyard were nearly silent. Every person’s
attention was trained on one still, stiff figure.

Delf coughed to cut the tension and gave
Prityal’s audience a grin. “And last night she slept in a barn.
She’ll do so again, and happily. There’s no need to disrupt the
household.”

“But she’s the Tyrant-slayer,” one of
them explained in a hush, as though Delf didn’t know that or know
Prityal personally. From someone who had probably been practically
a babe when it had happened.

“Otili’s barn was quite pleasant,” Prityal
agreed, her gaze momentarily on Delf and warm again at last.

“Tili?” a few of them echoed, with so much
guilt that Delf forced herself to turn away from Prityal. The
children all looked like new begleys who had suddenly remembered
the tasks they had been supposed to do the day before.

Which was amusing, and yet also implied that
whatever was happening here was not serious enough to require a
message to the Seat. They looked guilty, not afraid.

Prityal touched Delf’s arm and Delf nodded
to indicate she had noticed their strange attitude as well.

“You can’t stay in a barn!” the girl, after
being prodded by one of the others, spoke again. Though she did
glance over the torn hem of Delf’s surcoat, or perhaps at Delf’s
lack of obvious armor, then frowned. “You are Knights of the Seat!
We can take care of your things, and your goat.”

“Oh good,” Delf answered her merrily. “I’ve
some linen here that I must clean as well. It needs washing before
we return it to Otili.” She dropped the name just to make them all
look abashed and guilty again.

“Otili the Obstinate,” one of them
whispered. Now there was some fear.

Delf pretended she did not hear it. “Show me
where to go, and if there’s anything that needs doing there, I’m
familiar enough to get it done.”

“Are you Prityal’s squire?”

It was not a surprising question, not to
Delf. Prityal, however, had drawn herself up in offense before Delf
could think of a witty answer.

“No.” Prityal’s voice was no longer
friendly. “This is Delflenor of the Seat.”

Delf had no epithets, had no place to claim
except the Seat, and yet would never have attached her name so
firmly to the Seat as Prityal had just done. She stayed quiet and
felt her cheeks sting.

“They’re a knight, too?”

Delf didn’t see which one asked, but had to
speak before Prityal became even more outraged on her behalf.

“They are indeed,” Delf responded lightly,
smile in place. “A Knight of the Seat for nigh six years now. You
will find that most of us are not as known as Prityal of Ters. The
life of the average knight is not remarkable, and even those with
glory attached to their names often wish there was not. The glory
comes at a cost, you see.”

She looked down at Prityal’s hand at her
elbow. She did not think she could look up to Prityal’s face
without embarrassing herself, so she turned to Rosset’s
possible-begleys instead. They seemed surprised, perhaps that Delf
was so eloquent. It had been a surprise to Delf, too. But more
likely, they were realizing at last what ‘knight’ meant outside of
a story.

Prityal and Delf were both armed, and no one
could pretend not to know that at least Prityal’s sword had been
bloodied.

It should have taken the stars from their
eyes for longer than a few moments. But the stars returned, and
Delf tensed, expecting another flood of questions, this time about
battles.

“I suppose I thought only of the contests,”
the girl with the braided hair admitted. She and her friends were
more subdued than before, although their excitement was slowly
returning. “There were no battles here. Not in anyone’s lifetime.
Rosset only says you have to train so that you can learn to act
without thinking. Were we rude?”

A pleasant surprise. Prityal inclined her
head graciously in forgiveness, and Delf was momentarily struck by
how patient Prityal could be when she was dealing with innocent and
curious students instead of foolish, arrogant cheves—or Delf.

The one next to the girl, a short, hardy
figure in an apron, was tentative. “Have you both ridden into
battle, then?”

“Don’t be a donkey,” an older one was quick
to chide. “That’s the Tyrant-slayer.”

“Delflenor and I have both experienced
battles, yes.” Prityal kept her voice even, but the older one
quailed a little anyway.

Delf received a sharp, interested study from
several of them, and a question from someone faceless at the back
of the group. “Did you fight side by side?”

The very idea made Delf’s throat tight.
Prityal didn’t answer, though it would have been easy enough to say
no and explain that Delf was lower-tier.

Delf’s voice was inexplicably hoarse,
although she gave Prityal an overly grand salute and bowed her head
in recognition of Prityal’s greatness. “I am always there to assist
her, in all things.”

Prityal’s touch was steady, despite so many
eyes on them.

This apparently intrigued their audience.
“Do you spar each other? Go into the contests and fight as a
team?”

Delf was always obvious about Prityal, but
she had forgotten that these farmers and fieldworkers were not
begleys of the barracks, who knew better than to pry. The begleys
of the barracks would also have known that Delf’s feelings did not
make her and Prityal avowed lovers.

Prityal answered for her when Delf stayed
quiet. “Delflenor does not participate in the contests.”

“Delf is fine for most,” Delf insisted
weakly, glancing to the others, keeping her gaze safely away from
Prityal’s.

The children, who were not actually children
and so should have been wiser, turned to Prityal for explanation.
“Why doesn’t she?”

Prityal made a thoughtful sound. “Because,”
she began slowly, “if Delflenor comes for you, it will not be for
play. She will mean it.”

Delf knew Prityal was looking at her, but
couldn’t stop herself from lifting her head. Prityal’s stare was
heavy and gentle and too many things for Delf to contemplate before
so many others. It made her stomach tremble and her heart beat
faster.

Oblivious to the rising warmth in Delf’s
skin, the children had regained their interests in swordplay and
the contests. “But you do?” one asked Prityal.

When Delf finally tore her gaze away from
Prityal, three or four of those gathered in the stables were
watching her with interest. The rest continued to be fascinated
with their hero.

“May we see your sword please? Or is that
not allowed?”

“Is that the one that—” the question was
left unspoken, because the girl with the braids elbowed the asker
in the chest.

“It’s a tool, and a danger.” Prityal’s tone
was quelling and somber, but then, maybe because the crowd was so
like the group of begleys back at the barracks, she stepped back
before unstrapping her sword from Frire’s saddle, then pulled the
sword from the sheath. More than one gasp came from her audience.
Prityal’s sword was a beautiful creation, double-edged and lighter
than it seemed. The hilt was made for her hand.

She swung it down to keep the point aimed at
the ground. Then she looked to Delf before she raised her sword
again, holding it before her face as though saluting her opponent
in a contest.

Delf was hot to her fingertips.

She registered the sound of a shout and the
shift in attention from the gathered crowd, but couldn’t move until
the shout became louder and closer, and Prityal’s tiny, triumphant
smile at having silenced her disappeared.

“Hail!” The shout was a word. A greeting.
The sort of thing the older knights called out when peacefully
approaching knights they did not know.

Prityal lowered her sword. Delf dropped the
packs to the ground, wanting her hands free before she met the one
hailing them, who could only be Rosset.

The stables were no place for this meeting.
Prityal seemed to think so as well. She was quick to follow Delf
when she stepped away from the icors, and once Prityal moved, their
audience followed, some of them trickling out to stand in the more
open courtyard.

Rosset came toward them with a smile, his
hands empty.

The ruin was behind him, the doors opened as
though he had come from inside. He was a towering figure, even with
shoulders bent. His age was difficult to determine at a glance,
because the lines on his face seemed more from pain.

A contemporary of Brennus could have meant
anything, as Brennus had been elderly when they’d died. Rosset had
hammermarks that had faded with time, as they did, more than the
ones he’d chosen upon adulthood for a masculine soul, and he had
white hair, bound up in a knot and tied with a long, red
ribbon.

He wore a tunic shirt, like a farmer, but
tighter breeches, because he must still ride icors, even if his war
beast had died. He carried a sheathed knife at one hip, no bigger
than what many knights used for small tasks, and had gloves stuck
in his belt.

His hammermarks were considerable. Knights
did tend to love decoration and Rosset was no exception. Aside from
the usual ones around his neck, he had roses on the backs of his
hands that reached at least to his wrists. He had more marks curled
around his masculine marks but mostly hidden by his tunic collar.
Delf assumed they were magic work. Brennus had had some of those,
too. The previous generations had not altogether forgotten the old
ways.

These markings weren’t familiar to Delf, who
had no reason to learn them all. This wasn’t the days of legend.
Most of the older knights had been doing it as a link to an ancient
era when the spirits were equally likely to challenge a knight to a
quest as to be disguised as a knight alongside them on the same
quest.

Well, if the stories were true.

Rosset walked with a limp, though Delf was
looking for signs of the injury that had forced him from the
barracks. The limp probably showed more when he was tired or the
weather was bad. Because he seemed ready to fight now, whatever his
age.

At less of a distance, he had eyes of pale
violet, with wrinkles beside them and along his mouth. His skin was
nearly the same shade as Delf’s, but thin. Rosset must be in pain
quite a lot, though he kept his gait as even as possible.

He went directly to Prityal.

Delf put her hand on her belt, near her
little work knife, and kept it there.

She also took the smallest step closer to
Prityal. Friend of Brennus or not, Delf didn’t know him.

Rosset extended a hand and clasped Prityal’s
arm when she offered hers in return after first moving her sword to
her other hand. That did not make her less dangerous, though many
might assume so.

“Rosset, formerly of Dant.” Rosset
introduced himself in a friendly enough manner. “I used to be known
as Rosset the Broad, but not by many.”

The epithet was still not a name Delf had
heard. But Rosset had no reason to be known outside the barracks,
in his day. A testament to how much more peaceful things had been
during Brennus’s tenure.

“Hail,” Prityal returned formally. “We have
come from the Seat.”

“Are you here in answer to my call?” Rosset
released Prityal’s arm and glanced to Delf, probably assuming she
was a squire like everyone else had. His attention should be on
Prityal, who still had her sword drawn, and he acknowledged that
with more calm and manners than most would have managed. “Beautiful
weapon!”

It was. Many a smith had fought over the
right to gift Prityal with one.

Rosset looked over their icors as well, then
released a mournful sigh. “You are indeed from the Seat, with
creatures like those.”

“The Seat answers all calls,” Prityal
responded, even more formally, and sheathed her sword.

Delf was equal parts wonder and
exasperation. Prityal was sincere, but hopefully some of that had
been meant to impress their audience and disguise the reality of
the barracks’ stretched resources.

“You see?” Rosset turned to gesture at the
others watching that. “It’s exactly as I told you. The traditions
stand firm.”

“We are standing among ruins. Traditions
last only so long,” Delf couldn’t help but observe in a murmur,
more to herself than to anyone else. Nonetheless, Prityal cut her a
look before she returned her attention to Rosset.

“We understood the situation was urgent.”
Prityal’s tone did not quite accuse him of lying, but it did hold a
question.

Rosset inclined his head deeply. “Yes. Yes.
I must discuss it with you.” With that admission, he paused. “You
got here quickly. It must have been a fast, exhausting ride. You’ll
need to clean, eat, rest.”

“We’re happy to share your burden, if there
is some task you need done,” Delf tried again.

Rosset addressed the crowd again.
“Traditions,” he spoke proudly, “as I told you. Good knights are
humble and diligent.” Most of those in the crowd nodded as though
their instructor had spoken. Delf blinked and did not risk a look
at Prityal. Rosset continued, facing Prityal again. “Tell me who
has kindly ridden out in the midst of so much turmoil.”

“Has there been turmoil here?” Delf wanted
to know, but the quiet question went unheard amid the chorus of
voices naming Prityal as the Tyrant-slayer.

Rosset’s smile froze, then widened. His eyes
fixed on Prityal with even more interest. Prityal was not going to
like whatever he said next.

“Prityal of Ters.” It was little more than a
whisper. “They sent you? I asked for the best, but I did not expect
the Champion. Though perhaps I should have. How perfect. The Three
smile upon me.”

“We answered the call.” Prityal had gone
cool, though most wouldn’t notice or would think it was the posture
of a hero. But she didn’t speak as honestly as she might once have
and admit that there was no one else in the barracks able to answer
the call. That was perhaps Jareth’s influence, but also Prityal
leaving her armor on. “We will try to be the best you asked
for.”

She’d used ‘we’ twice. Probably for that
reason, Rosset finally addressed Delf, or, at least, mentioned
her.

“If you are the Just, then this must be
Ranalaut the Fierce?”

“Delflenor,” Delf introduced herself as
Prityal had introduced her, “of the Seat.” Where orphans went.
Where there was plenty and more hands were welcome, especially when
the chevetein had no blood-family to help them. “Delf, if you
like.”

No dismay crossed Rosset’s face at
discovering that she was not another champion. But no interest,
either.

“To ride with the Tyrant-slayer,” he said
politely, “you must be honored.” His smile grew warm again. “I
cannot believe they sent the Tyrant-slayer. I hope our meal tonight
is suitable. I’ll have to see what we’re making.”

“Soup,” someone new announced as they joined
the group, “and fish.”

“That’s fine.” Prityal gave one shake of her
head. “There’s no need for anything special,” she added, plainly
embarrassed now. “Delflenor and I will be content with
anything.”

“We might have some candied fruit,” one of
the others offered, someone definitely younger, treating the whole
thing like a feast day.

Delf did enjoy candied fruit.
However, she wasn’t here to use up their limited stores. “Oh, have
you been setting some aside for the winter?” she asked innocently.
Prityal, the Wise bless and protect her, snorted.

Rosset, if he understood Delf’s comment for
what it was, didn’t react defensively. “Of course, of course,” he
said, as though any of the people around him had only just arrived
from their parents’ and neighbors’ fields. “The land is a gift from
the Three. Protect it and it will protect us. They’ve been working
very hard.”

“Someone has.” Prityal could be dry. Delf
gave her a look of surprised delight. Prityal caught it and exhaled
softly, but stayed focused on Rosset and the others. “We heard
about this ruin, but were not expecting it to be in this condition.
Are you living in it?”

“Ah.” Rosset turned to look up at the
massive building. “It amazed me, too, when I first arrived here.
Would you like to see it? No, I apologize. You must want to rest
first, and tend to your lovely icors.”

Prityal lowered her head a fraction, then
frowned. “We understood the situation was urgent, although your
message did not say much.” Prityal had been in charge of the
barracks for a while and it showed. She was respectful, but she was
an instructor who was verging on disappointed at the behavior of
the pupil in front of her. Delf nearly smirked.

Rosset turned back to Prityal, startled. “It
is. But there is nothing to be done for it today. We can discuss it
once you’ve rested. I’m sure my friends here have been pestering
you with questions, but that can wait too. Or perhaps your squire
can answer them.”

Prityal did not raise her head; a warning
sign. “Delflenor is a Knight of the Seat.”

Delf shivered at the heat in Prityal’s
voice. “I don’t mind questions,” she said quietly, looking at
Rosset but brushing her fingers over Prityal’s arm. “But you must
give me a chance to marvel at this ruin. How old do you think it
is? Jareth would love to know.”

“Jareth the Protector?” Rosset brightened at
the name, also familiar, apparently, even hidden behind their
forest wall. “I am sorry if I offered insult,” he added, warming to
Delf now that she had more champions for friends. “Not every knight
earns a great name, it’s true.” His eyes twinkled as he said it,
sharing a joke, Rosset of Dant to Delf of Nowhere. He clapped his
hands together. “At least the Knights of the Seat are all family.
Even those of us long time away from the barracks. Isn’t that
so?”

He could not have chosen better words to
calm Prityal or smooth the wrinkle from her brow. “You should
visit, when the field work and the weather allows. There are many
instructors or retired knights who still claim rooms, and they
would enjoy your company.”

It was a kind offer, though Delf wondered if
the older, injured knight would enjoy a long, uncomfortable
journey—or a shorter, even more uncomfortable journey, if he passed
through the Wood instead of around it.

“We could carry messages back for you when
our mission here is ended,” Prityal continued, more personable when
it came to the barracks and the knights there. “I’m sure you must
have friends at the Seat who’d like to hear from you.”

Delf turned to the watching farmers and
would-be begleys. She focused on the girl with the braids, who
seemed to be splitting her attention between Prityal and Delf, and
slipped around Prityal to speak with her.

The girl looked up, nowhere near Delf’s
height, as did several of the others.

Delf smiled at them all. “I can see to the
icors—even Frire, if I am polite. But I want to remind you all to
give him a wide berth, and to be cautious around Kee. He is
particular. She is friendlier, but generally only when I, or
someone she is familiar with, is near.” Delf found herself falling
into the voice and manner of an instructor. She couldn’t help it;
it was their wide eyes. “This is part of their training, so that no
one may try to steal one in battle if their rider is knocked from
the saddle or is fighting on foot. But it’s also just their
personalities.” These ones, the three absorbing her every word
about barracks icors, were eager begleys, most certainly. They had
probably run to Rosset, not the other way around.

But they might be loyal to him for that
reason, so Delf held in her questions about him for the
present.

“I’m not sure about our packs,” she
confessed. The girl had seemed sensible enough and might have
answers. “Is there place to sleep out here, or do you return to
your homes every night?”

“We sleep here most of the time, when we
visit. The travel home would take too long. But I’m sure he will
find you rooms. Someone will give up a room for Prityal—and of
course you.” The girl glanced to the side, then back to Delf. Delf
looked over out of curiosity, and only saw Prityal, still talking
with Rosset, feigning to not notice all the eyes on her. The girl
continued, ravenously curious. “Or will you be staying with
her?”

“Ah.” A wise person would have remembered
that even begleys had brains and knew how to use them. Delf had no
answer to the question. She had not expected to be separated. She
had deliberately not thought of what might or might not happen if
they lay together again, but she had still assumed their bedrolls
would be close. “A pile of straw will do for me,” she answered at
last. “Or a clean patch of ground near a fire, if you have
one.”

“You’re a Knight of the Seat,” a
young individual with very bright, and likely barely healed,
hammermarks protested in shock.

That, at least, brought Delf back to her
senses and allowed some of her odd, bitter humor to return. “Are
you basing this on the old songs and stories? If you think on those
carefully, you will realize those knights were not stopping to
sleep in beds while on their quests.”

There was a collective “Oh” from her
audience of three.

Delf glanced to Prityal again, found her
turned away. She cleared her throat. “A clean patch of ground will
do,” she repeated. “You,” she addressed the girl with the neat
braids. She had a round face, tanned from outside work, with sunny
tones beneath the warm brown. Delf called her a girl but she was
about the age Delf had been when Til Din had drawn her into battle.
“What’s your name?”

“Bors.” Bors belatedly offered Delf a
salute. She did so with a grin. Delf saluted her back, and abruptly
felt very old at the sight of that grin. She was six years and
several kills away from a grin like that.

“Bors.” Delf inclined her head in respectful
greeting. “Once I have settled the icors and Prityal’s goat friend,
what can I do to help with tonight’s meal?” Again, they all looked
surprised, and again, Delf felt years and years older than them
when she truly was not. Still, she quirked a smile. “Did you really
think knights did no work? Who would run the barracks, then? There
is always work, no matter what profession you choose, or what house
you make.” She stopped there, growing serious. “But Prityal and I
are here to help, if you need us.”

“With what?” Bors wondered, confused. “I
thought the Seat had the problems.”

Delf looked back at Prityal, her heartbeat
quickening to find Prityal’s eyes on her. She swallowed, but nodded
toward the stables to indicate her intent, and waited until Prityal
frowned before she headed back inside.

She left the packs where they were for the
moment, so she could better to tend to two watchful war beasts and
one greedy goat. The three young humans followed her, fascinated
with the icors, likely, or curious about how knights went about
with their work.

“If you have questions, you may as well ask
them,” Delf offered, though she was tired and her thoughts were
many and unsettled. If she stayed where she was, Prityal was
remained in her sight. Delf exhaled a little in relief, then did
her best to focus on the questions from Rosset’s most promising
begleys.
















IN THE END, the interior of the ruin was
both more and less impressive than Delf had imagined. She wanted to
know how the high ceiling had been achieved, but also knew she
wouldn’t understand if a stonemason figured it out and explained it
to her. At the same time, this relic of the past was really just a
large, rectangular room, big enough to carry an echo, and probably
impossible to heat in the winter except for the places directly in
front of the massive fireplaces at either end.

Rosset and his begleys, since Delf knew no
other way to describe them, had filled some of the space with
roughly hewn tables, benches, and a few chairs. This was where they
all ate, it seemed. There were carved or sculpted niches in the
walls, which someone had filled with thick candles of beeswax,
though only a handful were lit. On the long sides of the building
were high windows, small arches cut out of the stone to let in
light and air, some of the walls still marked with traces of paint
or enamel.

It could have been the hall of a cheve, if
on a much grander scale. But, on their short tour of the ruin, none
had called Rosset that, including Rosset.

The vast, echoing chamber had a narrow
corridor along one side, lined with smaller rooms of differing
sizes, probably meant for varying purposes, so long ago. Rosset
apparently stayed in one of them, not his house in the village. He
brought out some of his things, including his old helmet and
breastplate, to show Prityal, and Delf had followed after them and
said nothing despite the increasingly displeased looks she received
from Ainle’s Champion. Delf had been vaguely interested in the
older armor, the vanity and tradition that had led Rosset to have
sigils and designs embossed on the metal and worn leather. But
Rosset wasn’t displaying them for her, and Delf had considered it
more of her duty to keep an eye on everything else.

Rosset’s energy had flagged near the end.
Prityal had left him to walk down the stairs by himself, without
offering him her arm. She must have been concerned for his
pride.

Then, in the last moments before the sun
truly went down, the begleys returned to attend to their evening
meal preparations, and with more questions, and Delf was pulled to
the kitchens after one final look at Prityal. Prityal was sitting
before a fire, with half a dozen eager faces turned toward her, her
attention away from Delf.

It was almost like being home again.
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THE EVENING MEAL in the ruin felt much the same. If Delf closed her
eyes, the chatter was just like the noise of the barracks as hungry
knights and knights-in-training bickered, flirted, and debated over
their meals.

She did not close her eyes for long, though
she was tired. She had been trying to catch Prityal’s attention for
some time, since Delf had arrived too late to sit near her.
Truthfully, she didn’t think the begleys, or Rosset, for that
matter, would have given up space for her even if she’d been
early.

She had dashed in, still overly warm from
the kitchens, holding a large bowl full of bread, and let Bors drag
her to the bench on one side of the long table. Prityal was several
seats down and on the other side, at Rosset’s right. Rosset, at the
head, didn’t seem to notice much beyond the Tyrant-slayer supping
in his grand hall.

Delf sipped her wine, ate her soup, and
wished once or twice that she was back in the barracks, where
Prityal had also ignored her, or seemed to ignore her, but it had
bothered her less because she had not ever expected more. Here, in
this place, Prityal would not look at her, had not, since Delf had
come in and sat down.

Prityal had smiled at her at first, wide and
welcoming and a touch relieved. In the moment it had taken Delf to
accept that smile was for her, it had already faded. Bors had
leaned over to pour some wine into her cup as well as the one in
front of Delf, and Prityal had frowned and looked down. A moment
later, she had turned to answer something one of the others had
asked her, and she had not looked over again, not in any of the
times Delf had raised her head from her meal.

It was just as well that Delf had been given
a room to herself for the night, though she worried that without
someone friendly around her, Prityal would not sleep, too afraid of
having bad dreams in this unfamiliar place, surrounded by people
who expected her to be fearless.

Delf did not even know where Prityal was
meant to sleep. Delf had been offered a small room that was
obviously claimed by someone else, or many someones, who had given
it up so that a Knight of the Seat might use it. It was tiny, with
high, narrow, unshuttered squares for windows, and a straw pallet
in one corner, and a mysterious stone that stuck out from one wall,
which had been carved and painted probably centuries ago, and which
now was used to hold a pitcher of water and a bowl.

Prityal’s room was likely much the same.
Nothing either of them could object to, and yet Delf worried.

She worried without enjoying her wine much,
and occasionally turning to answer something Bors or one of Bors’
friends would ask. She wanted to tug at her hair, free it from the
two braids it had been quickly bound into when the steam from the
kitchens had undone Prityal’s work, but she did not want to offend
Bors.

She did wonder how Rosset could have these
people here, and let them play at sparring and the life of knights,
and not see the few who would serve him best if he did claim the
title of cheve. If he did, he had not treated any one of them
differently from any of the others, though he did know their names,
and, as the meal progressed, discussed some of their skills with
Prityal.

As though there would be time for Prityal to
stay here to teach them. Delf could not determine Rosset’s plan, or
even if he had one. Maybe he simply longed for the company of a
knight, or someone from the Seat. As best as Delf could tell, he
had wandered into these ruins, studied them as much as he could,
and the begleys had found him.

There was something in that. She didn’t know
what. But something. A sign of what might be done, or what should
be done. A sign that the children of farmers were sometimes as
bored as older, retired knights. A sign that the Three were not
done with this place.

Delf was not drunk or even a little
wine-addled as she wondered if the Three planned everything, like a
much-awaited midsummer feast, or if They merely used what material
was on hand, like a meal made from whatever remained in a pantry,
or if the planning was for humans, and the Three provided fields
and fruit and game and waited to see what would be presented.

It was the place making her question and
speculate when she would not possibly receive answers. They would
all have to stumble along like Laradoc had and hope for a happy
ending to their tale.

She reached for her wine but contented
herself with a sip.

Prityal took a drink from her cup as well.
She tended to prefer ale to wine, but it might have been water in
her cup for all Delf knew. She did not sip. Delf realized why when
the end of Rosset’s question reached her.

“…But won’t you tell us what truly
happened?”

Delf did not breathe.

Those at the table seemed to go still and
quiet in a slow progression, as if those who heard the request
whispered it to those farther down the table, until the room was
nearly silent except for the crackle of burning wood in the
fireplaces and the soft thump of Prityal’s cup as she put it
down.

It was not that it was not done to speak of
the Tyrant, or even of the slaying of the Tyrant. It was that no
one in the barracks or the Seat needed to hear of it, and the
begleys and squires would never have dared to ask Prityal to
recount it.

Delf had never heard Prityal tell the story,
though no one would have objected to her right to do so. Knights of
the Seat were meant to be diligent and humble, as Rosset had told
everyone, but Prityal did not discuss her actions that day even in
terms of her duty. She had her own reasons for that, and Delf and
others had respected them.

“It is a straightforward tale. Dull, if
you’re wanting adventure.” Prityal had her chin up but her gaze
remained on the table for another few moments. “Mil—” She stopped
before uttering the Tyrant’s name. “A cheve from Roselin decided
four years without a chevetein was too long, or perhaps that the
approval of the sky, the land, and the water, was not necessary.
They told a lie, that the Three had accepted them, that they were
now chevetein and anyone who did not witness the signs had
misunderstood them. But there were no signs.”

She said it without a trace of doubt in her
voice and raised her eyes to consider everyone at the table.

“The more orders they gave, the more things
fell apart. Other cheves protested. Some wanted to take the Seat
for themselves, and while the Knights of the Seat attended to that,
the false chevetein tried to use the knights of Roselin on the
defiant cheves.”

A clean description for chaotic, frightening
months filled with rising tensions and more and more spilled
blood.

“The Knights of the Seat, and others,
objected. It was our duty to object. A chevetein would have known
that, would have felt that. Instead, we were attacked while
still weakened and away from the Seat.” Til Din. Where Delf had
become a knight because so few knights were left. Where Prityal had
screamed for hours when the arrowhead could not be removed.

Prityal was distant. She seemed unaware of
everyone’s eyes on her. Delf doubted that she was.

“A foolish move,” Delf commented. She was
quiet, but many startled at the sound of her voice. Prityal
blinked. Delf gave her a small smile, then turned toward the others
to explain. “Foolish of the Tyrant to essentially take on two
battles with only one force they could count on. The remaining
Knights of the Seat had now hardened against them, and many of the
other cheves were not pleased.”

With no eyes on her while Delf was speaking,
Prityal take a deep breath, then released it. She glanced at Delf,
gaze warm again, then away. She swallowed before speaking.

“It took us some time to rest and heal and
plan, and to finish subduing the cheves who also thought to name
themselves leader. We had help. Some good cheves and their knights
who rode with us back to the Seat, but the Tyrant had fled to
Roselin. Roselin had ruins, not as great as this, but the Tyrant
had made them into a stronghold. We had to be careful. The people
of Roselin had committed no crimes against Ainle, and the false
chevetein’s knights were everywhere. When we eventually reached the
stronghold, I found them. It was chance only that I did. Any of the
others would have done what I did, had they come upon the Tyrant
first.”

Delf had heard the pretender hadn’t even had
a chance to use their sword. Knowing what Prityal was like when her
blood was up and she had made a decision, she believed it.

“It was the will of the Three.” Prityal made
that addition softly, then took another drink. Delf was surprised
until she noticed the fine tremors in Prityal’s hand. “The skies
lit up, afterward. The way they say they do when a chevetein is
accepted by Them.” Prityal licked her lips and turned sharply to
Rosset. “Did they? Did the skies fill with colors when Brennus was
accepted by the Three?”

“Yes,” Rosset answered simply, his gaze
lingering on Prityal before he abruptly smiled and raised his head
to address everyone. “The sun came through the clouds and colors
filled the sky, both in the clouds and stretching to the ground. It
was a marvelous moment.”

“This story.” Bors sighed with the
weight of someone who has heard the same story many times. Yet she
leaned forward as if eager to hear it again.

“The previous chevetein had died. Rou had
been a good leader, slow to act, some said, but decent, and caring.
But he did not die of old age.” Rosset paused there, for no reason
Delf could think save to make the story more interesting. “As
happens sometimes. Nonetheless, some said it was a sign that he had
failed in some way, or lost belief.”

Delf frowned but held her tongue.

Rosset continued. “I admit, there were some
conflicts with Rou, but don’t recall the details of those. I was
young and cared more about learning and fighting then
politics.”

A familiar attitude that had Delf looking
fondly toward Prityal, only to find Prityal looking back at her.
Prityal seemed just as startled to be caught staring. She parted
her lips as if she had something to say, then firmed them and
turned attentively toward Rosset. Her hand closed around her
cup.

“Months went by.” Rosset enjoyed the tale,
that was clear. “A year. Everyone who was interested went to the
Shrine to offer themselves. None were accepted. Then, Brennus, who
liked to drink with the knights and the priests, but was a sort
of…” Rosset’s eyes were almost gleaming “I would not say entirely a
layabout—they were always working at something. But… Brennus had
many interests, and no calling. And they were fond of stopping to
enjoy a handful of ripe summer berries, or a good drink of ale.
They were the child of a farmer, and were fairly knowledgeable of
planting and the seasons despite having no love for it. They could
scrap with us knights, cook, handle animals. Brennus did love to
garden. Perhaps tending a kitchen garden suited them more than
managing whole fields. They were also fond of making pots. Quite
good ones. Very beautiful.” Rosset focused on the listening
begleys, then again on Prityal. “So, it had been a year or nearly a
year when Brennus started asking about the Shrine of the Seat.
Were we sure the offers had to be made there? Was there a
ritual? How did we know if it worked or if it was just a rainy day
with rainbows in the sky? They pestered the priests, too,
vexing them, I’m sure. Finally, the priest of the Three who had
worked with Rou sent Brennus to the stream to see the Shrine for
themselves and reminded them that anyone was welcome to go, even
those not offering themselves as chevetein.”

Rosset lowered his voice. “Lord of Fools, it
did not occur me that the chevetein did not have to be a knight.
Just as it did not occur to me then that magic-users do not have to
be priests. We have forgotten what once was.” He inhaled, shaky and
pained, before straightening his shoulders and offering a smile.
“We all laughed and waited for Brennus’s return, certain there
would be plenty of ale and more of Brennus’s questions.”

“But the earth moved, the stream rose, and
the skies lit with color,” Prityal finished.

Rosset banged his fist against the table and
nodded excitedly. “It was everything the stories say. The first
time I began to truly believe the legends. I believed in the Three,
you understand, but not the legends. Then Brennus walked out from
the Shrine, through the town that makes up the Seat,
changed, although their appearance was the same. The
presence of the Three could be felt. Bowls rattled and fell
from tables, shattering. Brennus stopped in one doorway and, within
the home, someone felt the quickening of childbirth. The cats in
the street circled their ankles, which startled them more than when
an exhausted, stunned Brennus fell into the arms of an old friend,
and a touch from Brennus pulled the pain from their friend’s
joints.”

Delf sucked in a breath. She had heard that,
but had not thought it true.

“Brennus could barely stand, so they sat in
the dirt, with the sky still bright and the ground now wet, and
held the hands of anyone with injuries, old or new, or with
sickness, even something as small as a sniffle. Then, eventually,
it stopped. All of it. And Brennus slept, right there, and woke the
same Brennus, except now the chevetein. Even now, I am not certain
why Brennus was compelled to go to the Shrine. Or why it took so
long for them to do so. The Three do as They will. Though I wish
They were a little clearer.”

Delf unobtrusively drank to that. Prityal
looked as if she wanted to as well. One of the begleys sighed.

“Did you try?” Prityal asked her ale
before giving Rosset a careful, sideways study.

Bors snorted. Delf assumed that the answer
was yes.

“All the knights did.” Rosset said it with
less pride than Delf had expected. “Got drunk first, usually. It…”
he hesitated. “It seems a lark until you are there. Even when They
do not speak, They are present.”

Prityal gave him a shining smile of relief
that made Delf’s chest ache. “Shrines have that effect on me as
well.”

Delf put a hand to her heart and shook her
head at both of them. Attended and loved shrines were always
powerful, but the Shrine of the Seat was something else.

Rosset spoke before Delf could. “Some
shrines have more power, but the Three are everywhere. I’m so
pleased you agree.”

That was an opening, at least. The Ladylord
of Restraint had no hold on Delf now. “We heard there is a shrine
somewhere nearby, perhaps as old as this place and still in use?
I’d love to visit if we have the chance.” She did her best to
soften her intensity by adding, “My devotion is not much to offer,
but if I can get even a small measure of Their favor, I like to try
for it.”

She was not expecting Rosset’s scowl. “Do
you have no faith in the Wise? Even after what I have just told
you?”

“She does.” Prityal briefly put her hand
over Rosset’s on the table. Her voice was gentle, but it carried.
“Delflenor once trained to be a priest. She just has an odd sense
of humor.”

Someone else might have said she spoke with
pride. Delf said nothing at all, her throat unexpectedly tight.

Rosset nodded and seemed to lose whatever
offense he had taken. He turned to Delf, considering, and then
intrigued. “A priest? There are none in this area, save a follower
of the Hunter who wanders through from time to time.”

“Former priest-in-training,” Delf corrected
quietly. “But do you really have no priests? Not even someone to
help with your planting and harvests?” She cleared her throat,
which made speaking somewhat easier. “No wonder times are getting
trying.”

Prityal shot her a look somewhere between
chiding and stern.

Delf raised her eyebrows innocently despite
conflicting feelings about that look.

Rosset, who did not know Delf, evidently
took her seriously. “What do you think of the situation? Has Ainle
been forsaken? One year’s absence gave us Brennus. Is this the end,
or will a decade’s absence give us someone greater?”

He turned to Prityal. Everyone did that.
Delf had done that. For something Prityal thought of as her
secret failure.

Delf raised her voice. “It’s not a role to
be taken lightly.”

Rosset made a face as though Delf had
interrupted him before he could say more. Delf hoped she had.

Prityal was watching, her expression
shuttered.

Delf forced herself to look away, to Rosset,
and then to the others. “The chevetein is the one who might be
touched by all the spirits.” As opposed to most priests, who
devoted themselves to one or two. “The one to live in service. To
deal with troublesome cheves as well as those outside Ainle, and
the Guilds and other craftspeople, the harvests. Brennus did all
that and still took the time to care for….”

“There are some who already live in
service,” Rosset cut off Delf just as she realized her voice was
strained and embarrassingly high. He did not gesture at Prityal,
but his meaning was clear. “The chevetein must solve some petty
disputes, certainly. But I am speaking of someone capable of
withstanding the attentions of the Three, someone strong enough to
wield their power, if only for a while. The chevetein can make dry
rivers flow and heal any wound, heal even the dying, for a time, if
the Three grant it. The chevetein is Their hand, utterly human, but
special.”

Delf closed her mouth and said nothing,
though there were some who should have asked for the blessing of
Restraint who clearly had not.

Brennus might have asked the Three for help
and might have been able to wield Their power, perhaps in times of
great trouble. But they had ruled wisely, and the Knights of the
Seat had been happy to serve them, and there had been no great
strife. That might have been skill, or the will of the Three, or
chance alone.

Brennus had been good at things like
predicting rain showers or guessing what someone really wanted when
they came to the chevetein to make a complaint. But that might have
been experience. Brennus had been chevetein for decades by
then.

Delf would have died for Brennus in a
similar, yet very different, way to how she knew could offer her
life for Prityal’s. Brennus and Prityal both offered hope, and
strength, and love to everyone they met. They were the best of
Ainle. The new chevetein would have to equal that. It should be
Prityal, but it was not. And Prityal did not want it to be.

If there was to be great strife…. Delf
frowned at an empty cup, and then startled a little when Bors
refilled it for her.

“Thank you,” Delf told her with a smile,
“but I have no intention of having more.” Drinking as she worried
was habit, but one easily left behind. She looked again to Prityal
as Prityal turned toward Rosset.

“Is the lack of a chevetein connected to the
reason you sent for us?” If Prityal made an attempt to gentle her
tone, it was not much of an effort.

“Fuck,” Delf muttered under her breath. That
was not patience or diplomacy. Which should at least convince
Rosset that Prityal was no chevetein.

Rosset did not take offense, or seem at all
deterred by Prityal’s bluntness. His happiness was explained with
his next words. “I sent to the Seat for the best. I received
knights. I received Prityal the Pure. If that is not the
work of the Three, I don’t know what is.”

He was right.

Fuck. Delf said it to herself only
this time and held very still with great effort. She needed to say
something before Prityal would.

“May I ask,” Delf tried to sound only
politely interested, yet also be loud enough to be heard down the
table, “the youngsters here.” She gestured to Bors, the others.
“Are you building a collection of knights in order to make yourself
a cheve?”

Some of the youngsters, some of whom were
older than Prityal, stirred.

Rosset shook his head, seemingly without
regret. “At my age? No.”

“You are hale and sharp enough, if they want
you to,” Prityal observed, as though just now remembering that she
ought to be diplomatic or flattering. “An injury would not stop
you, surely, if people needed you.”

Delf coughed. Not every knight was capable
of Prityal’s determined greatness.

Prityal did not spare Delf a glance.

“But they do not need me,” Rosset replied
mildly. Delf should have been calmed by that. She was calmed
by that. But then she wondered how many people in all of Ainle
would not at least consider the possibility of power if
offered it. Rosset interrupted her disconcerted musing. “Look at
this place. This area did well enough before I arrived, and has
continued to do so. It’s the rest of Ainle that is facing a
problem, and no one seems to have an answer.”

Prityal worked her jaw. “We have defended
the Seat,” she said hotly. “At significant cost.”

“I am certain you have, Prityal of Ters.”
Rosset slowly shook his head. “But there is still no one to occupy
the chevetein’s home. No one with the backing of the Three to quell
the ambitious, or make judgements the cheves would respect, to
watch the borders. No one to even encourage more than simple
production of that which we need.”

Prityal gave him a confused frown, but sat
quietly, listening.

Rosset liked his own voice, it was true, but
Delf was equally caught out by his strange words.

“There’s no one to question the ways of the
priests, or to examine what we once built.” Rosset did not have to
gesture at the hall around them. “When I came here… I was bored.
Frequently. I was used to action, people, travel. When I felt well
enough, I rode and rode until I came out here and found this and…
thought again about the legends. We sing them, quote them. We trade
stories, on a small scale, with those along the borders. But
really, we know nothing. We don’t know what is beyond the
wilderness, or if there are still creatures in the Wood. All of
that was lost. But this stands, proof.”

The legends were stories grown fantastic
over time. But the knights, the wanderers, even the creatures, must
have been real once, in some way.

“We have faced one crisis already in the
time since Brennus, and will likely face more, whether or not
someone goes to the Seat and asks the Wise for Their favor.”
Brennus had the room’s attention although the begleys must have
heard similar ideas from him before. That was why they were here.
They’d had dreams of being knights, or simply wanted to escape
their lives for a while, yes, certainly, but they were also here
because Rosset was talking about things that even priests rarely
dared. “The question is, if we are granted the chevetein I believe
we will be granted, is it to give us more quiet and comfort and
something like calm? Or are times of legend ahead of us? Are we to
be guided through a storm?”

Delf stopped herself from reaching for her
wine. Much too far away from her, Prityal took a long drink from
her cup.

“These are thoughts to give us nightmares—if
we sleep,” Delf remarked, strain back in her voice.

Rosset nodded, though his expression did not
change. “I also considered this: if the Three are everywhere, then
what happens here matters just as much as the Seat.” Delf did not
think Rosset had shared that sentiment before, because Bors stopped
drinking, and many of those at the table had not begun to chatter
amongst themselves as they had for Rosset’s other stories. “What
happens here, even protected and hidden by the tangles of Oryl
Wood, is a smaller version of what is happening around us. Even
without cheves and their knights occasionally making displays on
the other side of the Wood, trying to claim this land, there is
trouble.”

“Is it that winter approaches, and your
fields are not yet fully harvested, or replanted, and there are
roofs in need of work before the rains?”

Delf did not realize she had spoken until
Prityal said, “Delflenor,” as though Delf was the impolitic
one.

“The work will get done,” Bors insisted.
Delf looked at her rather than Prityal, not wanting to know if
Prityal was turned from her still. Bors managed to seem both
defiant and sheepish. “We know we’ve been here too much. I suppose
we got carried away. Some are going to head back… once you two are
gone.” She admitted to that without shame. Delf could not fault her
or anyone of them for it. Naturally, they were curious. “But
knights are humble and diligent. They work hard, so we should as
well.”

Delf forgave her for quoting Rosset, since
it had helped her make her point. She gave Bors and the others a
smile, and blinked in surprise at the warmth of the smiles she got
in return. “Are some of you considering becoming knights,
then?”

“When you hear a call, you should answer.”
Rosset nearly sighed it. “I didn’t summon these young ones here.
They came here on their own as I explored this ruin and pondered
its meaning. They wanted meaning, too. And hope.”

An old Knight of the Seat in an isolated
village, telling tales of past glory, underneath this incredible
ceiling, and time away from work at home was what called most of
these people here. But some might have also wanted meaning, wanted
to know that things could and would go on.

“The danger.” Prityal broke into Delf’s
worrying and Rosset’s pondering. She might worry and ponder on her
own later, in fact, she likely would, but not until the threat had
passed. “You truly did not expect knights?”

Rosset shrugged. “I thought perhaps priests.
But I am not objecting to your presence, Prityal of Ters.” He sat
back, satisfied, at the sound of the name. “It’s certain this was
all meant to be. Whatever that is.” He stared at Prityal with the
hungry attention of a child before an unattended platter of cakes,
or a cat who had just seen a flicker in the dark.

Delf often stared at Prityal with hunger,
though at least her gaze had held love and lust as well as worship.
She did not trust Rosset with Prityal’s wellbeing any more than she
had trusted the begleys in the barracks with it.

“Tomorrow,” Rosset announced in a final
tone. “I will show Delflenor the shrine, and we will ride through
the Wood. We can then discuss the problem here.”

Which was part of the problem in all of
Ainle, according to him. It was frustrating that he might be
right.

“We will need armor.” Prityal must have been
clenching her teeth to hold in her impatience with this vague
answer. “Are you suffering incursions from a neighboring cheve
again? Or is it some magic, and priests would be better? Your
message was not clear.”

Rosset refused to spar with Prityal as well,
it seemed. He only smiled. “Some of my old armor may do, though it
will not do you justice. We will ride out in the morning. I would
like to see the Champion in action.”

He was about to see the Champion’s
temper.

“What of your begleys here?” Delf butted in.
“They may have come here on their own, but you did not have to
train them. You could have sent them to the Seat.”

That caused more than a little commotion. It
must not have occurred to anyone at the table that they could go to
the Seat at any time. If they did not know that, then the Seat
should send more merchants and artisans this way—though not through
the Wood. It was luck only that had kept Delf and Prityal from
encountering anything larger than a stag, and that the weather had
made the sky light enough for them to see in the dense forest.

“No one has mentioned it to me, and I would
only send those who truly wanted to go.” Rosset considered Delf
with faint surprise. “But should I send them? Even here, we hear
the rumors about the Seat. The skirmishes. The victories.” His tone
sharpened. “The losses.”

Prityal visibly stiffened. “There is no
chevetein.”

As if all it took was a sign of distress
from Prityal, Rosset became a somewhat tired, strained figure once
again, as though he could barely stay up in his seat. “The troubles
have taken their toll on all of us. But you have had a wearying
journey and there is no use discussing anything more tonight.”

Prityal stared at her cup, furious or
blaming herself for failures for that were not her fault. But she
was not a squire for Rosset to scold.

“Any rumors you hear about the Seat and its
knights there are nothing to what it is,” she declared, holding her
head up proudly.

“Then tell us about it. Please. Tell them.”
Rosset nodded toward the rest of the table. “They are tired of my
stories and could use something new. Show them what the Seat
means.”

Prityal had not thawed. “I am not good at
storytelling.”

“What about the battle in Roselin? The
Battle for the Seat?”

Delf turned to look, but could not determine
who had asked the question. “Is that what they call it?” she
wondered, only half-serious. In the barracks, it was referred to
simply as Roselin. Like with Til Din, that was all that was
necessary. Delf gave the room a mocking grin. “My job was clearing
buildings around the stronghold, making sure the people inside were
safe and stayed in. I also was tasked with removing any of the
Tyrant’s knights and allies who happened to be about. They
generally did not want to be removed.” They had hidden in barns and
cellars, behind doorways, sometimes in the homes of their
families.

Prityal met Delf’s eyes. “Horrible work,”
she offered softly.

Delf did not pretend otherwise. “But
necessary to help a champion reach her foe.” She turned to Bors,
some of the others who did not understand. “It is not done on the
back of an icor. It is not arrows or spears. It is leather armor
and mail if you are fortunate enough to claim some, and it is
knives and hands and… very close.” She gave them another grin, this
one slightly less false. “Most of the people of Roselin were happy
to help us. A tyrant has tyrannical friends, you see. But… if you
are after a story, a better one is the tale of the Champion, the
Just, who did not slay the false chevetein in order to take the
Seat for herself, or even as revenge although a knight serving the
false chevetein had caused her pain. The spring was too long in
coming. The sun did not shine. Seeds could not be planted, and
flowers failed to bloom, giving the bees nothing and leaving the
fruit trees bare come autumn. Or they would have, if the Tyrant had
remained. The people would be hungry. They would turn cruel. There
would be more fighting. Because one person chose not to do as
Prityal did when given the same choice.”

“She did it because there was no one else
who could do it, and she served the Seat, so it was her duty.”
Delf’s voice was hoarse as though she had been speaking for hours.
Memory made her sound rough. “And the Seat, as Rosset has said, is
everywhere. In your fields and in that pond of yours in the Wood,
and in this ruin, too. There is good in working hard in the fields
to provide food—unless you don’t like it, in which case, find
something you do like and do that, like Brennus did. Bathing in
that pond—and whatever else you all do there—is also good. Admire
this place, wonder how it was made, try to make something like it,
if you can. These are all powerful acts. They are giving, even when
they are selfish. I cannot imagine the Three would object. But if
you become a knight or a cheve for adventure and glory, you may end
up like the Tyrant, and those who served them.”

Delf looked away from every stunned,
startled face and frowned thoughtfully at her forgotten soup. “I
appear to have had too much wine,” she lied, letting the moment
pass.

“You barely had any,” Bors corrected, but
did not give her more.

“There is nothing remarkable in what I did.”
Prityal might have looked toward her, but Delf did not risk a
glance up.

“That you truly believe so is what makes it
remarkable,” Delf told her. Just her, and no one else.

“Can we build something like this
place?” One of the begleys asked from farther down the table, and
several people began to eagerly debate the idea, leaving Delf to
stare at her bowl and her cup of wine, and wonder if she would need
to discuss her feelings with Prityal, after this, or if she had
just made them clear.
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 A BAD SLEEP the night before and too many
thoughts in her head had Delf retiring early, although still after
many of the begleys had started to slink from the great hall toward
wherever they had made their beds. She offered to assist with
clearing up, but was shooed away like a visiting guest instead of a
knight, and was too tired to argue the point again. She had spent
the rest of her meal in silence, listening to Prityal’s quiet
murmurs to Rosset and excited talk of the future from the
others.

She didn’t realize Prityal was following her
from the room until she was in the corridor, struggling by the
light of only a few thick candles to recall which little cell had
been given to her.

Delf turned around to face her, barely aware
of the one or two begleys who nodded awkwardly at them as they
passed.

Prityal’s lips were pushed out and her brow
was wrinkled, and she stopped not far from Delf.

Delf kept her voice low. “You seem upset, my
lady.”

The pout became an outright frown. “He’s
being vague. And I’ve no mind for waxings about legends.”

Delf unexpectedly wanted to smile. She
contained the urge, but only barely. “You managed well enough.”
Prityal did not seem appeased, but also did not deepen her frown,
so Delf stepped in closer. “Most of these children and farmers and
would-be begleys will go home once we are gone and they realize
better how their families are struggling. But some will think of
traveling to the Seat, to study with the stonemasons or the textile
workers or yes, to go to the barracks. They might have already if
they had known they could. We shouldn’t have ignored this place.
The people here should know they matter to the Seat as much as the
people anywhere else.”

Prityal studied Delf with wide eyes, then
bit her lip and glanced away. “His words… that what is happening
here is the same as it is in the Seat. Do you also think so? That
people are wondering if we can go on and are looking for
meaning?”

“I don’t know,” Delf told her honestly. “I
think they look for strength and hope, as always. That’s why they
turn to you. For anything else, faith or happiness or adoration, I
don’t know where they will turn.” But she did not want to add to
Prityal’s distress, so she tried to lighten her tone. “Are you now
bothered as well?”

Prityal raised her head, her gaze warm and
worried. “We are standing in a place that once mattered and then
was forgotten.”

Neither of them seemed to breathe for
several moments, then Delf slowly nodded. “Ainle has many abandoned
shrines,” she said, a whisper of comfort. “We always make new
ones.”

“The Seat is a shrine,” Prityal answered
gravely. In more light, Delf might have seen her tremble.

She took Prityal’s hand and said nothing
while a few more begleys filed past them.

“So, this might not be a problem that
requires a sword. We will manage.” Delf made herself sound sure of
it, while wondering what had become of her that the Hope herself
was looking to Delf for courage and resolve. “We will do what needs
to be done, here, and elsewhere. This might be nothing at all.
Rosset seems to like stories. Perhaps he has imagined himself in
one. Maybe this is merely runaway knights from a neighboring cheve
camping in the woods and disturbing the game. Or maybe it will be
an adventure, and unusual beasts do still roam the Wood—it
has been left to return to wilderness for a very long time.”
Prityal tangled their fingers together. It was distracting, even in
a heavy moment. “Although, if there are monsters or magic-users,
the two of us will not do much good, even if one of us is the
Tyrant-slayer.”

Prityal’s expression went stubborn. “You are
a formidable opponent.”

For once, to make Prityal happier, or
because of the memory of Roselin, Delf did not shrug that off. “Not
against magic, or an army of legend, if that is what’s out there.
Not even you could stand against that.”

“We aren’t going to fight them.” Prityal was
now the one trying to offer comfort. “We are going to look. To
scout.”

Delf made a sour face. “He’s had time
to scout.”

“You don’t like him.” Prityal, perhaps
absently, pulled Delf’s hand to her chest. “I thought you might,
despite his assumptions. He was a friend of Brennus.”

“Friend? Or a mere comrade?” Delf argued in
a whisper. “We know nothing of what they were to each other.”

She shivered when Prityal dropped her hand.
“I suppose we do not.” Prityal stared at her from very close, her
eyes still wide and bright until her attention fell on the braid
curved over Delf’s shoulder. She exhaled roughly. “Be sure to be
sharp in the morning,” she directed unevenly, and then looked even
more unhappy. “Try to get some sleep, if you can.”

Delf was not the one who had trouble finding
sleep. She lifted her eyebrows but kept her voice steady and
teasing. “The drink did not relax you.”

She forgot Prityal was not used to being
teased.

Prityal straightened up, her attitude
growing even more prickly. “I’ve had only ale. You had more than
three servings of wine. Or was that just an excuse to….” Prityal
frowned, though it was not aimed at Delf, then stared at her boots.
“I am feeling poorly and will retire for the night.”

“All right,” Delf agreed softly, pretending
Prityal was not swaying from too much drink. She came closer in
spite of the frown. “But… will you sleep?” she pressed delicately.
The offer to hold Prityal through the night was on her tongue, but
Prityal wrapped her arms around herself, so Delf swallowed it down.
“Be careful,” she said instead. “Keep your sword near.”

Prityal snapped her head up. “I am always
careful.”

The champion of many contests was heated and
full of ale and slightly listing to the side. Delf gave her a smile
that overflowed with affection. “You got pissed when the Tyrant
threatened your friends, and you cut their head off, love.” Delf
had said that word again, and it was no less fond this time. “You
did it for all those reasons I told them over our dinner, but you
also did it because all the people you cared about were in danger,
and you were mad, so you risked yourself.” Delf had never heard any
version of Roselin where Prityal had fought alongside anyone.
Prityal had been alone, and furious, and in mortal danger because
of her fury. “It was still honorable, still remarkable, even if you
don’t like to speak of it. Rosset certainly seemed to want to hear
of it.”

“There are some who do not think me
foolish,” Prityal muttered, biting her lip again.

Delf stared at her, amazed and disbelieving.
“You know I don’t. I admire you, always have. Did you think I
volunteered to be here just to stretch Kee’s legs?”

She received a serious, if glassy, stare. “I
don’t know why you’re here, Delflenor,” Prityal said softly. “I am
not certain you know why you’re here. I will not force you
to join us in the forest tomorrow. You can stay here, if you’d
rather, spend time with your begleys. You clearly don’t trust
him.”

“And you think I’d trust him with you?” Delf
huffed. “You don’t know my motives, but you think you know what’s
in my thoughts?”

“Am I wrong?”

Delf huffed again, out of frustration more
than anger, and flicked her braid back over her shoulder. “He has
begleys like a cheve in need of force, and yet no one has asked him
to be. Tili’s opinion of him was not high—though, granted, Tili was
very tired from overwork. But… I can recall none of the older
knights I know ever mentioning Rosset with any particular fondness.
Perhaps they did, but I cannot recall it.” Delf paused before
barreling on. “And he stares at you too much.”

She sounded jealous and was fully aware of
it, even if Prityal was not. Her points, at least the rest of them,
remained valid.

Prityal exhaled, then nodded. “It’s still
our duty to offer aid. Do you believe that?”

“I think it’s risky,” Delf hedged. “Even if
Rosset is without ambition, and only likes to disturb our thoughts
with what is to come, we are still left to face whatever is out
there with only his vague assurances. What is the threat? Who will
report back if we…?” she faltered there, her argument vanishing as
she had known it would. “It’s bullshit,” she insisted, for form’s
sake. “But I will ride with you. You know I will.”

“Delflenor,” Prityal sighed her name
and swayed forward, her hands brushing Delf’s arms, then settling
at her wrists. She was soft and pliable as a warm candle. Drink
made her so. Delf had nearly forgotten.

She tipped her face up despite that, ready
to plead for Prityal to sleep, for Delf to be permitted to sleep
near her, when brighter light and an intruding voice made Prityal
pull away.

“Is everything all right?” Bors stood not
far from them, a candle in her hand, obviously on her way to her
bed. “Did you need anything?” She looked to Prityal first, then to
Delf, smiling a little, probably at the moment she imagined she had
interrupted between two lovers.

Prityal took another step back and shook her
head. “I’ll see you in the morning,” she said, to Delf or to Bors,
and disappeared into the room next to Delf’s.

“Good night,” Delf told Prityal quietly
though Prityal wouldn’t hear, and then summoned a smile for the
very confused Bors. “Are you and the others truly thinking of
becoming knights?” She spoke quickly, before Bors could ask another
thoughtless but well-meant question. Startled hesitation gave her
an answer. “Here? Or elsewhere?” Delf pressed.

“I don’t know.” Bors shuffled in place, then
met Delf’s gaze. “There’s talk the cheves on either side might
cross the Wood. Will the harvest matter then?”

“Yes,” Delf replied without thinking.
“Everyone still needs to eat.” So the tensions in the Seat carried
even beyond the Wood, like ripples in a stream. Rosset was right,
again. But her answer had not eased Bors’ worries. “Even defeated,
people will need to eat to carry on. So the harvest matters, and
storing food matters, and even making the pots to do that matters.
Carrying on does not mean giving up. Things may change. Yet here we
are, alive and well, in a place where those before us might have
fretted over the same things. So you do the work. You do your best.
And you stop to have some ale or a frolic in a pond once in a
while.”

Bors was still except for her breathing.
Then she blinked. “You are not what I thought knights would be, the
two of you. Well…” Bors glanced around the darkened, empty corridor
before waving toward the closed door to Prityal’s room “…she is, at
first. And then… she’s just a person, isn’t she? It’s why you watch
her so. You worry for her.”

Rendered speechless, Delf took a moment for
herself, and smiled though Prityal would not see it. “You will do
well, Bors,” she replied at last, “if you keep your sense about
you.”

With a grin, as if Delf had somehow helped
dispel her worries, Bors bobbed her head and began to walk away.
“I’ll leave you to your rest, then.”

“Good night,” Delf told her as well, before
she taking the nearest lit candle from its place in the wall and
slipping into her own room.
















SHE SPENT the night with her bag of bones
and its lies, listening for sounds from Prityal’s room. But the
walls were solid, or Prityal slept soundly, because Delf heard
nothing, and finally fell asleep some time after the candle began
to gutter.
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 DELF HAD WOKEN to a polite tap on her door and
stumbled off her pallet to hastily comb her hair and tie it in its
usual lazy knot at her nape. After straightening her clothing as
much as she could, she had strapped on her short sword and wished
for a hot breakfast she would not be getting. Then she’d emerged
into the cold, damp air of just before dawn.

She should have stopped for more than a
quickly grabbed oatcake, she reflected absently. She had instead
lingered outside Prityal’s room, but the door had been open and
Prityal had not been inside.

Now, still hungry, still tired, Delf sighed
and patted Kee, who was patiently following Frire and the small
icor Rosset was riding.

The Wood had begun to close around them not
long ago, although this part of the forest was not as closely grown
together and tangled as the places she and Prityal had ridden
through to reach this territory. The trees were also taller, and
the path they were on was wider and had seen more travelers in
recent years.

Rosset, who liked to talk more than a
drunken squire, was engaged in quiet conversation with Prityal.
Delf made no attempt to join in. She was fine where she was, close
enough to act yet far back enough to keep an eye on both of
them.

Prityal was tired, or possibly stewing,
though it was not in her nature to stew for long. Her need to help
and her temper were in conflict. As best as Delf could figure,
Prityal did not trust Rosset completely any more than Delf did, but
was angry at Delf because Delf had said so. Although, at her first
glimpse of Prityal that morning, Delf had assumed Prityal’s
irritation had passed.

Delf’s stomach had been an anxious storm
until she had seen Prityal, safe, her curls wild and bright against
a gray sky, her form tall and proud in an unfamiliar studded
leather breast and back plate, her cloak hanging off one shoulder.
She wore her padded doublet but not her mail.

Prityal’s eyes had found Delf immediately,
and she had released a breath, but no words. Delf had greeted with
her a nod. Having Prityal look at her, even with a frown, had
seemed enough, at the time.

She wondered if the ale had left Prityal
with an aching head, but was wise and did not ask. The ale was not
what had put her in a foul mood, so it hardly mattered.

Rosset had put on some armor to join them on
their journey into the Wood. It still fit him well, though it
weighed on him. His limp had been more pronounced, but he had
mounted his small icor without assistance. Delf was not sure if she
should offer any. Prityal certainly had not, though she had
introduced herself to the icor while Rosset had politely offered
Delf the use of a metal breastplate. Delf had declined, disliking
the feel of unfamiliar armor, and Prityal’s friendly expression for
the icor had turned into a scowl. Rosset had merely remarked on the
slash in Delf’s doublet, and said the armor would be waiting in his
room if she changed her mind.

Delf, glancing to Prityal, had thanked him
again and complimented the designs embossed on the leather of his
and Prityal’s armor. She made a note to ask about them later, if
they had meaning or were more knightly vanity… if Prityal hadn’t
killed Rosset by then.

“Do you mean to say that you called us here
to tell us of the danger at the Seat?” Prityal had asked that twice
now. “We know of the danger around the Seat. We live it.
Every day.”

She was actually containing her anger more
than Rosset deserved. Delf could only guess at why. Perhaps the
same reason Delf rode behind them to keep her eyes on both of them
yet had not interrupted them. No one, not even the priests who were
supposed to counsel the chevetein, spoke like Rosset did.

He had only begun talking, really talking,
once the ruin was far behind them and the trees began to press
closer. There was only the three of them.

Rosset, so far, had not shown any surprise
at Prityal’s fury—or any fear of it.

“You are concerned with protecting the
knights as well as the people who ask for help.” Rosset had yet to
even raise his voice. “But things are worse than we know if my
simple message brought you here. Why, in the name of the
Lords of Order, Disorder, and Unpredictability, would the most
famous knight, the most known name in Ainle, come here, with
only a lower-tier knight for a companion?”

Prityal’s tone could have sparked a fire.
“Delflenor is—"

“Delflenor’s experience was made evident
last night,” Rosset interrupted without apology or a glance back at
Delf. Delf kept her attention on Prityal. “There is no shame in it.
I have no doubt that, if I had been at Roselin, I would been one of
those left to the brutal, dirty fights that do not make heroes of
legend.”

A statement that finally made Delf speak.
“You were not a lower-tier.”

“No,” Rosset admitted, “but there were also
no Roselins, no Til Dins, when I was in the barracks. The times
make the heroes. Heroes do not make the times. Brennus must have
delayed these events as long as they could. Yet they are upon us,
and more is required.” Retirement had given Rosset too much time to
think. Prityal made a frustrated noise. Rosset patted the air
between them as if to calm her. “Most knights stay in the barracks
to teach when they no longer ride out. Some do as I did, although
not out here. Brennus suggested I come here, did you know that?”
Prityal had not known that any more than Delf had. It was an
uncomfortable thought; Brennus sending this knight to this place.
It could have meant nothing or everything. “I thought at the time
he wanted a cheve in this remote place, and my pride was stroked. I
forgot that I am no leader.”

“What are you then, a priest?” Delf
wondered, with only a small amount of sarcasm.

Prityal turned long enough to glance at
her.

“What use are priests, who keep secrets and
decline to use magic for anything bigger than a blessing, for
reasons they do not share?” Rosset looked to Prityal as if
expecting her to agree, which she may have. “Being a priest must be
like focusing on one aspect, say, a tree, and not the forest
itself. Retirement has given me the space to think over what I
wanted in my younger days. I was trapped in a bed for weeks at a
time, weakened by past service. What else is there to do? Besides,
what is a priest except a magic-user bound by rules? Are they even
necessary if the spirits are with all of us?”

Prityal shook her head and threw up one of
her hands as though frustrated, but then turned to share a look
with Delf. “He sounds like you now. Next, he will ask what the
outsiders around Ainle think of the Three.”

Delf chose not to respond. She looked around
for spirits or eavesdropping kestrels and Prityal turned back with
a soft huff.

“The old knights,” Rosset continued. Delf
would have said he had not noticed her exchange with Prityal,
except that he must have, because he addressed her. “In the
stories. They used magic. Some still do, do they not, Delf?”

“Aye,” Delf answered with some wariness. A
few still did, though not much, or with any real intent beyond
amusement or defense. The time required to learn kept most from
trying, and not all had a talent for it.

But, apparently satisfied with Delf’s
agreement, Rosset’s attention had returned to Prityal and the point
he was trying to make.

“Perhaps the old knights were priests as
well, or there was less of a distinction. I wonder why that
changed, but I am unlikely to learn the answer. Does that upset
you?” he asked Prityal, either because she didn’t speak or because
her expression changed. “It is an idea that is troublesome, like so
many ideas. We are trained to react, to fight, not to think or
puzzle over answerless questions. We are more or less daggers,” he
added. Delf looked at Prityal’s tense, straight shoulders. Prityal
still did not speak. Rosset gentled his tone. “I should give you
more time to adjust to these ideas. I had years. But I don’t
believe you will be granted that. Or, maybe you were. It has been a
decade. That is long enough.”

If he thought to position himself as the one
to advise the future chevetein, which he clearly believed was
Prityal, then he should start by learning to read the future
chevetein’s moods.

But Prityal remained quiet. Delf remembered
Prityal’s guilt for not wanting to lead Ainle, and cleared her
throat before slicing through the moment.

“You didn’t need to bring us here to tell us
this.”

Prityal’s shoulders inched down. “Would
anyone in the Seat have listened to a message that said these
things?”

“Said what things?” Delf scoffed and
gestured loosely around them although no one watched her. “That a
delay of a year gave us Brennus the Kind, Brennus Who Was Like the
Wise, so a delay of ten years must mean a chevetein of legend?
Which means we are in times of legend?” She stopped abruptly
at the sound of those words. They carried in the stillness of the
Wood. She swallowed. “Maybe it means no chevetein,” she pointed
out, which was also terrifying, but easier to say.

They would go on, with or without a
chevetein, if it was what was meant to be. They could.
People had chosen to follow Prityal without one. People had chosen
their cheves. Which had brought with it some chaos, but there was
always some chaos, in everything.

Someone, several someones, might lead. And
if not even Prityal would obey an unjust chevetein, chosen by the
Three or not, then there was hope that others would feel the same
about anyone who ruled from the Seat or anywhere else.

Delf slumped a little in her saddle, pulling
her lower lip between her teeth as she reasoned. Ahead of her,
Rosset was, as ever, talking.

“I am old. A ruin, in my way.” He carried on
despite Prityal’s small objection. “If it is true that Ainle will
no longer be bound to a chevetein, I will likely not live long
enough to see what we become. But I do not believe that will
happen. You, Delflenor,” he addressed Delf without turning, making
Delf twitch and look up. “You mentioned last night that being
chevetein was not something to be taken lightly. Ten years ago,
perhaps the person we needed was not ready. Maybe five years ago,
they were, though they have resisted, whatever their reasons. But
they can’t avoid the path forever.”

As if he thought that either of them did not
understand his meaning, he paused before adding pointedly, “I sent
a message, and it was Prityal the Just who answered.”

“I am not the chevetein.” Prityal went right
to the heart of the matter with one clean, decisive stroke. “I
cannot be the chevetein. My offer was not accepted.”

Rosset barely took a moment. “But you made
one?”

“It is not me,” Prityal said again. Delf did
not imagine the waver in her voice. But Prityal lifted her chin,
and then the waver vanished. “So, what would you have us do? Ask
again? Send out word to remind people that everyone is welcome at
the Seat to offer? Have some sort of… contest?” She said it as if
there was no idea more ludicrous, although everyone in Ainle taking
their turn in the Shrine was already a contest of sorts.

She wanted it to be ridiculous, to be the
will of the spirits. To be out of her hands.

Delf stared hard at Rosset. “Why did we have
to come to the Wood for this talk? Is this an ambush, Rosset?”

Rosset actually turned to look at her. “No!”
He seemed honestly startled. “She is my hope. I would not risk
her.”

“She is Ainle’s hope,” Delf corrected
fiercely.

“She did not ask for a shield,”
Prityal interrupted sharply.

Stung, Delf met her furious glare, then
nodded before looking away.

Delf should not have assumed her concern was
wanted, no matter how much she worried. Prityal liked her and had
been kind to her, but she was back in the company of a true knight,
not just lower-tier Delf. Delf of Nowhere, the failed
priest-in-training.

The restless night and her worries were
wearing on her. Prityal would not think that about anyone.
Nonetheless, Delf should not have presumed.

Prityal was barely fighting back her temper
now. “I am not the chevetein, and I am only the Hope because people
needed something to hold to and I was there.”

“And you did it.” Rosset said what Delf only
thought. “You became what they needed, and you did it despite your
wishes and your discomfort. For them. That is why you are
the Hope, Prityal of Ters. The Hope as well as the Strength.”

“But not anything else.” The fire and smoke
disappeared from Prityal’s voice. She was quiet. “Not the
chevetein. Not a cheve. Tyrant-slayer, yes. Instructor.
Sweeper-of-floors,” she added, even quieter, drawing Delf’s eyes to
her. “But I cannot be that. What else there is of me to give, I
refuse to give it. I am a dagger, and only the Three, or the Hand
of the Three, can direct me.”

In the distance were the sound of birdcalls,
some lyrical and others harsh and low. Delf put a hand to her hilt
just to hold something. She imagined Prityal’s hand tangled in
Frire’s mane.

“Perhaps…” Rosset did not finish his
thought. They rode in silence, Delf glancing from Prityal’s
straight back to Rosset. He seemed to have shrunk in on himself.
The ride must have pained him.

“Do you need to stop and rest?” Delf called
out despite her dislike of him.

Prityal visibly startled, then leaned toward
him. Rosset waved off her concern. “I would rather continue.”

“Since there is no immediate danger,”
Prityal’s temper had returned, “you must mean to the shrine, the
one abandoned for that pond.”

Rosset nodded. “I do. I imagine it fell out
of use when much of the forest was cleared for farmland. It’s too
far from the fields, and no one here worships the trees, or deer,
or moss, which the shrine must have been for. The pond works
because what is often done there pleases many spirits, and
fertility and the harvest go hand in hand.” He was almost
dismissive.

Prityal was no longer inclined to talk, more
than likely embarrassed at her own memories of what was often done
at the pond.

“This shrine is fairly close to the ruin.”
Delf spoke up. “Are they the same age?”

The question briefly earned her Rosset’s
distracted attention, though it was back on Prityal again within
moments. “No idea. Perhaps.”

Delf put her head back, then frowned, then
let her thoughts fall recklessly from her lips. “You cannot
possibly have lured us from the Seat just for a slow ride through
an old forest to look at an abandoned shrine you don’t care much
about.”

Prityal’s attention was unexpected. She
considered Delf and then focused her stare on Rosset.

“I was expecting priests,” Rosset reminded
them.

It was not inconceivable that he was telling
the truth.

Delf still kept her eyes on him. “Is there
something about this shrine that troubles you?’

“You should see it for yourselves before I
answer that.”

She sensed Prityal’s scowl even before
Prityal turned to exchange a look with her. Delf glanced down and
did not lift her head until Prityal turned away.

It was going to be a very long ride back to
the Seat.

Whatever Rosset thought of the tension
between Delf and Prityal, if anything, was not revealed in his tone
or in his remarks. “Tell me, do many of the knights still keep
little shrines and trinkets of their personal favorite spirits in
their rooms?”

There was a pause, as if someone expected
Delf to speak.

“Yes.” Prityal answered at last.

“And carry markings for them?” Rosset
pressed. Prityal was probably irritated by the questions, but
nodded all the same. “Some wear brooches to show their favorites.
Do you?”

Prityal slowly shook her head. Her voice was
soft. “I believe Delflenor does.”

Delf carried markings on her skin, in more
private places than most wore them. She stared up toward the tops
of the trees. “Scars are as much a sign of what you have been
through as they are of what got you through it. Hammermarks are
just scarring we choose.” Well, depending on the style of the work
done, pricking needles or a chisel.

“And who does Delflenor favor?” Rosset
wondered.

“The Three,” Prityal replied, over Delf’s
low answer.

“Devotion.”

Prityal gasped quietly.

Delf watched gray light break through the
canopy. “I am from nowhere. I have the Three, Ainle, the Seat, the
barracks, and my friends, and…” she lowered her gaze to bright
curls. “I love all of them, in all the meanings of the word.”

“Personal love, and familial love, and love
of place, or people,” Rosset mused, and seemed approving, if
surprised. “All of the Three and one of the Three. Most young
knights just praise fucking, or wine, or war,” he added, a touch
dryly.

Delf shrugged and petted Kee. “We haven’t
been young knights. We were not permitted to be.”

The lull after that was not broken for some
time.

Rosset finally nodded and apparently decided
a change of topic was needed. “There is a local legend about this
place. I hadn’t heard it until I came here. An older farmer, who
lived on a small farm overflowing with family members and their
loved ones, volunteered to go gather mushrooms in the Wood for some
time to herself. But a storm blew over the Wood, and in the
darkness, she got lost. Finally, after several days, when she was
weak with hunger, a creature covered in fur and scales and feathers
emerged from the trees. Terrified, the farmer ran in the opposite
direction, until she was even more lost than before. But, when
daylight came, she was in a clearing surrounded by thorny brambles
full of ripe berries, and she ate her fill.

“That night, the creature appeared again,
and, frightened, the woman tore through the trees until she could
run no longer. When she woke, she was in a bower filled with
pansies and honeysuckle and nasturtium, and again, she filled her
empty stomach.

“After the sun had set, when the creature
again appeared, the farmer ran and ran until her legs gave out. And
when daylight came, she was on the banks of a spring of fresh
water, beneath the bows of a walnut tree, and across from her was
the creature, asleep. The farmer picked up a rock to kill it, only
to realize that the creature had led her to safety and food each
night, when it might not have, and trusted her enough to lie asleep
and helpless near her. She used the rock to crack the walnut
shells, and when the creature woke, she shared with it her store of
walnuts, and became the woman who lived in these woods with the
wild creatures, and learned their ways, and the people of the
village came to her for the things they needed from the
forest.”

“A pretty story,” Prityal said, in the tone
of someone who wanted to strangle the storyteller.

Rosset had a gift for disregarding danger,
or a willingness to face it for whatever he felt he needed to say.
“A lesson about the uselessness of running out of fear, perhaps. Or
in being granted several chances.”

“Your legendary farmer sounds like a
priest,” Delf contributed absently. “The priest of the Wood,
whether or not she used magic. If she hadn’t run, she wouldn’t have
found the berries or the flowers, or shared her meal with the
Three—the creature. That’s more a story about learning to
understand than anything else.”

She looked up to the treetops again,
surprised to see some sunlight attempting to pierce the clouds. The
other two were silent. Oryl Wood, at least this part of it, was
much different in the light of day. So different, Delf nearly did
not mind the dozen or so black birds watching them from various
branches above.

She followed one of the streams of dim
autumn sunlight down to the forest floor, then smiled. “Is that
it?” she asked, already urging Kee to go faster so she could reach
what had to be the shrine.

It was a housed shrine. Sometimes, for
whatever reason, someone long ago had decided to protect whatever
place or object had been so loved it became holy. The housing could
be made of wood, though wood rotted away, or bricks, or hardened
mud, or stone. There was one Delf had never seen that was
surrounded by a garden, though the garden was as much a part of
that shrine by now as whatever was inside it. The Shrine of the
Seat was enclosed by stone walls and a stone roof.

This was as well, but of a different
design.

The shrine itself was probably also a
spring. Delf thought of Rosset’s story, but if there had ever been
a walnut tree nearby, it was likely long dead. The stone house for
the shrine was on a circle of land surrounded by a ring of water,
with a small stone bridge that led across it. The house was of a
square shape, with a slightly sloped roof, and had open doorways on
the three sides she could see, although only the one bridge. That
door must be for Earth, she supposed. Water and Air would not need
a bridge.

The design was not close to the
sophistication of the ruin Rosset called home, but the building
might have been painted once. It was plain gray now but for the
moss on the roof.

It was wonderful. Delf could understand how
busy villagers would choose the closer and more accessible pond,
but, it was wonderful.

She stopped and dismounted, listening to the
others do the same not far from her. She glanced up again, to
clouds and treetops and sunbeams, then down to the forest floor and
the tamped-down leaves that marked a path to the shrine.

“You might defend yourself instead of me,”
Prityal remarked from behind her. She was quiet, apparently not
wanting Rosset to hear.

Delf patted Kee without turning. “I’ve
strength to spare when you have not. But you’re right; you did not
ask. I should not have presumed it was wanted.”

“I have let you…” Prityal made a garbled
sound. “I am not weak.”

Delf raised her eyebrows as she spun around.
Prityal’s mouth was turned down and her hands were clenched. “No,”
Delf answered plainly. “No, you are precious.” She had not one
single concern for Rosset or anyone else who watched as she took
Prityal’s hand in hers and held it up to kiss the sliver of visible
skin on the inside of Prityal’s wrist. “To me.”

Her face burned. She was a child offering
another child a sticky sweet as an offering of affection. But
Prityal would have thought she meant to Ainle and Delf could
not let that stand.

But her quick grin was nervous as she
dropped Prityal’s hand, and she was grateful for the strands of her
hair that fell over her eyes.

Prityal looked down at her hand, then back
up. Her expression was unreadable, although her lips were soft.
“You did not say you will stop.”

Delf had no wish to make her more
uncomfortable, but, “I’ve strength to spare when you have not.” She
said it again, purposefully, in a way that would have made Bors and
the other begleys starry-eyed. Then, because Delf was too practical
and ordinary to be anyone’s avowed lover, she stepped around
Prityal to go to the shrine.

She passed Rosset without acknowledging him
or what he had just witnessed.

The stones of the bridge held steady. The
doorway was low. Delf had to duck her head to enter, as did the
other two. The building was small, so she moved to give them room.
There was a crack in the floor along the opposite wall, which had
no door. A tiny bit of water bubbled up from it to trickle toward
one of the walls and then back out through another fine crack.

The space was well-lit, although the light
from sun was indirect at the moment. Delf turned, imagined the
setting sun coming through one door and the rising through another.
A simple idea, but a good one. But the light illuminated nothing
else of interest, save a niche that had been carved into the wall
above the tiny fountain. Someone had put a deer skull in that
space. The follower of the Hunter, likely.

Dust floated through the air, but the ground
held no plants. The corners held no birds’ nests or spiderwebs.
“Have you cleaned it?” she wondered absently.

“Someone must have,” Rosset answered. “I
encourage people to visit this place, and I ask their opinions of
it. Most do not feel anything. The shrine is too old, and too
forgotten. But a few might have returned beyond the initial visit.
They must have felt the power that remains here.”

“It’s like the Seat, but much fainter.”
Prityal was nearly whispering. “The pond did not feel like
this.”

“It is like the Seat,” Rosset agreed
with audible pleasure. “I believe that is deliberate. It’s why I
send others here. I want to see who is affected. It’s a bit of a
game to some of them now; come here and make a wish.”

“Are the wishes answered?” Prityal was
closer to Delf now, but Delf kept her eyes on the skull and the
water, and then Rosset, when he came into view.

He shrugged. “Who can say how the Three
answer? Silence, a yes, an alternative… you have to be paying
attention.”

“You sound like Delflenor again.”

Delf could not see Prityal’s expression for
that, though her tone was warm… and confusing.

“When They want to be clear, They are
clear,” Delf said abruptly. “Tell the begleys to leave the
spiderwebs and nests alone. If a fox or a bear chooses this place
for a home, then we will know it is no longer for us.”

Only after it was out did Delf realize she
had made it an order.

She opened her mouth to offer some polite
explanation, but Rosset inclined his head. “I will.” He sounded
thoughtful.

Nonetheless, Delf was still embarrassed. She
cleared her throat. “Is this what you wanted us to see before you
spoke freely?”

“Yes.” But then Rosset paused. “Forgive me.
I must consider my words, since I have never said this aloud—not to
humans, that is.” He pulled back his bent shoulders and nodded
once, firmly, to himself. “I have been looking for a
chevetein.”

Delf turned to look at him directly.

Prityal said, “What,” in a flat voice that
demanded explanations.

Delf could barely raise her voice to be
heard. “That’s… that’s not how it’s done.”

Rosset scoffed. “We don’t know how it’s
done. Maybe someone spoke to Brennus to convince them to try. Maybe
the Three came to Brennus in a dream. Maybe a creature chased them
to the Seat.” Rosset paused again. “Maybe the Seat is not
necessary. Maybe you can ask anywhere the Three are.”

The Three are everywhere. Delf
thought it but did not say it. Prityal might have done the
same.

“The Seat allows for the signs, and for
those signs to be seen by many,” Rosset argued, in his strange,
pointed way. “But skies are often filled with color after a rain.
Near the mountains, the ground often shakes. This very spring will
rise and flood after the snows thaw. There could be signs right
now, following around our chevetein, and we haven’t seen them
because of a question of location.”

Delf’s mouth fell open. She closed it, with
effort, and turned back toward the skull, which perhaps had
not been left by the follower of the Hunter. “So you let
them play at being knights, and study your ruin, and encourage them
all to come here?”

She imagined that Rosset shrugged again.
“They’re good people. Some are sensible. Some are brave. Why not
them?”

It was not the choice of people that Delf
questioned.

“And you thought priests might take an
interest and ask those ones to travel to the Seat with them?”

“Why not? If they did offer and their offers
were ignored, no one would force them to stay in the Seat. But they
could. Times of legend will need people of legend. Potters and
builders and yes, knights and priests, too.” Rosset the Broad had
become Rosset the Thinker. “I don’t have much time left. I’d like
to see a new chevetein, and if it happens to be someone from here,
or someone of my choosing, then all the better for me.”

The idea that he would be able to guess the
new chevetein was bold, and perhaps self-serving, but Delf could
not quite bring herself to call it scandalous.

Prityal surprised her with an objection. “If
there is doubt—and after the Tyrant, there will be doubt—a new
chevetein would have to be chosen at the Seat.” The gentleness in
her voice somehow made her point stronger. “I believe you that it
might be done here. But it cannot be done here, now, after
ten years.”

Prityal had learned diplomacy and politics
against her will, but she was brilliant at them, as she was in all
things save household chores, when she found reason to be.

“Ah.” Rosset seemed to think this as well.
“You are right,” he agreed reluctantly. “I might have to return to
the Seat then, perhaps with you, when you go.”

“I am still not the chevetein.” A frown was
in Prityal’s voice.

“You are on this path with me.” An
infuriating answer. Rosset really did sound more priest than
knight.

Prityal exhaled roughly. “Whoever the Three
are, as you say, leading to the Seat… if they are accepted, and if
they are worthy, I will fight for them, and support them, as is my
duty. There will be no doubt… if the signs are there.”

“And if the Hope and the Strength stands
behind them,” Delf finished. Prityal’s support alone would
accomplish much. In a way, she was another sign of the Wise’s
favor. Which she would not like to admit aloud, but she did not
argue against.

Prityal huffed again. “But just as the
chevetein cannot be accepted here, I cannot be the chevetein. Even
if I offered again and the Three accepted me, I would look like
another Tyrant. As if I had taken power, not been granted it.”

Delf looked at her at last. Prityal was to
the side of the door, in shadow, one hand resting on her belt. Her
focus was on Rosset, who leaned heavily against the wall at his
back, and looked pale in the dimmer light there.

He briefly closed his eyes, then nodded,
more frail and tired than he had at the start of their ride.

Prityal turned to Delf, and Delf was too
surprised to look away before their eyes met.

“Do you think he is right? About the
rest?”

Delf thought Prityal would make a good
chevetein. But Prityal did not want to be, and, furthermore, all
her points against the idea were sound. Rosset’s ideas, however,
were something else entirely.

“It’s not inconceivable,” Delf allowed,
speaking slowly. “It even has merit. They might want you present.”
They might need her present, for whatever was coming,
something Delf kept to herself. “They have always favored you, in
Their way.”

Prityal snorted. “Their favor has come with
pain and suffering.”

“No one ever said it wouldn’t.” Delf
gestured to the skull’s empty eyes and wide grin. “Three
means love and kindness and life, and also vengeance and strife and
death. People like to forget that, and shun those priests, but they
remain to remind us.” A shiver ran down her back. She turned away
from Prityal’s wide eyes to address the air itself. “But They might
target someone else for once,” she added sharply.

Prityal was almost deliberately gentle, as
though Delf was an anxious Frire. “Do not speak badly of Them in
Their house.”

“I will show my anger to Their faces.” Delf
faced one empty doorway and then looked back at the skull. “And my
tears. And everything else They have given me.” She did not raise
her voice because she would have been heard even if she had said
nothing. “So They have a plan, or at least, They want something to
come to be. The choices are ours, but They give us lives and
memories and friends that lead us where They want. If They told us
the path, we would not walk it, because humans are stubborn fools,
or cowards, or easily distracted. Instead, They lay the path over
years, over centuries, and along it are horrible things and
wonderful things, and we will never even see the end of it. But we
are part of someone else’s journey. Someone who might.” She scraped
her hair from her brow and impatiently retied it at her neck. The
door on her other side was brighter with the rising sun.

“Now we have been brought here, nudged along
by sweets, and bribery, and, where that fails, pain, to discover
our quest all along has been to find a chevetein. A chevetein of
legend!” That was funny perhaps only to Delf. She smiled with some
bitterness. “A chevetein who must be strong to face many
challenges, and knowledgeable, and have the support of the barracks
and the Hope herself, and all of this without the arrogance of the
Tyrant or any grasping cheves. They must also have patience, and
kindness.” She could have ticked each impossible point off on her
fingers, except they were not impossible, not really. “What else
might this creature of legend be? No seedling, that is certain.
This will require experience. And yet, it seems this remarkable
person does not want to be chevetein. Because the Seat has not
moved, but they have not walked themselves to it.” Delf grimaced to
herself, to the Three. “Or perhaps this person does not know their
own greatness. So now, with many other duties waiting on her,
Prityal is expected to locate the one to save us all and drag them
to the Seat? Does she not have enough to do?”

Delf scoffed a little, impudent but also
tired and afraid and in love when there was risk in all
directions.

“Perhaps a hint, then?” she asked the Three,
tongue-in-cheek, yet serious beneath. “Won’t you tell us where this
wondrous person might be found?”

She turned her head to view the sky and was
blinded by the change in light and had to move to avoid it. The
beam of sunlight was strong enough to cut through the clouds, to
warm her hair and turn the tips of her eyelashes to gold. The
floating dust seemed to sparkle, and Delf saw fire behind her
eyelids when she blinked.

Prityal exhaled softly.
“Delflenor.”

Delf squinted through the bursts of color in
her vision until Prityal and Rosset were clearer, expecting to be
chided for her odd humor again

Prityal’s hands had fallen to her sides. Her
gaze was open and bright, so beautiful that Delf offered silent
praise to those who resided in the walls around them despite her
anger moments ago. She stopped herself from stumbling toward
Prityal out of habit, and the sudden recollection that Prityal had
been mad at her, and then they were not alone.

Rosset stood away from the wall.

He met Delf’s eyes, and smiled.





















Thirteen

Champion of the Champion
















 THEIR ARRIVAL back at the ruin was greeted
with one or two bashful hails and some newly practiced salutes,
which Prityal and Delf returned. Rosset reached the stables moments
before them despite his smaller icor, since Prityal had chosen to
ride alongside Delf. Rosset looked tired, as if the ride had worn
on him, or, more probably, Prityal’s response to his notions of
choosing a chevetein.

Delf half-expected someone to offer to care
for Rosset’s icor for him, but, like a barracks knight, he did that
himself, while Delf and Prityal did the same. Delf wondered if he’d
had this much pride when he’d lived at the Seat, or if old age had
made him more conscious of his reputation and accomplishments. Delf
might be the same, if she lived to his age. She had no epithets,
either, and would never have thought of something as bold as
putting herself forward as the one to find a chevetein.

A group of the younger ones—and they
were only the younger ones, as if everyone was attending to
chores or tasks or had already guiltily returned to their homes,
were smacking each other’s practice shields with short wooden
swords. Rosset or someone else had taught them the very basics, but
not much else.

Delf immediately wanted to intervene, if
only because none of them even wore padding. Prityal was likely
itching to go over and correct them. But Prityal was also in a
strange, subdued mood. Delf assumed her lack of sleep was beginning
to weigh her down.

“I imagine all of that is being done with
hope of an audience,” she commented nonetheless.

Prityal studied the young ones for another
moment, then slowly shook her head. “Later, perhaps.”

Delf stopped herself from asking if Prityal
was well, remembering Prityal’s worry over appearing weak. “I
understand if you are not in the mood to give lessons,” she said
instead, collecting her sword from her saddle and holding it
loosely. “My thoughts are muddled after…” she waved to indicate
Rosset, the shrine, the heavy, thoughtful silence on the ride back.
“I could use some quiet for a while.”

Prityal frowned, though without anger, then
glanced to Rosset before answering. “You could rest,” she suggested
quietly, and put her hand to Delf’s elbow as if intending to lead
her to a bed that very moment.

“I could,” Delf agreed, bemused. “I did not
have a restful night.” She meant it to remind Prityal that she was
also human and could also use some sleep. Prityal only continued to
regard her, serious but hesitant. At least her earlier anger seemed
to have disappeared. “My lady is also tired.” There, Delf paused,
but Prityal’s eyes snapped to hers, wide and curious. “If you
wished to nap, I could help you with the armor. If you like.”

Prityal was more than capable of removing
simple armor by herself. But Delf wanted to talk to her about that
morning without an audience, without Rosset specifically.

Prityal glanced to Rosset again as if having
the same thought. But then she searched Delf’s face before she
answered. Her voice was especially soft. “I wouldn’t ask you to
serve me.”

“It’s my pleasure to do it.” Delf had
revealed more than that today. Prityal did not need to keep staring
at her with confused hope.

“For the Champion?” she wondered, still so
quiet.

“For Prityal.” Delf ducked her head, flushed
over two words.

“The Champion of the Champion,” Rosset
commented.

Delf raised her head, not certain some magic
didn’t exist that would have told Rosset Ange’s teasing words.
Prityal tightened her hold on Delf’s elbow.

Rosset unbuckled his armor as he came
forward. “I do not believe I’ve heard any epithets for you,
Delf.”

“The Humble,” Prityal murmured before Delf
could reply. Delf turned to her in disbelief. Prityal busied
herself with grabbing her own sword, but her smile was slow.

“The Humble?” Delf repeated, her throat
dry.

Prityal carried her sword down by her thigh
and gazed warmly at Delf. She tipped her head toward Rosset. “She
will never speak of her skills, only use them to help others, then
take no credit for what she has done.”

“That…” Delf’s voice was strangled. “That
makes me sound nobler than I am,” she finally got out, stinging
with embarrassment. She looked away before Prityal’s stare undid
her completely.

Rosset was still looking at her. “High
praise from the Tyrant-slayer.” He raised his eyebrows. “But you
are a knight and a priest.”

“Former priest-in-training,” Delf corrected
without thought.

Rosset lowered his eyebrows. “You are
deliberately avoiding what you are. If you will be serious…”

Prityal coughed pointedly. Delf gave her a
betrayed glance for bringing up that long-ago conversation, but
Rosset was not one to be deterred by something so small.

“Your speech in the shrine aside, why do you
think someone would not want to be the chevetein if they were
suited to and were able to do so?”

Delf looked from Rosset to Prityal and then
to Kee, as if at least the icor might be sensible. Prityal had not
let her go, and her gaze was no easy thing to bear, and Rosset
would persist with his questions.

Delf finally shook her head and scoffed.

“I know you drank with Brennus in your
younger days, but were you with them for the rest?” Delf asked. “I
remember them as tired, always tired, unless in their garden. And
long hair, of all white, with not one strand of color left.” And
smiles for Delf, it was true. They had still had smiles. “It was
not restful, nor was it easy. I am not saying Brennus was not
powerful. Or even that they were miserable. They were so skilled
with people, knowing what they needed and offering them
understanding. They were very good at that. But at the end of each
day, they were also exhausted.”

“You knew Brennus?” Rosset gave Delf an even
sharper study.

“When I was a child,” Delf replied, baffled
and tired and slowly being pulled in another direction. She blinked
at Prityal.

“Delflenor,” Prityal said her name
soothingly, coaxingly, as though once again Delf needed to be
calmed. Delf stared at her with some confusion as well, but allowed
herself to be gently tugged out of the stables.

Rosset called after them. “Have you offered
yourself to Them, Delflenor the Humble?”

Prityal stiffened.

Delf merely turned to give Rosset an
incredulous glance. “A failed priest and a lower-tier knight? Don’t
be ridiculous.”

Then Prityal said her name again, soft and
low, and that took all of Delf’s attention.
















PRITYAL DIDN’T SPEAK until she had closed
the door to her room behind Delf and turned to face her.

“It’s not ridiculous.”

She was not joking. All the same, Delf
huffed through her nose. She propped her sword in its scabbard
against the wall to free her hands.

“It’s not ridiculous,” she agreed mildly to
keep the peace, then took a step forward and reached for the clasp
of Prityal’s cloak. She stopped short of touching her, realizing
just in time that Prityal might have seized upon this excuse for
them to talk alone and likely had not expected or wanted Delf to
serve as a helpful squire.

Prityal caught her gaze, her eyes large.
Seeing her curious and hesitant was enough to make Delf’s heart
beat faster, but she kept her movements slow as she continued her
chosen task. She was a little clumsy with the clasp, but did not
think Prityal noticed. Prityal only released her breath when Delf
stepped away to lay the cloak across the blanket spread over
Prityal’s straw pallet.

Delf’s chest and stomach were tight as well.
It had been a strange morning, after a strange evening, and no one
could be expected to be sensible with Prityal staring at them
wide-eyed and wondering.

But Prityal’s sharp reminder was still fresh
in her mind, so she reined in her tongue. She took Prityal’s sword,
which was surrendered without any hesitation, and placed it gently
over Prityal’s packs. Then she returned and gestured to Prityal’s
borrowed armor. “Arms up, please.”

That should have earned her some protest,
not more staring followed by Prityal slowly doing as requested.

Delf made a helpless noise but quickly bent
her head to focus on the buckles between the breast and back
plate.

Prityal’s room was much like the one Delf
had been given, although someone’s bags were still in one corner.
Prityal’s packs were near her bed. Delf removed the armor and set
it carefully down next to Prityal’s things.

Her voice was husky. “I know you prefer a
metal plate, but, ah, for feast days, you ought to consider
leather. It is striking on you.”

Prityal responded to the compliment as only
Prityal would. “You should wear more armor, of any kind,” she
answered, disapproving. “You take risks when you don’t.”

Safely behind her while concentrating on the
armor at Prityal’s shoulder, Delf smiled. “On a field of battle, I
will,” she promised easily. “But I am no one’s main concern
here.”

Prityal set her hand over Delf’s and kept it
there, holding Delf still. “You put yourself down too much."

“It is more about being honest.” Delf
slipped her hand free as she came around Prityal’s side. She
focused on her work. “I am not Prityal of Ters, who was
going to take on an army in the woods this morning if she found
one, but is now committed to somehow finding our chevetein no
matter where the path may lead.” Prityal bristled. Delf patted her
shoulder before stepping around her to set down the armor. “There
is no insult in my words. I have no doubt you would have taken on a
whole army, or that you will now be the one to find to our new
chevetein. You are special and always have been. But don’t pretend
that isn’t what you and Rosset decided out there. ‘Take care of
her’ your friends said to me. ‘Take care,’ they meant. Because
Prityal gives all of herself to every decision instead of…” Delf
heard her voice going higher and went silent. That was twice in one
day she had raised her voice, something she rarely did. “Worry for
you does terrible things to me.”

Prityal closed her fingers around Delf’s
wrist and tugged. Delf returned to her side obediently, but took
her time lifting her head.

When their eyes met, Prityal let go of her
wrist. “I don’t understand how you have such confidence when it
comes to making your many friends, but not in this.”

“Many friends,” Delf echoed without
thinking, amused, but then frowned. “In what?”

Prityal gave her a frown in return, one Delf
couldn’t read as anger or confusion. “Already, there are several
here who admire you.”

“They admire you,” Delf corrected
gently.

Prityal’s frown did not ease. “They admire
the Tyrant-slayer. I meant that these begleys admire you.
One in particular.” Prityal straightened her spine, then huffed a
breath, all the while studying Delf.

Delf resisted the urge to smooth the wrinkle
in Prityal’s brow. “Did you get any sleep last night?” Prityal
would not be the first to have trouble making sense after a
sleepless night.

“No.” The startled, then sulky expressions
that crossed Prityal’s face were a true pleasure to behold. “And
the morning light was too bright,” Prityal added in a complaint.
She had drunk more ale than usual. “But you shouldn’t let it
worry you.”

“Will you rest?” Delf prompted. She did not
want to offend or insist, but Rosset’s words were spinning through
her mind, and she did not doubt that Prityal was in the same
situation. “I could use some moments of quiet.”

“Then you should stay.” It burst from
Prityal in a rush. She stopped. “If it will not interfere with your
plans.” Delf did not get a chance to ask what plans she was
supposed to have. Prityal curled her fingers into her palms and
added, “I’m sorry. I don’t know how to do this. You could
stay. I slept well, with you.”

Delf’s words stuck in her throat and her
cheeks went hot the way someone might react to being told they were
pretty. “I’m happy to help,” she replied honestly when her words
returned. “My plans are to rest, and I would prefer to rest with
you. It will give me less to worry over.”

The comment earned her a confused pout, but
no arguments. Delf was, apparently, allowed to worry in this
way without causing offense. She grinned for it, and pretended her
hands were steady as she unbuckled her belt and bent to remove her
boots.

Prityal startled into motion once Delf was
bootless and would have undone her own belt if Delf had not
recalled her duty as a squire and silently taken over the task.
Delf had to kneel for the boots, and was not sure if she was
grateful that Prityal had not worn greaves, since that would have
meant more time on her knees while Prityal watched her with her
hands trembling at her sides.

Prityal’s surcoat was next, fluffing her
curls as Delf pulled the garment away. Prityal made a face, not
entirely displeased by that, judging from the smile that followed,
and turned without being asked to allow Delf to unbutton and pull
away her doublet.

Her undershirt was thin and the room was
bright. Delf politely averted her eyes while tugging her own
surcoat off, and left Prityal to undress the rest of the way to her
level of comfort. She would not have minded pulling off Prityal’s
breeches or hose, but their understanding had been for armor
alone.

Prityal made a rough noise, perhaps
irritated, but kneeled down and got onto the pallet in her
sleeveless undershirt, with her hose still on. She’d left her
breeches on the floor. Delf picked them up and placed them neatly
with the rest of Prityal’s things, then kneeled on the pallet under
Prityal’s sharp gaze.

“Your cut has healed cleanly,” Prityal
observed. “But your padding still should have held.”

“Yes, yes, I’ll get better armor.” Delf
turned to wriggle out of her breeches. The room was sunny but
hardly warm, so she tugged Prityal’s cloak up over them as she lay
down. The cloak was mostly over Prityal, but Prityal was the one
who suffered more in a chill.

“I will get you better armor,” Prityal
murmured grumpily while rolling onto her side to make room for
Delf. “You will be protected.”

Delf briefly paused at this pronouncement,
then continued to settle down, facing Prityal’s back. It put her
between Prityal and the door, something she did not think a tired
Prityal had noticed yet, since she had not remarked on it.

She smiled at the back of Prityal’s neck and
wished to place a kiss there. She had no idea if it would be
welcome, but rest was more important than Delf’s desires, anyway.
She closed her eyes to listen to their breathing as it slowed.

She opened her eyes again after some time
had passed, because of Prityal’s long, quiet sigh.

“You’re not sleeping.” Delf propped herself
up on one hand to peer down at Prityal in concern.

Prityal ducked away, then glanced over her
shoulder. She took a deep breath. “I was not sure if… You’re not
sleeping, either,” she pointed out, and rolled onto her back to
stare up at Delf. “I find it difficult with you close, now,” she
stated boldly, only to lower her eyes a moment later. “I should not
have mentioned your markings, the hidden ones, in front of
Rosset.”

Delf found herself smiling giddily down at
her, and struggled to compose herself before Prityal looked back
up. “Well,” she said finally, reacting to the last part first. “I
didn’t mind much that you did, though I was surprised. But before
we discuss that, you should know I have been lying here wishing to
kiss your neck.”

Prityal wet her bottom lip, then swallowed.
“What stopped you?”

“Fear that it was not welcome,” Delf replied
honestly. “This morning, I thought you were angry with me.”

“Delflenor,” Prityal sighed her name in a
way Delf already loved too much, “I was not angry. I was… I didn’t
know how to ask. Bors—” Prityal worked her jaw once. “She is pretty
and she likes you. If you’d rather…”

She stopped herself with a scowl and then
said nothing, only watching Delf carefully.

Delf closed her mouth so she would not laugh
or say something regrettable. Prityal was not open with many, and
considering their history, would probably misunderstand if Delf
spoke foolishly because she was surprised.

“I wouldn’t rather,” Delf answered at last,
and settled back down onto her side. They were closer than before,
but she had to shift a little to get her chin on Prityal’s
shoulder. “I’d rather this,” she added, and pressed a swift
kiss to the soft place at the base of Prityal’s neck.

Prityal slid a hand into Delf’s hair almost
instantly, pulling more of it loose and sighing as it slipped
between her fingers. Delf stayed where she was, already flushed at
the slight tug. Then Prityal tipped her head to the side, inviting,
so Delf kissed her again. She let this one linger. Prityal caught
her breath, a delightfully encouraging sound, and hummed when Delf
put a hand to her hip and pressed closer to begin kissing her neck
in earnest. Neither of them were particularly clean, but the smell
of sweat and icor had never bothered Delf, and she was distracted
by the noises Prityal made when she sucked a tiny mark at her
collarbone.

She wondered if no one had ever dared
before, and stopped before she used her teeth, pulling away to
stare at the mess she had made of the Hope.

Prityal met her eyes, pushed out her bottom
lip, then tugged Delf back down by her hair. Delf gasped into it,
her hand sliding down to the pallet to hold her up. Prityal kissed
her as if she had thought of these kisses all through the night
when she could not sleep, taking Delf’s mouth over and over until
Delf could not think. Prityal was not rough. Delf might have wished
for that if she could think of anything else but their shared
breath and the closeness of their bodies, how Prityal continued to
hold her by her hair as though she had noticed the pleasure Delf
took in it.

No one had ever starved for Delf in this
way. Delf could have kissed her for hours, though her cunt
throbbed, and high, whining sounds escaped her when Prityal pushed
up her undershirt to grasp her hip. Prityal had said she could not
climax easily, and perhaps she could not, in different times, but
after this much kissing, she would likely be wet if Delf touched
her, and Delf ached at the thought.

“Let me,” she asked between the drag of
their lips and the scrape of Prityal’s fingernails along her scalp.
She thought about undressing her, about having Prityal naked, and
serving her until exhaustion stopped her, but when Prityal sighed,
“Delflenor,” into her neck and dug her fingers into Delf’s hip,
Delf was again reduced to the simple plea. “Let me. Please.”

She placed her hand on Prityal’s stomach and
moved it with deliberate slowness to the knot at the belt holding
up her hose.

“I wanted to please you,” Prityal complained
without stopping her, biting the tender spot beneath Delf’s ear,
then pulling the lobe into her mouth to toy with Delf’s
piercings.

Delf shuddered for her and yanked at the
knot with much less care. “You already please me,” she promised,
pushing the hose down to cup the heat between Prityal’s legs.
Prityal was wet and hot, pounding against Delf’s palm.
“You—ah,” Delf could not speak for a moment at the fiercer
bite Prityal gave her and the hard kiss that followed. Prityal
fisted a hand in her hair, sending shocks all through Delf’s body,
and dragged her nose over the skin she had left stinging. She
hummed, fully aware of what she was doing to Delf. Delf could not
stop her mouth. “You please me. You please me so much. Let me show
you.”

She ducked her head, though any passing
begleys would have to deal with the noises she made. If Prityal did
not know Delf was hers to command, she would soon. Delf could hear
herself crooning, babbling adoring nonsense. Nothing silenced her
but Prityal herself pulling Delf down to bruise her lips with more
kisses.

“Enough,” she said, soothing and breathless,
petting Delf’s cheekbones to calm her. Delf’s skin was flaming hot
and her breathing was uneven. Want had exposed her, something to
worry over, perhaps, when she was not being kissed and soothed and
made all the more desperate for it. “Enough.” Prityal’s words were
as tender and careful as her caresses, and then she smiled, almost
shyly, against Delf’s mouth before directing her once more. “You
can please me. Ah, Delflenor.” She opened her legs to allow Delf to
settle between them, and stroked her fingertips down the back of
Delf’s neck, and said, “I am waiting,” in such a stern, fond tone
that Delf hurried to her task.

Prityal was slick and welcoming, and lifted
her hips to help fuck herself on Delf’s fingers, which she seemed
to like, though slower than Delf generally did. She moaned softly
all the while; a secret against Delf’s ear. Delf fucked her until
her moans staggered and broke, until Prityal tugged a handful of
Delf’s hair again and pushed Delf’s head down so Delf could suckle
at her breast through the cloth, and then she came apart, cunt
clutching so tight around Delf’s fingers that Delf stopped, and
then slowed even more to let her draw out her pleasure.

It took some time for Prityal to relax her
grip on Delf’s hair, though she grasped it again when Delf withdrew
her fingers. Delf hummed around her nipple, then eased up to her
knees to once again observe the Hope with kiss-bitten lips and wild
hair and a sodden patch on her undershirt.

“You please me,” Delf informed her again
quietly, so it would be known and never forgotten, even if this
never again happened between them.

Prityal blinked, perhaps still seeing
stars.

Delf still had a hand inside Prityal’s hose,
and splayed it over one muscled leg, drawing the hose even farther
down and exposing glistening curls to the light. She hummed again
and shifted down to kiss the warm, giving skin of Prityal’s lower
stomach, and the firm curve of her hip, and then the sweat and
slippery juices of her cunt at the inside of her thigh.

Prityal scraped her nails down Delf’s scalp
again, in warning or question, but did not object when Delf kissed
her thighs and parted them. She shivered when Delf exhaled, and
said, “Oh,” in a trembling voice Delf had never before heard from
her, and let Delf bury her face in her cunt and eat it until she
came again.

She was louder, this time. More trusting of
Delf or more lost in her pleasure. She bent her knees and drew
Delf’s hand back to her breast and shuddered against Delf’s tongue,
murmured Delf’s name and called her good. Their friends had
also told her of that, it seemed, but Delf could not make herself
mind. She left her head in Prityal’s hands and shivered for the
compliment and glanced up to determine if Prityal wished her to
stop.

She kissed Prityal’s hips and her navel as
she waited for Prityal to blink again and focus on her, and then,
with Prityal once more petting Delf’s cheekbones and the spit and
cunt-honey on her lips, asked, despite how Delf had to press her
shaking, damp thighs together to contain her own want, if Prityal
would like another.

She was unprepared for the light to return
to Prityal’s eyes, followed by the sharp tug that forced Delf to
crawl over her on hands and knees until their faces were level.

“You’re still dressed,” Prityal complained
in a slow, sated voice that nonetheless conveyed her
displeasure.

Delf swallowed, then nodded at the implicit
order and sat back. She had to wait for Prityal to release her
hair, but once it was done, her scalp throbbing in time with the
rest of her, she pulled her tunic undershirt over her head and
tossed it away. She unwound the strip of cloth around her chest
next, then went for the belt for her hose.

“Should I touch you there this time?”
Prityal asked, eyes on Delf’s body as Delf wriggled to pull her
hose off without moving too far from Prityal. When Delf told her it
was all right, Prityal spread her hands over Delf’s ribs and the
marking she had told Rosset about, no more than three lines, near
to her heart. Then, looking up to Delf’s face, she took one nipple
between her fingers and pinched it.

Delf gasped at the ceiling and then down at
Prityal when Prityal pressed a fingernail against the peak and
waited, still watching her. Her expression was somehow both worried
and smug.

“You like things I’m not used to,” Prityal
observed, scraping her nail gently once, then pinching again. Her
eyes lit up when Delf arched into it. “You like it like this, and I
do, too.” She didn’t seem very surprised. “How you are and how you
sound, it’s… good. So very good,” she added, eyes bright when those
words made Delf bite her lip and shudder. “I like how strong you
are. How I may hurt you this much and how you give it to me. Good,”
she said again, stroking Delf’s ribs and claiming her heart all
over again. “But may I also keep being soft with you?”

Delf hid her face behind her hands, just for
a moment. “Please.” Her voice was husky. Her fingers were still
damp. She pulled her hands away and slid her Prityal-wet fingertips
between her legs. “Yes, to both. You may be stern as well, if you
like, as you like. You could just lie next to me as I sleep
and I would like it.”

Prityal glanced several times from Delf’s
face to the sight of Delf pleasuring herself, before narrowing her
eyes. It was Delf’s only warning before her hand was batted away
and then her wrists were captured.

Delf was beneath Prityal only a moment
later, on her back with her hands held tight, not that Delf would
have struggled.

Prityal stared down at her, considering,
with a bit of a thoughtful pout. “I want to do too many things,”
she admitted, fitting herself between Delf’s open legs.

“You may.” Delf was breathless, and too hot
to do more than lift her chin to make it more clear that she was
Prityal’s in this bed. And out of it, though surely that was
already obvious. “If not now, then later. Whenever you please,
command me or ask me or kiss me.”

“I do not understand you.” Prityal pressed
harder on Delf’s wrists. Her eyes swept over Delf and she licked
her lips. “You are brave, and you are vulnerable, and I want to
punish you for it and make you feel good. And when I say these
things to you, you shiver. I could… you are…” Prityal pulled back.
“You won’t fight me, but…” She pulled back farther, releasing
Delf’s wrists, then spoke, measured and careful, “Turn over.”

Delf did so, shivering exactly as Prityal
had described. The straw poked against the blanket, rough on her
knees and palms. She could not steady her breathing, but Prityal
must have liked the sound of her desperate panting. She inched
closer, first just heat and a trace of breath, and then fingertips
gliding up Delf’s wet thighs.

Prityal claimed she was not used to teasing,
but she was slow to touch Delf anywhere but there, and then it was
only Delf’s back, her ass, her knees as she positioned Delf how she
wanted. Delf curled her hands into the blanket and waited, and
still was not ready for Prityal’s mouth.

That was slow as well. No hurried, impatient
fuck by a pretty pond. Today, Delf had the suspicion she was being
learned, by someone who liked to be the best. Her legs were
shaking before Prityal’s lips ever graced her cunt. Delf bowed her
head and whimpered shamelessly, and squirmed until she was told not
to.

Prityal choked after the order, then sighed
before opening Delf with her thumbs and tasting her. She huffed
when Delf jolted, something else to make Delf twitch, and for a
moment, Prityal’s hands tightened on her. Delf gasped roughly as
she might have done if Prityal had smacked her ass, but did not
have the words to suggest it. She bowed her back and lowered her
head, offering herself, and shuddered in surprised delight when
Prityal understood and gripped her harder.

“Hold still,” Prityal warned in her softest
voice, with her breath hot and close in intimate places, and hummed
in approval when Delf gasped but nodded. Then she returned to her
tasting, as though Delf were not swollen and open and pleading for
more. She took her time with it, and slapped the meat of Delf’s
thigh, just once, when Delf wriggled back.

The sounds Delf made could not be muffled by
straw bedding. Prityal grabbed her hips and held her still and
hummed again, enjoying Delf’s taste or the hoarseness in her voice
as Delf cried out her name.

The begleys outside no doubt heard Delf
begging for their beloved Tyrant-slayer to fuck her. Prityal made
Delf come on her tongue first, for all of Delf’s noisy
submission.

Delf thought she liked it.

“You are so…” Prityal told her, more than
once, biting the inside of Delf’s thigh and then sweeping her
fingers over the mark she left behind. She curled her hands over
Delf’s hammermarks and kept Delf’s legs parted, touching Delf’s
open cunt when she was not tasting it.

She fucked Delf at last, with more than her
tongue, when Delf’s arms gave way, made Delf come on three fingers
and then kept them inside for long moments afterward. “Brave,”
Prityal finished at last, while Delf struggled to regain her breath
and imagined Prityal looking her over. Delf was breathless and
trembling, spread across the small bed, bitten and swollen and
gasping.

Prityal licked her again and Delf whined for
it but did not pull away. Prityal put her hands around Delf’s
thighs and then slowly, as though Delf were an icor who had done
well, began to stroke them.

Delf loved her so very much.

“Do you own a cock that you would fuck me
with?’ she mumbled once her tired limbs had at least stopping
shaking.

Prityal paused in the middle of petting her.
“No,” she answered finally, but with a tone of earnest interest. A
few moments after that and she was lifting Delf’s hips to hers and
moving as if imagining it. “I will get one,” she vowed, and Delf
had no doubt she would return to the Seat and order Delf new armor
and an attachable cock in the same trip to the markets.

Delf was going to die happy. “Whichever hole
you like,” she added, her face to the bed. She grabbed at the
blanket as she was adjusted once again, Prityal lining herself up
as she considered fucking Delf’s ass.

“You’re brave in ways I would never think to
be,” Prityal whispered after finally lowering Delf back to the bed.
It was an odd thing to say in regards to ass-fucking, but when Delf
rolled over, Prityal was smiling at her and the comment did not
seem to be about that at all. Delf must have looked confused,
because Prityal explained, “You don’t mind being like this.
Vulnerable, I mean. You let me see all of you. I want to… I want to
reward you for it. And then do it again.”

Delf’s body was humming, and she was too
tired to question what about her was so worthy of study. “I
wouldn’t say that I don’t mind,” she said instead, sleepily, eyes
mostly closed, “I would say that I trust you.”

Frustration flickered through Prityal’s
expression. “You tell me that I am remarkable to you, but when I
try to tell you the same, you won’t understand.” She sat back and
pulled at the hem of her undershirt, which she was still wearing.
“I’m going to have to make you understand,” she muttered, almost to
herself, then swept a look over Delf that made her sigh. “But I
don’t know what I’m doing.”

“Felt like you did.” Delf sleepily tried to
waggle her eyebrows and got a small huffed laugh for it, and then
Prityal’s hand landing gently over her hammermarks. Prityal
absently pulled her shirt up to wipe her face while she traced the
designs. Some had a feel to them and some did not, depending on the
technique used.

“Gorse,” Delf explained before Prityal could
ask. “A hardy, stubborn little scrub. Plain, except for the
blooms.”

“Feed for the animals, even in the winter,”
Prityal observed, as if she had already had the thought.

Delf nodded slowly and shivered as more of
her marks were traced. “Protection.” The band around her right
thigh was the most practical to get. “Clarity of vision.” The band
around her left was more hopeful. Devotion, the third, the pattern
at Delf’s ribs, Prityal had already remarked upon. “You have none,
aside from your gender marks.” Delf left it for Prityal to answer
or not answer. Some did not get more marks because they could never
decide on any, though that did not seem a problem Prityal would
have.

Prityal considered her, half-frowning, but
then broke into a yawn before she could voice whatever thoughts had
made her worry. Delf grabbed her arm to tug her down, and curled
toward her once Prityal was again next to her on the blanket.

Prityal had some faint creases on her
shoulder from the buckles, where they had pressed even through her
padded armor. Delf rubbed one gently with her thumb and Prityal
exhaled heavily and closed her eyes.

“I don’t like pain,” she said abruptly, then
opened her eyes to glance at Delf. “I accept that it will happen.
That is life. More so for our life, as warriors, but… I don’t like
it. That’s why I have no other marks.”

“Ah,” Delf returned, as softly as she
possibly could, because she had been given that knowledge and she
would be careful with it. “No wonder I confuse you.” She sat up
just enough to look Prityal in the eye. “I will never hurt you in
bed. And if I do, even accidentally, tell me, please. I like it,
you know that. But I wouldn’t ever do that to someone who didn’t
want it. With you, I will keep on as I have done?” She waited for
Prityal to nod, and smiled when it was followed with a relieved
sigh. “I’ll be gentle,” she promised. “You do not have to be gentle
with me, as you know, but sometimes… sometimes I do not want those
things, either. And yet, at other times, I will want more.”

“Rougher?” Prityal asked with interest. Delf
truly wondered what the others had told her and how long she had
thought about it.

As always with Prityal, Delf answered
honestly. “Sometimes I like to be destroyed.” That was easy to say.
It was the rest that made her hesitate, and even with that she
could not say all of what she wanted. “And then treated
gently.”

Prityal stared at her, then off to the side
in thought while biting her lip. A heartbeat after that, she had
pushed Delf onto her back again and straddled her in one smooth
motion. She studied Delf’s breathless reaction, then bent her head
to level Delf with the full force of her battle face. “When you ask
me to, I will destroy you. And then, I will wipe the tears from
your eyes and kiss you, as softly as I can.”

As vows went, this one left Delf weak.

“Bonecrusher,” she said faintly before
pulling Prityal down to her.

In another moment, or another place, their
kisses might have led to more loving, or Prityal destroying her as
requested, but they were both tired, and Prityal especially needed
to sleep. The kisses began to slow, and Delf did not mind. They
were sweeter for Prityal clinging to her, and sliding down to curve
along her side and kiss her again.

Delf’s hair was mostly loose, now, after all
the pulling, and her scalp tingled. But she didn’t object when
Prityal began to idly comb it with her fingers and untwine the band
that had tried to hold it in place.

“No braid today?” Prityal commented after
some time of this, when Delf’s hair was as combed as it ever could
be.

Delf, dozing pleasantly under these
attentions, blinked herself back to awareness, and slowly turned to
consider the hint of a smile at Prityal’s mouth. Her tone, as well
as that smile, were almost smug.

“Are you…” Delf paused to clear her throat
and debate her words so that her amazement would not upset the
lovely creature toying with her hair. “It would be all right with
me, if you spoke of your fears, or worries.” She said that first,
and felt blessed by Restraint. Love, however, must have been
taunting her. “If you wanted… if you want me all to yourself,” for
however long she might. Delf left that unsaid, then did not know
how to say the rest of it. But Prityal’s hands had gone still, so
Delf forced more words out. “I have no interest in Bors.”
That was easy to make plain, despite her disbelief that
Prityal could have ever been jealous. Bors was young in experience,
if not much younger in age than Delf, but even if she had been,
Delf would not have been interested because everyone, including
Bors, knew Delf only had eyes for Prityal. “But you might have
said. I believed you were angry with me. I was worried.”

Prityal dropped her head to frown at Delf
around one shining curl. “I don’t know how to… that is, I do not
like to…” Her whisper was barely audible. “I cannot bare my heart
as easily as you.”

Jealousy was not a matter of the heart, but
to Prityal it might feel so. She had never liked to remove her
armor, had told Delf as much.

Delf brushed the curl away. “And you were
vulnerable because Bors, who is practically a child, not even a
begley, did my hair?”

“Yes.” Prityal’s frown became a
glower.

Delf parted her lips in astonishment. “You
are a legend!”

Prityal pushed herself up onto one arm. “In
this, I am the same as her!”

She appeared unhappily confused at Delf’s
small surprised laugh, but Delf leaned in to kiss her before she
could get hurt or offended.

“Not at all, love.” Delf kissed her above
her warm eyes and on her nose and on her tiny scar. “Not at all,”
she said again, smiling. “But in another way, yes, you are right.
In these matters, everyone is the same.” She kissed Prityal’s pout
until it softened and then was gone. “No Bors. No others. Just you.
Which I would have said, had you but asked.”

She could not help being pointed.

“She calls you Delf,” Prityal complained in
a quiet grumble. “You’ve never told me to call you Delf.”

“Ah.” Delf had brought this on herself.
“I’ve never heard you say my name until mere days ago. But… I have
not asked you to call me Delf, because I find I like the way you
say Delflenor.”

Prityal’s widening eyes and then quick,
victorious grin made Delf’s heart pound. So did the grave way
Prityal whispered, “Then I will continue to call you as I have,”
before lying back down and putting her head on Delf’s shoulder. If
there was a way to lie down in triumph, Prityal did it. Delf was
simultaneously awed into silence and shocked at the power one
admission from her had on someone so incredible.

Delf wanted to ask her if she was cold, to
cling so, but in the end, only arranged Prityal’s cloak over them.
Under that cover, Prityal slid an arm around Delf’s waist and
pulled her closer. Delf wriggled one hand out from underneath
Prityal and left it at the small of her back.

“You’ll sleep?” she asked quietly, and only
then realized that Prityal had trapped her so that Prityal was
between Delf and the door.

Prityal shifted a little, getting more
comfortable, and hummed. Delf assumed it meant she was happy as she
was.

It was confusing, as well as more than Delf
had ever dreamed.

“There is work to be done, Delflenor,”
Prityal murmured to Delf’s shoulder, a trace of smugness in the
sound of the name. “You must sleep, too.”

Delf could not argue that, so she did not.
She closed her eyes to listen to the sound of Prityal’s breathing
as it slowed.





















Fourteen

a shield is also a weapon
















 SHE DID NOT sleep for long. The room was
bright when she woke, though the light was gray, as if the sun
shone from behind clouds once again. She was not sure what woke
her. Prityal remained asleep, though she had turned at some point
to sleep facing the doorway, her head pillowed on her arm. Delf
attempted to go back to sleep, but something, the light in the room
or the faint noise from outside, would not let her, so, at last,
she got up.

She made sure Prityal was undisturbed and
warm beneath her cloak before she dressed and took her sword and
quietly went to her room to clean up as best as she could with the
small basin of water. Her hair she put into its usual lazy bundle,
and smiled as she did so.

Perhaps she continued to smile as she went
in search of the source of the noise, but she did not think the
Ladylord of Happiness would fault her for it. She was to be
Prityal’s friend and bed-friend, and knew she was no hero because
she thought there could be no finer epithet for her. It was
certainly nobler than something achieved in battle, although
Prityal might still consider this sparring.

Prityal had been preparing herself to learn
to respond to Delf’s overtures, and Delf had failed her by not
giving her any overtures to respond to. That was no way to treat a
potential lover, especially not an avowed lover, as… as Prityal
might like to be. Delf had no more experience in that than Prityal,
but she would have to do better and make it up to her.

Delf mused on how to do that after she
discovered the noise to be more of the begleys smashing each other
with their practice swords and failing to use their shields
properly.

She watched for a while, not paying the
attention that she should for the sake of their eager faces. Rosset
was not around. He was likely resting as well. The ride and the
discussion at the shrine had sapped much of his strength, although
Delf was sure Rosset was already thinking of ways to help find the
chevetein and get his name forever linked to them. If he was not
considering that, then he was pondering some other task, something
perilous that Prityal would no doubt accept as her duty. He had
resisted letting go of Prityal as his ideal chevetein for most of
the ride, only to abruptly switch his position near the end.

He had seen something in the shrine that
Delf had not. That’s what Delf had assumed during their ride back
to the ruin. It had not been Prityal’s words alone, though it
should have been.

“Your shields are not on your arms to look
pretty!” she commented loudly, if absently, during a lull in the
sparring. “One, you should be moving away from the weapon that
might kill you. Two, if you cannot move away in time, and you are
not in armor—as you are not—bring the shield up. Three, a shield is
also a weapon, if you are in need of one.”

She sighed at their stunned expressions,
displeased with whoever had taught them, but waved them on before
snagging one of them by their shirt and asking them to inform
Prityal that Delf was well if Prityal should wake up and venture
out here. Then she returned to the stables.

She would have chosen a smaller icor for her
mount to give Kee the rest, but Kee had reared back in offense when
Delf had tried, so Delf saddled her up once again and headed out at
a quick pace. She kept her sword with her, though she should have
waited and put on more armor, if only to soothe Prityal’s worries.
She did not like to ride with her sword at her hip, but nonetheless
did so, perhaps because she was not as protected as Prityal
would have wanted.

It was more than likely another fool’s
errand she had given herself. But something had changed at the
shrine, and, if nothing else, Delf should pay it a proper visit,
although she would never be someone with an affinity for the
woods.

Kee was as restless and anxious as Delf was,
perhaps sensing her mood. Delf slowed for a while to calm her, and
slowed even more once they were under the trees. Oryl Wood had many
faces. This one, in the afternoon light, was hushed and still.

The shrine was different as well. The faint
reddish glow changed the shape of the stones and turned the surface
of the water a warm gold. Beams of sunlight were slim and faded,
but illuminated two of the doors.

Inside it was empty, just as it had been,
without even a spider web to show life. Delf walked the length of
its walls and reconsidered her choices as she peered at the
corners. This had been a fool’s errand. She was worrying too
much. Rosset was a strange person, that was all. A retired dreamer
with too much time on his hands.

Nonetheless, she hesitated at the doorway,
glancing around again until her gaze stuck on the skull resting in
its place of honor, with its two empty eyes and its gaping
mouth.

She stared it down.

What the fuck, she thought first. She
would be heard, voiced or not, but liked to believe her attempt to
strain her thoughts into civility before speaking was appreciated.
Using Rosset as a means to anything was questionable, though you
may be the Wise.

“Whatever your plan is,” Delf said aloud,
voice ringing through the space, “Prityal shouldn’t be tied to it.”
She has given enough.

Delf inhaled, considered her words again.
But they remained, hard and stubborn. Prityal has given
enough.

“It’s not in your natures to only be cruel
and distant, any more than it is to only be merciful and generous.
And who is to say what would happen if we knew our fates before we
lived them?” The skull did not blink, not even as a trick of the
light. Delf could have asked this in her room at the ruin, or in
the stables. She could have asked it among the trees or on Otili’s
farm. But something in this place had surprised Rosset and made
Prityal nervous. The entire ride back Prityal had stayed close to
Delf’s side as though they were riding into danger.

Delf turned slowly to consider each doorway.
“If times of legend are here, then I am terrified, as anyone
sensible would be. But I am as you made me, and as prepared as
anyone can be,” more, if Delf were honest. “Prityal has already
guided us through troubles. You love Ainle, and she loves Ainle,
and you should—” Delf cut herself off abruptly, startled to realize
she had raised her voice again. Three times before the sun had even
set. Prityal was forge fires and steel. But in Delf, anger was
rare. Even Prityal had known it.

When Delflenor comes for you, she will
mean it.

Delf flushed hot at the memory, and inclined
her head to acknowledge her own bias.

“I admit, my devotion there is greater than
you probably like. Greater than she would probably like, if
she knew the depth of it. But that is also how you made me, and you
had something in mind when you did it.” Delf had half-assumed it
was her life for Prityal’s, and nothing had changed that
assumption. She straightened her shoulders as Prityal often did.
“So for you, for her, I will ask though I expect no answer:
is it time for something new? Or is Rosset right, and you
are waiting on some reluctant shepherd or seamster to come forward
at last?” She had to take another deep breath to compose herself.
“Is Prityal to find them and force them to the Seat? Rosset seems
to have set himself up on that quest. Did you ask him to?”

She turned back to the skull.

“I’m very demanding for a lower-tier, I
know.” The Wise might understand her humor, at least, and pity her
for her heart’s longings. “Is she in danger?” she asked next,
softly. “Will you answer that for me? I failed you as priest, but I
have done my best as a knight. Is it danger than I can prevent?
Because you know I will, however I can.”

The silence was only broken by her footfalls
when she finally dropped her shoulders and turned to leave. The
wind had shifted during her brief time inside, bringing more clouds
and possibly rain although Delf did not think so. Not tonight,
anyway.

She stopped once across the bridge.

“She’s already said no to you,” Delf
offered. “There is nothing you could hold over her to convince her
to do it… which seems beneath you. But then, I suppose you are the
earth so nothing is beneath you. Or above you, for that matter,
since you are also the sky.”

Delf tipped her head back to consider the
distant shivering of the treetops, then lowered it at the sound of
a squawk. Many crows, probably the ones she had seen that morning,
were in the lower branches of the trees around her, with three
perched on a log that some human must have dragged near the shrine
for a place to sit.

Delf tried not to think of them as the birds
of war waiting on the sidelines to feast on the dead, but knights
were always wary of the foe with the hammermarks of a crow or a
raven.

“If you are an omen, I could do with a
better one,” she joked to the higher birds, then directed her
bitter grin to the three near the ground. Her amusement vanished at
the rush of wind and the frantic beating of black wings. In the
time it took her to blink, one of the crows from the log landed on
Kee’s saddle.

Kee’s ears flicked back and forth, but her
training held and she did not move.

Delf took her hand from her hilt, where it
had gone at the initial burst of movement. She did not step
forward. She eyed the crow, a fairly large one, with sleek feathers
and talons that could have made Kee bleed if the creature had not
chosen to alight on thick leather.

Then it screamed.

Delf flinched. Kee stamped a foot anxiously,
so Delf clicked her tongue to calm her, keeping her attention on
the demanding bird. She saw now why it had screamed, and why it had
approached her—a long, black quill stuck out from its plumage.

The sharp spine could have come from an
animal the crow had tried to pick on, or eat, or from a plant Delf
didn’t know. The other crows possibly didn’t have the strength to
remove it if the end was barbed, though they were smart creatures
who would have tried. They were also clever enough to approach
humans if they needed to.

Delf stared into its beady eyes and took a
few steps closer. “I don’t have gloves with me,” she said in the
coaxing voice used with wild beasts. She inched closer. “If you
peck me, you will have to solve your own quill problem.”

The crow merely watched her, fluttering its
wings at its sides. Once Delf was within arm’s length of the
creature, she stopped and raised one hand to the sky, and when the
crow looked up to follow the gesture, Delf reached out to grab the
quill and yank it free.

She jumped back to avoid frantically
flapping wings and went to comfort Kee during the cacophony of
screeching as that crow rejoined the others and the birds above
them echoed the cries of pain or anger while feathers floated to
the ground.

“You’re welcome,” Delf told them all sourly
when some of the noise had quieted, and looked down at the quill in
her hand, a bit of blood on one end. When she looked up, the crow,
or another just like it, was once again on the saddle.

Delf did not jump, but she wanted to. A
glance around told her she was still alone… or at least, there were
no other humans.

“Oh,” she said aloud, because there could be
no doubt, this time.

She had just challenged Them. She, Delflenor
of the Seat, had in her way, challenged the Wise and demanded They
answer her. She had asked Them many things but had raised her voice
for one subject only.

Now she was stared at by a bird of war that
had been stabbed in the side.

“Prityal,” Delf exhaled the name in a
panic and all the birds took off into the sky, disappearing among
the trees and shattering the stillness of the ancient wood.

Delf threw the quill to the ground and leapt
onto Kee’s back.
















WINDBLOWN and breathless, Delf left Kee with
one of the begleys who had stopped, wide-eyed, to watch her ride
in. She didn’t know this one’s name, but they had been one of those
who had watched Delf with the icors. She shouted for them be
careful and for Kee to behave, and then turned to the others to ask
where Prityal was. When they stammered that they didn’t know, Delf
fought to compose herself and tried again.

“Where is Rosset, then?” she demanded but
was already moving toward the ruin before several of them pointed
in that direction. Delf heard some of them follow her, but they
stopped after only a few paces.

She hoped to find Prityal resting peacefully
in her room, but worry had her tense. She could not be calm until
she saw for herself, and ran up the steps and through the entrance,
only to halt on the threshold.

Delf put her hand on the hilt of her sword
as she scanned the hall for signs of Prityal or any disturbances.
Except for Rosset in a chair before the fire at the other end of
the vast space, the hall was unoccupied. The tables and bench seats
and chairs for evening meals were all where Delf had last seen
them. The fireplace at Delf’s end of the hall was dark, leaving the
entranceway chilled, but nothing was out of place.

“There you are.” Rosset called out. Delf
could not read his expression from so far away, but heard no strain
or fear in his voice. “I was told you returned to the shrine. Did
you have any particular purpose in mind?” He leaned back, glancing
up to the high, high windows. “From here, the skies appear to be
gray. Are they?“

“They are.” Delf came forward slowly, moving
around the table. “Where is Prityal?”

“The Tyrant-slayer is making do with some
more of my old armor.” Rosset had possibly been resting in that
spot for hours. Delf still did not take her eyes off him. “I
believe she is looking for something for you. She takes her
Three-given tasks seriously. A quest to bring the chevetein to the
Seat is no small thing. My part in the story of the chevetein and
Ainle’s survival will not be much, but I will do what I can. Rosset
the Broad no longer fits me in my old age; the pain has shriveled
me like an apple in the sun. I’d like to be known for something
else.”

“An epithet for helping find the chevetein?”
Delf stopped for several moments, struck by the idea. Being known
as someone who could choose leaders, leaders of legend, was power
in itself. Rosset wished to be a cheve, after all, but one unlike
any of the others. Delf resumed making her way up the length of the
tables. “Perhaps you steered her in a better direction,” she
admitted, “but it seems as if that glory is going to go to Prityal,
as many glories do, and should.”

“And none for you?”

Delf stopped again.

Rosset was still leaning against the back of
his seat, his posture easy or just tired. His question, however,
said he was quite awake.

Delf raised her eyebrows and he smiled.

“I have not fooled you much, have I? I
thought so before, but it hardly seemed to matter then.”

“When I was Delf of Nowhere?” Delf wondered,
unoffended, and looked around for Prityal once again despite what
Rosset had told her.

Unconcerned or unaware of Delf’s
distraction, Rosset inclined his head. “I should have known after
Brennus the Layabout not to judge a someone’s manner from their
unconcern with rank, or torn clothing, or wild hair.”

Delf raised a hand to her hair, which the
wind had pulled from the knot at the back of her head, but didn’t
attempt to fix it. “I am still Delf of Nowhere, so if my surcoat is
torn, it matters only to me.”

“To her, too, I think.” Rosset smiled again.
“She was more than happy to tell me it was your surcoat she wears.
That’s hers on you?” He clucked his tongue. “You couldn’t let her
walk around in that. You have an eye for these things. For
her dignity, at least. Her place. What of yours?”

Delf nearly rolled her eyes. “I’ve never
cared much for dignity, and I am lower-tier—”

“Anyone who did what you did at Roselin
should have been offered a place in the high circle long ago.”
Rosset interrupted her without apology. “You didn’t take it.”

Everyone had decided to bother Delf about
this subject, it seemed. “I was only made knight because there was
a need for more after Til Din.”

Rosset’s smile slipped. “You’re very
stubborn.”

“I am as They made me,” Delf answered
mildly. “But there is nothing to be stubborn about. I chose a life
of service long ago, to serve Ainle, as well as Ainle’s most
revered knight. Where I sit is hardly an important concern for
anyone.”

Rosset’s somewhat dour expression lifted,
and he leaned forward. “Yes.” He said it halfway through Delf’s
speech, as if his mind was on other things. “Yes, you serve with a
devotion so keen you had it chiseled into your flesh. But what of
you?”

Delf allowed herself a frown, both for
hearing the question again and for Rosset’s strangely demanding
tone. Any interest she had in this conversation was gone. “Is
Prityal in her room?”

Rosset studied her, then leaned back once
again. “It’s simple enough to summon her. You could do it if you
ever thought to try. You could probably do nothing but crook
your finger, in the same way you could walk up to the high circle
and sit amongst them with no question of belonging. You could have
a great name.” He shuddered in distaste. “Delflenor the Humble.
Bah. Delflenor the Cowardly.”

It had been a very long time since anyone
had tried to bait Delf into an argument, much less a fight, and yet
she had the feeling a fight was what Rosset wanted. She rolled a
shoulder though she had not taken her hand from her sword. “Fear is
a sensible reaction to stress and danger.”

Rosset seemed to go still, then tipped his
head to one side, curious. “You don’t care that I say it?”

Delf rolled her shoulder again. “You know
it’s not true. And it doesn’t matter.”

“In this, it does,” he insisted.

The familiar sound of those words made Delf
pause despite herself. It should not matter that Delf had no
epithet, as it should not matter to Prityal that Bors might admire
Delf. Yet it had. Delf could understand Prityal’s concerns, but
Rosset did not know her, or care about her. He cared about the
chevetein and his own name.

“You now think Prityal is fated to find the
new chevetein and perhaps bring them to the Seat,” Delf stated
carefully, trying to reason out Rosset’s aim. “I will accept that,
if only because she does, and she will be in danger. So you
are worried about her choice of...”

“She will be in danger?” Rosset
echoed, pouncing on Delf’s words. “Do you know that?”

“Ainle is dangerous, especially now,” Delf
told him, with a frown for the obvious. “And she is a bright,
shining target to many.”

“Or a weapon, as I said,” Rosset returned,
but with his distracted gaze on the wall. He turned back to Delf
before she could move away. “You still think of her. You
would be in this danger, too. What if you found the
chevetein? What would you do?”

“Me?” Delf asked with genuine surprise. But
it was a fair question. It was just possible the Wise might direct
her to the new chevetein. “I would persuade them to go to the Seat,
if I could. Or try to determine why they haven’t already. But I
wouldn’t force them,” since she was talking to Rosset, she added,
“or trick them.”

He grinned as if he caught her meaning. “A
push might be necessary.”

“Brennus went to the Seat on their own,” she
countered.

It was Rosset’s turn to shrug. “We don’t
know that.”

“I still would not force someone. The Three
might, with all the tools at Their disposal. But I would
not.” Of course, they were, all of them, all humans, the tools of
the Three, but that was Delf’s point. “If I found the
chevetein-to-be, I would persuade them. If that is what it
required, then I will be the one. If more is needed, then it will
be someone else.”

“You are stubborn, aren’t you?”
Rosset grew thoughtful. “I think she might do it, in time. She
might be the only one who could. But some force may still be
necessary. Time is something we might not have.”

Once again, Rosset was talking to hear
himself.

Delf turned away from him to look toward the
doorway to the corridor. “Where is Prityal?”

“Since you won’t call her….” Rosset raised
his head and called out in a voice that carried through the hall,
“Hail, Prityal of Ters!”

The playful greeting loosened the knot
between Delf’s shoulders. She turned toward the door to the
corridor at the faint sound of approaching footsteps and then
exhaled in relief when Prityal came into view.

Prityal must have been trying different
pieces of Rosset’s collection of armor. If she had been searching
for some for Delf, then putting them on her own body to consider
the size and shape was not a bad idea. She and Delf were close in
height, and they both had muscle, though in different places.

Prityal was in a new leather breast plate,
not the one she worn that morning, one with straps but no back
plate to attach. It was simpler and lighter looking than the last;
Prityal must have been considering Delf’s tastes. The belt beneath
it was Prityal’s own, as was her sword, which Delf was surprised to
see Prityal wearing, especially since Prityal had not put her armor
over her shoulders and upper arms. She had not bothered with her
mail, either, though she had slipped on her padded doublet—likely
because of the cold. Her boots were hers. The only protection for
her arms was a set of leather vants-braces, which looked incredible
on her, though Prityal had sets of her own, so these were likely
also meant for Delf.

Delf sighed heavily in relief as she looked
up, then frowned to see the helmet obscuring most of Prityal’s
face. The helmet may have been sturdy, but it looked more like the
sort of item purchased by a young, foolish, vain knight; untested,
shining silver metal, etched with a pattern Delf did not recognize.
It covered the top half of Prityal’s face, concealing her eyes.

“You chose that helmet!” Rosset
exclaimed, also surprised. Tay would have loved that helmet, but
the style was not to Prityal’s taste and definitely not to Delf’s.
Rosset seemed to agree, even though the helmet was his. “That would
not do for Delflenor.” He stopped, then turned to consider Delf for
several long moments. He licked his bottom lip, an almost nervous
gesture. “But… it might be useful now. Is this to be the path? She
chose that and wore it, so it must be.”

Rosset pursed his lips. His gaze dipped to
Delf’s waist, to the hand at her sword. Then he stood up. “This
knight must be subdued.”

The statement rang through the hall. Delf
tore her attention from Prityal to look to Rosset for an
explanation.

“This is the danger that brought you
here,” Rosset continued. “This knight betrays Ainle with every
moment they do not act. They must be taken.”

Delf was not sure that Rosset had not been
drinking. “What knight?” She turned to glance behind her in case a
strange knight had entered the hall, but jerked back around at the
sound of a sword being drawn.

She pulled in a breath before noting the
length of the blade, the stirring of fabric, the first footfall
upon stone. Then the footfall became another, and another, quick
and purposeful, and Delf began to move backward without conscious
thought.

“Prityal?” Her voice was too soft to carry
more than an arm’s length in front of her, and it did not slow
Prityal’s steps. “Prityal!” Delf tried again, certain she was
mistaken, that a dangerous knight must be near. She couldn’t see
Prityal’s eyes or the glint of her hair. Only her mouth, a hard
line Delf had glimpsed during the contests.

Delf backed up a few more paces and held out
a hand. “Will you—”

She turned and ducked in one motion,
shivering at the rush of air far too close to her. Prityal’s sword.
Prityal’s sword, swung at her, when even a blow from the flat side
would have caused pain. If Delf had not watched so many of
Prityal’s performances in the contests, she would not have even
known the blow was coming.

“Yield.” Prityal made the offer with steel
in her voice while advancing steadily.

“Prityal!” Delf panted, retreating with her
gaze locked on Prityal’s hands, on her sword. She bumped into a
chair and stumbled without falling. “What has been done to you?
Tell me what the danger is and we will fight it together.”

“You are the danger.” Prityal did not
stop sweeping forward. “Yield, or I will kill you.”

“I would.” Delf swallowed dryly. “I would
yield. But Prityal would not ask me to. She would not… she would
not face me like this. What is wrong? Tell me. Please.”

“This knight would risk the Seat itself,”
Rosset shouted, “out of cowardice!”

“Rosset!” Delf moved back even farther,
nearly reaching the end of the tables. “She will kill me!”

“Not if you stop her.”

Part of Delf noted the strain in Rosset’s
voice, the same part of her keeping track of him, and how he
watched from his place by the fire. She could not reach him, and
would not have known what to do if she did. There was nothing to do
except run and leave Prityal with him, or fight.

“How could I?” Delf demanded hoarsely. “I’m
no match for her!”

In the time it took her to shake her hair
from her eyes, Prityal leapt forward. Delf jerked her sword free
and swung it up, wincing at the impact when the blades met.

“Prityal, please!” she whispered, pushing to
force Prityal to take a step back, then turning to jump onto a
table and cross it. She landed hard on the other side, but on her
feet, and twisted to watch Prityal with the limited safety of a
table between them. “Prityal!”

Prityal would not, or could not, hear her.
“Yield now, before I hurt you.”

Her tone was flat, without heat or anger.
Unnatural from the fiery-tempered Tyrant-slayer. Wrong.

Magic-users. It was a whisper through
Delf’s mind. They were not always priests. And in the old days, in
the times of legend before the cheveteins, they could be as much a
threat as outsiders, or creatures, or knights not bound to serve
anyone.

She risked a glance to Rosset. “What did you
do to her?”

She could not wait for a reply. Prityal
jumped atop the table and Delf dashed in another direction,
dragging a chair with her. She hefted it up high with one arm and
swung it around with her as she turned to face Prityal’s sword.

The force of the hit made her bite down hard
and grunt, but she kept her footing. A chair was not a shield, not
a good one. She raised it again, her arm already straining, and
caught Prityal’s blade between the chair’s legs.

With a cry, she pushed forward, knocking
Prityal off-balance enough to put some space between them. Both of
them were breathing hard. Rosset was far away, talking.

“Younger knights have forgotten how it was.
She has no markings to help her. The Hope of Ainle was too arrogant
for markings that might have saved her? Did the Three protect her
this long?”

Delf wanted to slap the scorn from his mouth
but kept her focus on Prityal. “Prityal, it’s me, Delf. Please. You
will hate yourself if you hurt me.”

“Then stop her,” Rosset suggested.

“I am no match for her,” Delf rasped. “I
never have been.”

Prityal swung and Delf bit her lip at the
shock of the blow, even blocked by the splintering chair. She would
need a new shield, and one held in both hands, just to stand her
ground. Prityal would strike to kill soon.

“I think you are, Delflenor the Humble.”
Rosset’s voice carried. Delf wondered if knocking him down would
end this, and if she could reach him before Prityal stopped her. “I
think you could be. Do you know what the Tyrant-slayer speaks of
when alone? Your virtues. I did not even have to ask.”

“Prityal,” Delf tried again, ignoring
him.

“I said yield,” Prityal intoned where
she should have shouted, and raised her sword.

Delf’s arm gave under the next stroke, and
the chair shattered, sending splinters into her hair. She threw the
broken chair and ran, this time for the fireplace near the entrance
to the hall. The firedogs were too big and too heavy, but the fire
iron could be grabbed and used to parry.

She raised it defensively as Prityal caught
up with her. This time, Prityal watched her without striking,
sizing up the new threat.

Delf tried to lock eyes with her. “You are
more than a weapon.”

She did not expect Prityal to falter, to
lower her sword a fraction as they both caught their breath.

Rosset’s voice cut across the hall. “If you
are a threat to Ainle, then she is a weapon.”

“I am not a threat to Ainle!” Delf cried
out.

Rosset seemed closer. “There is only one
person who can convince her of that, besides me.”

“Prityal.” Delf kept the iron bar between
them despite how her arm was shaking. She made her voice gentle.
“He’s using magic. I am not what he says. I am Delf, the drunkard.
Delf, who knows many beds. Delf, the failed priest. I am no threat
to you or to Ainle.”

“Delf?” Prityal shaped the name oddly. She
lowered her head, and though Delf knew what that meant, she could
not believe it, and did not parry as she should have. The fire iron
deflected Prityal’s sword strike, but Delf could not move. Not
quickly. Not when Prityal said, “You do not sound like Delflenor,”
and pulled the dagger from her belt.

She struck like lightning.

The impact weakened Delf’s grip, her sword
nearly falling to the floor. She raised the fire iron again and
moved back without stopping to look at what damage had been done.
Her sword arm was hot and harder to control.

When the shock of the fight cleared, Delf
would hurt.

If she lived.

Prityal could not see or hear Delf as she
was. She would kill Delf if Delf did not stop her, or find a way to
end the magic, or leave.

Delf threw the iron forward and turned
without looking to see if it connected, if Prityal blocked it as
she should have. Then she ran for the entrance.

She jumped the steps to the ground below,
landing hard, and scrambled up just to run again. She thought to
warn the others, but they were not in danger. Rosset was after
Delf’s life, or out to hurt Prityal, or both, for reasons Delf had
no time to determine.

Her packs were in her room, along with the
rest of her weapons, which she would not use. She might make it to
Kee in time, make a run for it, but relentless, determined Prityal
would give chase and Frire would overtake them.

Delf needed a shield, a proper one, and tore
through the sparring ring to take one of the wooden practice
shields from their array of equipment. Shouts from behind her meant
one thing only, and she spun around with the shield raised and
dropped her sword to hold the shield with both hands. Even with
that, Prityal’s strike knocked her back several steps.

Prityal held her sword two-handed. She
should have swung again. She should have feinted and slashed Delf
beneath the inadequate shield. She could have taken the shield in
one hand and swung with the other.

But she waited.

Delf watched her from over the top of her
small defense. Her fingers were slippery, her arm numb. She assumed
she was bleeding. But she kept her shield up and her stance
ready.

People were still shouting. The noise was
nothing. All Delf took notice of was her breath and Prityal’s. She
had last heard it soft and slow as they had fallen asleep together.
She still could not see Prityal’s eyes. That ostentatious,
ridiculous helmet kept them from her.

“Prityal.” If everyone insisted Delf was
stubborn, then she would be stubborn, and try again and again.
“This is spellwork. You will win any contest between us in strength
and skill. You are the greatest knight in a hundred years, and you
will kill me. But I will not let him do this to you. Not if I can
help it.”

Delf’s other arm was trembling but it would
hold for a while longer.

“This is not a field of war.” She spoke as
though persuading Prityal to sleep next to her in an abandoned
field. “This is a practice yard full of innocents. I don’t care
what spells he worked or which one of the Wise he thinks to offer
you to. You will not hurt me. You’ll protect me. You’re sworn to.”
Delf had to catch her breath again. “You’ll protect me. You said
so.”

She didn’t know if her words were reaching
Prityal, or if Prityal was too honorable to strike an opponent with
no weapon except a shield. But though Prityal had not lowered her
sword, she also had not moved forward.

“Where is Delflenor, Prityal of Ters?”
Rosset’s question broke through their silence and the noise of the
stunned crowd.

Delf jerked her head up at the words, the
shape and the echo of them, then turned sharply to Prityal, who
adjusted her grip on her sword.

“Prityal of Ters!” Delf called in a
carrying voice, the very first lesson given to priests-in-training,
the first bit of magic Delf had ever learned that had stuck.

Prityal seemed to still, to be listening,
perhaps without breathing.

Delf summoned the voice again, although she
was hoarse and the sound was rough. “I am Delf—Delflenor.
Rosset has used magic to trick you. He is a magic-user in the
service of Strife or Mischief, like in an old story.”

“I serve Ainle!” Rosset answered, as though
Delf would take her attention from Prityal to address him.

Prityal shook her head, but even that
reaction was enough to make Delf press again.

“He serves himself,” Delf told Prityal and
anyone else there to hear it. “And treats you like a dagger, when
you are not. You are so much more.”

“Are you a danger?” Prityal asked, tossing
her head again. “You don’t hold a weapon. Even with your sword you
would not… you would not fight me.”

“Never.” Delf’s blood began to fall to the
ground, the sound like the start of rain. “I told you I would
not.”

“Delflenor said that,” Prityal corrected,
heat in her voice that nearly brought a smile to Delf’s lips.

“Ah,” Delf sighed instead, “you’re the only
one who says my name that way.”

“You don’t sound like Delflenor but you
speak like Delflenor.” Prityal took one hand from her sword. “I
cannot see your face. Only a stranger’s. This is magic? How do I
know that it is? And why has it not affected you?”

Delf forced herself to keep the shield up as
she thought. “I don’t know how or why you can’t see me. But… I have
hammermarks that you don’t, remember? For protection and clarity. A
relic and tribute, I thought in my younger days. But those times
are here again, it seems. He was right in that, if nothing
else.”

Delf darted a look behind Prityal, ignoring
the others until she found Rosset observing them from the base of
the steps to the ruin. He was not moving quickly. Delf didn’t know
what that meant, either. She focused on Prityal again. “I don’t
know how it works. I’m sorry. I didn’t train as a priest for very
long, and it was years ago. Have you had anything, or did he say
anything that you remember? I’m sorry!” Fear put a tremor in her
voice. “I was a failure and I don’t remember. That’s all I can
think of, unless….”

She looked past the displeased line of
Prityal’s mouth to the ugly helmet obscuring her face—obscuring her
eyes. She didn’t recognize the designs on it. They might not mean
anything. They might mean danger.

“You’re wearing his armor!” It burst from
her. “No—you wore that before and it didn’t cause this. Perhaps the
two together, his words and the armor… and the helmet.” Delf raised
her head above the shield, letting Prityal read everything in her
face. “Take off the helmet!”

Prityal shifted back.

“Please.” Delf pled with her eyes as well as
her voice. “Please. I know you don’t like to remove your armor in
front of others, and you can’t trust a stranger. But I need to you
to remove your helmet. Please. I will… Remember when you said you
could not expect me to remove my armor while you had yours?” She
paused, hoping for an answer. She got none. Delf took a breath and
kept going. “You will not strike at an opponent who is defenseless.
And I won’t strike at you. By the Ladylord of Love I will not. I
wouldn’t. I am your shield. Even when you do not need one, and it
annoys you, I will be. So, please.”

Prityal tightened her grip on her sword
hilt. It was an admission of fear that so many would never have
noticed. “I can’t…”

Delf firmed her hold on her shield as much
as she could, and prayed, and then let the shield fall. Some of the
begleys gasped. Delf kept her eyes on Prityal,

“Just your helmet, please, my lady. Your
friends told me to watch over you, remember? And even if they
hadn’t, I would have done it. Trust me, lower-tier though I
am.”

“You are not lower-tier!” Prityal argued
hotly.

The relief at the sign of her temper nearly
made Delf’s knees buckle. She laughed, a light and yet bitter
sound, and Prityal tugged off the helmet to frown at her, then to
blink and shake her head.

“Delflenor?” The helmet fell to the dirt.
Prityal peered at Delf, then her sword, before staring at Delf for
a longer time. “You’re bleeding.”

Delf smiled for her unhappy scowl. “Yes,
love, I am.” Her knees might buckle, after all. The wound was
slightly more serious than she would have liked.

“You keep saying that!” Prityal exclaimed in
irritation or exasperation, then sucked in a breath. “I did that to
you!”

“It will be fine,” Delf assured her, too
happy to have Prityal back to do more than put her hand over her
upper arm and press down. She hissed and swayed on her feet but
threw her hand out to stop Prityal from coming closer. “Rosset,”
she warned.

Prityal turned and would have had her sword
beneath Rosset’s chin if he’d been two steps closer.

He wasn’t armed except for the knife at his
belt. That was likely all that spared him.

Prityal was quiet and furious. “You made me
attack Delflenor.”

“If he has more skills with magic, your
sword is not going to be much of a threat to him,” Delf commented,
giving Prityal and the others another warning, though she had no
way to save any of them. “Everyone stay back. Be prepared to run if
need be. If his magic tricked Prityal, it can trick you.”

“Rosset the Magic-user,” Prityal the Just
addressed Rosset with disdain, “frightening those who looked up to
him.”

“Rosset the Betrayer,” Delf added, ignoring
the growing wetness between her fingers. “How is that for a new
epithet? Rosset, Who Turned One Knight of the Seat Against
Another.”

Prityal’s voice shook. “I might have killed
her.”

Rosset stood before them. If he felt shame
for his actions, Delf could not see it. Yet his attitude was not
hostile. He was wary of Prityal’s wrath, and rightly so, but
glanced between the two of them almost anxiously.

“She could have stopped you,” Rosset
answered Prityal, but looked to Delf. “She did, in fact.”

Prityal sneered at that, although she had
not smoothed out her voice. “Your magic is not so powerful.”

Rosset lifted his eyebrows and held out his
empty hands. “You’re right. Though I am more powerful than I ever
imagined I would be back in the barracks, when I picked up silly
tricks to pass the time.”

“This was no silly trick!” The tremor had
returned to Prityal’s voice, and might have been mistaken for anger
by those who had never seen her vulnerable. She was frightened.
“Delflenor is hurt! I could have killed her, would have, but… she
would not fight me.”

For a moment, Prityal turned to her and
their eyes met. But Prityal would not take her attention from
Rosset for longer than that.

Delf considered him, too, though the pain in
her arm was growing stronger now that the immediate danger had
passed, and the amount of bleeding was beginning to alarm her.

“Was this because she won’t be the
chevetein?” Delf hit him with the accusation, unconcerned with
whatever the begleys might think. They should know Rosset for the
schemer he was, and learn not to trust him. “For that, you do this
to her? Would you do the same to your begleys if they had also said
no?”

Some of those begleys might have whispered
amongst themselves, or stared in shock at their false, would be
cheve, but Delf kept her eyes on Rosset and Prityal.

Rosset took a step forward and Prityal moved
between him and Delf and kept her sword up.

“No.”

Greater people than Rosset had quailed
before that tone. He stopped.

He looked at Prityal. “You can see the
trouble as well as I. Delflenor stands unsteadily, bleeding and in
pain, but her concerns are elsewhere.” He gestured empathically.
“All of this was preventable! They held a practice shield of
wood against the arm of the Tyrant-slayer! My magic
should not have done anything but shown the truth! But they would
not fight!”

“I am no match for her,” Delf insisted,
distantly aware of the noise of protest from Prityal.

“Because you refuse to be!” Rosset leaned to
the side to stare at Delf, his eyes narrowing. “Everything within
your grasp, but not even for your own life will you consider it.
You claim devotion, but you ignore when it is returned! Even now,
you worry about the begleys, about her! What more will it
take?”

Rosset pulled in a breath after the
question. His eyes widened and he darted a look up to the sky,
although Delf did not see anything there to draw his attention.

“Oh,” Rosset said, quietly, as if for once
he had no thought for his audience. “Lord of Wisdom, I failed you.
I was as distracted by the glow of the Just as anyone else and
assumed that was all it was. I have never claimed those depths, so
of course, I could not see it. But the sign has been there all
along. The only thing that will convince them to act. I am the same
fool. I deserve the fate coming to me.”

He turned just enough to face some of the
begleys that must have been watching from a safe distance. He
raised his voice. “I am Rosset, Who Found Them.”

Always, he thought of glory for himself.

“You have not found anyone,” Delf reminded
him with a small amount of pleasure. “Prityal will bring the
chevetein to the Seat.”

Prityal twisted around to stare at her, her
expression grave and unhappy. Delf stared back, confused, and
opened her mouth to ask what was wrong, but with a speed that
should have been beyond him, Rosset drew the knife from his belt
and lunged forward.

Delf reached out in warning and Prityal
turned, but Rosset ducked to avoid her sword and stabbed the knife
into the flesh behind her breastplate, beneath her arm.

There was a great deal of noise from the
watching begleys, screams, Delf thought, though she hardly
registered them. Rosset pulled back and stumbled, off-balance and
weak, the knife still in his hand. Prityal responded without
hesitation, despite her wound. She turned and swung, and swung
again when training allowed Rosset to barely dodge the first.

He did not dodge the second.

His hand flew through the air, severed from
his wrist, the knife leaving his useless fingers.

Rosset fell backward into the dirt. He was
grasping his arm with his other hand. Red blood sprayed his face
and neck. He did not make a sound.

He must have been a mighty knight, once.

Prityal stood over him, breathing hard.
“I will see it to the end, not you.”

“Will you?” Rosset panted. “The sun will
soon set. There is not much time. We are in need of a champion.
That’s how it was once done. And it will not be any other way but
rough, not with her. Not with them dragging their heels. You must
get to the Seat. That is the only chance. If only they would—”

He broke off with a groan, squeezing his
wrist tight and shutting his eyes.

Someone behind Delf swore. It was followed
by a quiet gasp from someone else, and then another.

Prityal tipped her head back, looking away
from Rosset, and Delf followed Prityal’s gaze, only to freeze as an
illusion melted to nothing before her eyes.

The ruin Rosset loved was a ruin indeed. The
thatch on the roof was poorly done, and protected only the front of
the roof. One side of the building showed more walls for structures
half-destroyed by time. The entrance was hastily repaired, with
chunks of stone missing from the arch that Delf had not noticed
before.

Shock moved through those around them, as if
others saw this for the first time as well.

Prityal looked back down to Rosset and
exclaimed in bewilderment. Delf looked but only saw Rosset, frailer
now with pain or sorrow, an old figure worn to nearly nothing by
time, or perhaps the energies required by his magic.

He had spelled the ruin to look grander than
it was, and Delf’s hammermarks had not revealed the truth, or not
all of it.

“He is old,” someone murmured in a
flat, stunned voice.

Delf looked at Rosset again, but again only
saw the same man she had met and spoken with.

“Ancient,” Prityal added, dismayed and
probably lashing herself for striking someone elderly, even though
he had attacked her. Her tone was almost weary. “You made a spell
for that? Was your age a disgrace to you?”

Delf frowned, and swayed a little on her
feet, and glanced around at the people now regarding Rosset with
shock.

“Did he trick everyone?” she wondered,
though she did not think she was heard. Her hammermarks had spared
her some of the effects of Rosset’s illusions. Although her marks
must not have been as powerful as she had thought because she had
still not seen the ruin as it was. She would have to correct that,
someday. “No wonder Tili was less than impressed. He would have
remembered the ruin as he had originally seen it.” The others
around them all seemed to be speechless, watching Rosset bleed and
unable to act, all of them like knights in combat for the first
time, too afraid to move. “This was magic,” Delf used her priest’s
lesson once more, and spoke in a carrying voice to draw their
attention. “It is no longer just a story, or for priests. He used
magic on us, all to make his name a little grander.”

Rosset kept his eyes shut. If he had more
spells to work, he was too weak to manage it. Delf nonetheless did
not approach him.

She thought she might have to warn Prityal
of further magic interference, but Prityal stepped away from him
and cleaned her sword on her surcoat before sheathing it, more
concerned for the metal than the fabric. Delf did not mind, though
her surcoat would be stained forever.

That action was enough to spur some of the
others to move, slowly circling Rosset, and then kneeling to help
him.

Delf focused on Prityal. “Did it pierce the
padding?” she demanded, already reaching out to pull Prityal
closer, staining the surcoat even more with her bloodied hand. “His
knife. Did it? Are you hurt?”

Prityal pushed her off with alarming ease.
“It’s fine. My doublet was not already slashed open. Let me
see to you.” She hissed the moment she got Delf’s arms down and got
a better look at the wound. Delf glanced down to the torn fabric,
now soaked red, and caught her breath.

“I hit you there,” Prityal said quietly,
pulling apart the slashed edges of Delf’s doublet. “Where the
padding was already torn and you had no protection.”

She had done it on purpose, against an
enemy. Delf did not fault her for it.

Delf dragged her gaze elsewhere, deciding
she’d rather look at Prityal’s beautiful face than the slash across
her upper arm. “I told you the fox meant well. It must have been
trying to warn us.”

“You were right.” Prityal answered too
seriously for one of Delf’s unfunny jests. “I did this to you,” she
said again, softer.

“He did, my lady,” Delf argued as the
world tilted. She kept herself upright, but only just, by clasping
Prityal’s forearm tightly. She was unprepared to be dragged
forward, but hiding her face against Prityal’s throat was no
hardship.

“I could kill him.” Prityal was not
suggesting it, despite how the others around them made startled
noises. She had the right to kill him, for attacking her and for
the trickery. Rosset had used her. No one could have faulted her
for reacting more harshly. But she’d chosen not to, so in saying it
now, she was trying to make a point. “Even if I do not, he will die
as he is.”

“Someone should stop the bleeding,” Delf
replied, because it was fair, and to Prityal likely it was just,
and because Prityal wanted support for her decision from someone
she trusted, and Jareth was not there to do it.

“We need to stop your bleeding.”
Prityal held Delf tighter, which was painful, but for that Delf
said nothing.

“I’ll live.” Delf raised her head. “We can
speak to those at the Seat about him. The priests used to deal with
the malicious magic-users. Let them handle it. You have enough to
do. Are you sure you’re not hurt?”

“Why didn’t you stop me?” Prityal fixed Delf
with a furious look that trapped any further words in Delf’s mouth.
Prityal frowned, first at Delf and then down at the wound. “You
could have. He was right about that.” Delf shook her head, but
Prityal ignored it and looked around at the begleys. “If you want
to save him, you have to act quickly!” she shouted at them. “Stop
the bleeding. Keep him warm. Get him out of the dirt.”

Delf stared at her and did not speak until
Prityal finally faced her again. “I am never going to fight you. I
know you find that frustrating, but you have to understand
why.”

“I do not have to do anything.” Prityal
leaned in until their noses bumped. “You risk too much when you
don’t step forward. You should have stopped me.”

Delf couldn’t think, which might have been
blood loss or a result of being glared at from so close while also
being held gently. “I did,” she finally answered, confused.

Prityal tipped her face away, then sighed
before turning back. “You could have stopped me faster, if he… if
Rosset is right.” She put her hand against Delf’s cheek and made a
funny, bewildered sound when Delf closed her eyes and leaned into
it. “But we must look after you now. There will be clean, hot water
in the kitchen. Do you need me to carry you?”

Delf snorted. Prityal was strong, but Delf
was hardly a feather. “I can walk yet.” Not for much longer. She
did not quite feel steady on her feet, which meant she was bleeding
more than she thought, or was simply exhausted. She opened her
eyes. “Sweet of you to offer,” she added, meaning to tease, but
Prityal’s gaze made her words quiet and serious.

“You risk too much.” Prityal’s voice shook
again though she tried to flatten it. “But we will talk of it
later.” Then she looped an arm around Delf’s waist, ungently, as if
afraid Delf might fall or wander away, and began to steer her
toward the kitchen.
















THEY WERE followed by some of the others not
long afterward. Delf leaned against a table, shivering, yet
sweating from the heat of the kitchen. Prityal had sent someone to
fetch their packs before they had even reached the building, and
poured all of their powders meant to ease pain into a cup of wine
and ordered Delf to drink it. That could have also been why Delf’s
skin prickled and her thoughts wandered. Her surcoat and doublet
had been pulled away. Prityal might have done it, might have been
biting her lip and trying to be gentle and overly concerned that
others would see Delf in a thin undershirt.

She had just severed a knight’s hand from
his body. Delf loved her so fucking much.

“Delflenor is not a priest,” Prityal was
explaining to someone for the second time as she added fuel to the
fire. “And even if she were, she would not be one dedicated to
healing. We’ll have to do this ourselves.”

There was a healer in the village who might
have had some magic training. They had been sent for, for Rosset’s
sake, but would not make it to the ruin before morning.

“What about you?” One of the others asked,
which made Delf squint at Prityal again, but she could still not
see any signs of injury. Rosset’s blade had not penetrated deep, if
at all, according to Prityal. Though Delf was not in a position to
force Prityal to take a moment to care for herself. In truth, Delf
was sitting on the table more than leaning against it, and even
that took effort.

Prityal was setting aside the bandages and
cleansing herbs from their packs. She fussed with them for several
long moments before finally turning to Delf.

She had a grim expression, not her battle
face, but close. “You’re bleeding too much. Would you like stitches
or a burn to close the wound?”

“Fuck.” Delf met that unhappy stare.
If she needed a burn, Rosset more than definitely did, if he had
not already bled out. She wondered if he had. They had not brought
him to the kitchen with her though his wound was far more
serious.

“Delflenor,” Prityal prompted. Delf returned
to the moment.

“A burn.” She wanted it over with and would
deal with the pain afterward. And during, of course, but she would
likely pass out in the middle of it. “Are you going to show them
how?”

Prityal tightened her mouth and ignored the
question. She might be planning to tend to Rosset herself.

Delf started to ask, but Prityal turned
away, to Bors. Delf hadn’t realized Bors was there, or so
close.

“You and the others will have to hold her
down.” Prityal was giving instructions. “You will have to hold her
down hard. Delflenor is very strong.”

Prityal’s skin was ashen and there were dots
of sweat on her forehead. She was going to do this herself, because
there was no one else, even though she would be sick at the
thought. She had nightmares about this very thing, sometimes still
shuddered from the smell of smoke. But she was worried for Delf,
and there was no one else.

Prityal went to the fire, her movements
slow, and checked the fuel again. Delf belatedly noticed the knife
sticking out from the flames, probably placed there in anticipation
of Delf’s answer.

“You know how I am about pain, love,” Delf
joked in a voice she barely recognized as her own, “so not too
much. We have an audience.”

The begleys nervously getting into position
near her stopped.

Prityal looked over, disbelief in her eyes,
and then something else. “Even now?” she whispered, and crossed to
Delf in only a few strides to take Delf’s face in her hands. She
petted Delf’s cheekbones as though they were in bed and Delf needed
calming.

Delf closed her eyes. “Stitching will do.
You don’t need to do this. I didn’t think. I’m sorry. I’m so
sor—”

Prityal kissed her brow, fast and forceful,
pulling back only to return for another, this one soft. “You are
remarkable. Know that.”

Delf was slow to open her eyes. “Because I
can bear some stitching?”

“You are a fool, too.” Prityal smiled and
wiped her wet cheeks with the back of her hand before stepping away
to go through the packs once again. She pulled out thread and a
thick needle, and then turned to Bors, who had eyes full of stars
again as she stared at the two of them. “I will need you to help
hold her arm steady, and someone else will have to wipe away the
blood as I work.” Bors made a sound in her throat, but exhaled and
then nodded. Prityal smiled for that, too, though it was shaky.
“The dagger you can use for him, if you will. I will tell you how.”
She flexed her hand and then threaded the needle. “This is more
Delf’s skill than mine, so you will have to hold her with all of
your strength. But hold her gently…” Prityal’s ferocity was neither
soft nor warm, but Delf sighed. Prityal caught her gaze and held
it. “…For she is precious.”

Delf stared at her, her lips parted and her
eyes wide, until Prityal gave her another cup of wine and asked her
to drink that one as well.

After that, there was a great deal of
pain.
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 DELF DID NOT know how much time had passed,
only that it was night when she opened her eyes, and the kitchen
had grown quiet. She had been moved to a chair near the fire, and
her arm throbbed in the distant way that injuries did while the
senses were dulled. She was sticky and too hot and her throat was
hoarse. Her upper arm was swathed in bandages. Her undershirt was
brownish red. Prityal was gone.

Many of the others were gone as well. Delf
had watched them leave, but while drugged and distracted with pain.
As she was still, though awareness was returning at a steady
rate.

Some of Rosset’s anxious and misled children
were with her, either to eat, not that many ate much, or to watch
her, or perhaps to be far from whatever healing efforts had been
done to Rosset. Delf had thought that she’d heard screaming, and a
wound burned closed would cause that, even in a once-great
knight.

When one of the begleys noticed Delf was
more alert, a cup was held to her lips so she could sip. And then
someone barely more than a child, with feminine marks that had been
started but not yet completed, put Delf’s hands in a bowl of water
to clean them, and one of the others, an older woman with the
shoulders and calluses of a smith, began to gently clean the blood
from the rest of her.

The cooler water made Delf shiver
helplessly, but she thanked them as they dried her off, and met
their eyes, startling them both. “If you feel guilty, you
shouldn’t. We were all tricked. If you act out of kindness, I’m
sorry to be so much trouble. I thank you, either way. Where is
Prityal?”

“Very near,” answered the older one after a
moment, amused, but patted Delf’s arm a final time before moving
away.

Delf nodded, then closed her eyes again.
More time may have passed. But she felt as if she immediately
opened her eyes at the cacophony of raised, excited voices and then
Prityal’s stern, “Let her sleep.”

“I’m not sleeping.” The words emerged rough
and slow, but Delf got them out, prepared to be stubborn although
she possibly had been asleep and should sleep more. Prityal was
already turned to her.

Delf swept a look over Prityal’s lovely
form, significantly less straight and stiff than usual. Prityal was
leaning against a wall, absently rubbing her side with one hand.
Her glorious hair was dark with sweat around her forehead. Whatever
had been done to Rosset, if it had been a burn, Prityal would
likely have had to help. She might not have been in the room, but
the sounds and smells would have disturbed her, possibly left her
sick.

Delf struggled to sit up. “I’m sorry. I
failed you. I could have been there. We could have tended to him
first, and then me. I—”

“You’re better,” Prityal interrupted with a
fast, tired grin. It quickly became a frown. “Are you in pain?”

“Am I?” Delf returned, genuinely, because
she was, of course she was, but she would live, provided the
stitching stayed clean and she could rest. But she moved her arm
only to stop with a grimace. “Stitches hurt more than the initial
wound.”

Prityal flattened her mouth. “That is only
because my knife is sharp.”

“And your arm is swift,” Delf saluted her
with her other hand, then winked. The effect would not be much, not
with sweat on her face, her hair before her eyes. But bringing the
smile back to Prityal’s face was imperative. She managed it, if
only for a moment. Then Prityal’s lips turned down again. Delf
watched Prityal rub a spot over her ribs and narrowed her eyes.
“And you? We can see to you now? I can—”

“Sit down!”

Delf did not even realize she had started to
push herself to her feet until Prityal’s crisp command.

Prityal gave a little twitch, as if she
wanted to apologize. It must be confusing for her, to have to give
orders to someone she had only that day claimed for a bed-friend.
Delf raised her eyebrows, not arguing, and debated an invitation
for Prityal to sit in her lap. Prityal would say no, but the offer
might soothe her, and she so desperately looked in need of
soothing, at least, to Delf’s eyes.

Prityal was breathing unevenly, and for
several moments, it seemed as if the wall was the only thing
keeping her upright.

Delf focused on that with every scrap of
awareness that she currently possessed. Prityal was always
conscious of her reputation and her image, especially around
strangers or near-strangers. She did not lean. She did not rub her
side or close her eyes or struggle to catch her breath.

“I am well,” Delf told her again, keeping
her tone as neutral as she could. “Were you tended to?”

She felt as if she had been asking that over
and over again, and remembered too late that Prityal would never
admit to weakness, and none of the people who had followed Rosset
would ever think to challenge her.

Delf pushed herself to her feet and this
time, Prityal did not even seem to notice.

“I….” Prityal was slow to look over. “I do
not think….”

“I don’t see bleeding,” Delf said, some of
the calm slipping from her voice. She wobbled, but she did not
fall, and glanced over the others in the kitchen. “Did anyone tend
to you?”

Prityal’s skin was a strange color. Delf had
thought it was from the stress of being near someone who had
required a burn to stop their bleeding. Now, it sent a rush of
panic through her. Prityal still had not managed an answer.

“Prityal!” Delf barked, moving forward on
heavy legs. “Prityal, answer me. Tell me you are well.”

Prityal furrowed her brow and focused on
Delf as if even that took an alarming amount of effort.

“Delflenor,” Prityal whispered, hardly
audible, “I do not believe his dagger was a normal one.”

She collapsed before the last word was
out.
















THE NEXT MOMENTS were stuttered, stark
images that burned behind Delf’s eyes when she blinked. Prityal
limp on the floor. Delf’s hands tearing at buckles and laces and a
surcoat stained red-brown. Blood seeping from a small, shallow
wound. Streaks of dark purple, much like how veins showed on much
paler skin, extending outward across Prityal’s ribs and
stomach.

Delf put her hand over them as if that would
stop their progress. Her own voice reached her ears, though she
didn’t recognize a single word she said. She might have prayed; a
foolish thing to do when the spirits were already watching and had
allowed this to happen. But Delf did not know healing magic. She
prayed, or begged, and shouted for someone to find the knife. To
bring it to her and then to fetch dyes for hammermarks or for
clothing, or ash from a firepit if that was all that could be
found.

The wound had not bled enough to cause
swooning, and it was too early for this to be fever from a dirty
blade. Delf pressed around the broken skin to push more blood out,
hoping to expel the poison, if any, stopping when Prityal stirred.
Then she kissed Prityal’s brow while whispering apologies for what
pain was to come, and put her hand beneath Prityal’s head to
cushion it while she waited for the others to return.

She mixed the blue dye they gave her with
oil and water and painted lines for protection over Prityal’s
stomach and hips, working the only magic she knew until her shaky
hands forced her to stop.
















DELF SPENT the night awake, swallowing some
cold porridge because she knew she would need her strength,
watching Prityal for signs of improvement. She held Rosset’s
enchanted knife in her hand, trying to determine what made it
different from any other blade before finally putting it away for
the priests at the Seat to examine. She was there whenever Prityal
woke, and there when she slept, and left her only to bark orders at
frightened begleys and farmers who had just seen the Hope collapse
and were afraid for the future.

Delf’s hands did not stop shaking.

She went to see Rosset shortly before dawn.
He lived, and slept, a rest he did not deserve but was doubtless
the work of medicinal herbs because Delf could not wake him. No
longer armored and hidden behind magic, he was a small bag of bones
in a knight’s clothing, left to shiver in front of the fireplace of
his ruined hall.

Less than a handful of his begleys had
stayed in the room with him. Delf did not spare them more than a
sliver of her attention. The others were packing supplies for her
or had already ridden off toward the village. There, some would
find the ravenmaster who had sent Rosset’s original message to the
Seat and send another that Delf had given them. Rosset would likely
be alive when other Knights of the Seat came for him. But his
eventual fate was not on Delf’s mind.

Sunrise approached.

Rosset had mentioned sunset, and in the way
of the old stories, that meant something. But he was not able to
answer questions and they did not have time to wait. He would get
what he wanted, whyever he had wanted it; Prityal would return to
the Seat, as fast as Delf could get her there.

The burn in Delf’s arm was barely noticeable
next to the cold sickness in her chest. Prityal crumbling to the
floor was at the forefront of her mind.

“They gave her to us and you saw her as a
means to an end.” The begleys jumped at the sound of Delf’s voice.
Delf left them to their guilt and sorrow. She watched Rosset’s face
tighten. The truth could not be evaded, not even in sleep, not in
echoing ruins. She made a fist. “Not everything is a sign that you
are on the right path, only that you are on a path. If They
used your pride to do Their bidding, I could not have stopped
Them—but you could have. That is the point. She would not have,
even if the Three Themselves had walked her to a victim and handed
her the blade. But your pride meant this was your answer. Your
fucking pride, as though They would not have found another way.
They might even have presented you with another path, but you
decided upon this one. You think this makes you special. But you
will not be rewarded for this. There will be no glory attached to
the name Rosset.” The world was spinning around Delf, but she made
her voice firm. “If you are remembered at all, it will be for this
crime.”

She would need the helmet Prityal had worn
as well, as evidence, or to help the priests at the Seat understand
the magic Rosset had used. She regretted not staying with the
priests longer to have learned more, but knew she would have not
been here now to help Prityal if she had.

She left Rosset without another word for
him, and went to the stables to prepare Kee, and then, slowly,
Frire. The goat would remain there, until those at the barracks
sent someone back for it, and to speak to anyone here who still
might want to visit the Seat. Delf promised that distractedly while
coaxing a furious, anxious Frire into accepting her as the one to
saddle him.

Bors and the others had followed her orders.
The packs had been emptied of anything nonessential and filled with
food, herbs, and bandages. Everything else would be retrieved
later, or never. Delf planned to ride back through Oryl Wood
without stopping. Hopefully, Knights of the Seat would meet her
somewhere on the journey.

When that work was done, she tied her hair
back, armored herself in Prityal’s mail and then her own torn and
stained doublet, wiped away the tears that gathered in the corners
of her eyes, and walked out of the ruin.
















PRITYAL WOKE more solidly as Delf and Bors
helped her outside. She was trembling with exhaustion or the cold,
but Delf had wrapped her cloak around her, and one of the others
had given her the long, thick scarf of a farmer, which looped
around her neck and covered her hair. Delf had dressed Prityal in
her doublet to give her both warmth and some protection, but had
not thought Prityal could bear the weight of anything else, a
thought that made her stomach churn.

Rosset’s knife seemed to have taken her
strength. Sleep had done little to help her recover.

Prityal opened her mouth, but whatever her
arguments, they vanished when Delf explained, “We ride straight to
the Seat, my lady. We leave now.”

“Straight to the Seat,” Prityal echoed,
blinking, then lowered her head in determination, a warning, for
someone. “Then I will see it to the end, as promised.”

She pushed away the hands on her to stand
tall and unbent once again, like the figure of hope she had spent
years becoming. She frowned at the sight of the mounting block Delf
had arranged for her, but said nothing, only used it to slowly
climb onto Frire’s back.

Her silence made Delf bite her lip, and Delf
did not breathe again until Prityal was safely in the saddle and
whispering to her anxious war beast.

Since her throat was too tight to allow her
to speak, Delf nodded her farewell to Bors and the rest, and then
got onto Kee’s back.

For a moment, no one moved.

Then Delf clicked her tongue and Kee stepped
forward into the lead position.

As conscious of Prityal’s image as Prityal
undoubtedly was, Delf did not look back or call out to make sure
Prityal was well enough for this—Prityal would insist that she was,
and would not be pleased at another public display of weakness.
Delf forced herself to be quiet, and to sit straight, and to wait
until the ruin was long out of sight before she turned.

Prityal’s shoulders had begun to slump but
her eyes were open and fixed on Delf as if she had been
waiting.

“Do I have much time?” she asked, and though
she sounded calm, Delf shuddered and Frire’s ears went back.

“I don’t know.” Delf had no other
answer.

Prityal nodded in a deliberate fashion, as
if she had already guessed that. “So we return to the Seat.”

“Yes.” Delf swallowed. “And we should ride
faster, as fast as you can stand. Now that no one else will
witness, I will… I will carry you there myself, if I have to.”

Prityal heaved a weary sigh, but inclined
her head once more. “Then we ride.”
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 THEY RODE FAST.

Delf held on tightly and imagined Prityal
did the same. Following advice from Rosset’s terrified would-be
begleys, they skirted the Wood directly, and so did not pass the
pond. Without the goat to keep their pace measured, they passed
acres of fields and rows of neatly planted trees. At times, they
would slow to give the icors moments of rest, to give Delf a chance
to covertly study Prityal and offer water from one of the skins the
others had packed.

Prityal swayed in the saddle and often had
her eyes closed, but Delf did not think she truly slept—the ride
was too quick for that—but she didn’t think Prityal had much
attention on their surroundings, either.

Delf stopped them again on a stretch of land
half-covered in nut trees not yet harvested. The sun had not
emerged from the clouds, but the evening air was warmer than she
would have liked and faintly sticky. Or, she assumed it was, and
hoped she did not have a fever brewing. She slid from Kee’s back
and did not comment when Prityal stayed where she was, though it
worried her.

She handed up a skin of water and stared at
Prityal, sharp-eyed, until Prityal drank some. She wanted the sound
of humming, a snore, but settled for a few swallows before Prityal
tried to give the skin back.

“Delflenor.” Prityal touched Delf’s fingers
when Delf reached for the skin, drawing Delf’s gaze back up.
“You’re in pain. There’s blood soaking through your bandages.”

Delf had pulled the stitches several times
already throughout the day, but gave Prityal an innocent smile. “I
can handle it.”

“That is known,” Prityal whispered, quite
serious, and stared at Delf for several more moments before
exhaling. Delf expected to be called out on her lie, to be scolded,
not for Prityal to stroke the back of her hand and gaze at her
softly. “It does not hurt, not more than any other wound. You don’t
need to worry.”

“It is not any other wound.” Delf’s
voice cracked. They watched one another without speaking while Delf
tried to banish her fears and be someone more like the champion who
should be here. But she was not Ran, and she was not Jareth or
Ange. “We don’t know what spell you are under or what it will do.”
Delf was blunt and rougher than she wanted to be. “I am going to
worry. You said I’m—you said I am always serious beneath my jokes.
But I don’t have any jokes right now. Prityal, I… I am
entirely worry. Don’t you understand? Until you are safe,
and well again, that is all I am. You can’t expect more from
me.”

Prityal startled her by looking away, but
she did not move her hand from where she had it pressed over
Delf’s. “I can expect many things from you,” Prityal argued at
last, her voice weighted down and slow. “Yet I don’t want you to
worry. If I….”

“No.” Delf cut her off, and lowered her head
in determination the way Prityal did. “No if.”

Prityal turned toward her, her gaze
surprised and warm, and stroked the back of Delf’s hand once again.
“The Most Stubborn.”

The name was said too tenderly. Tears
pricked Delf’s eyes.

Prityal gasped, but Delf was already
stepping back. Her feelings had been obvious to everyone for years,
and she had all but stated them directly in Prityal’s bed, but this
was not the time, nor the place. Prityal should focus on her
recovery, and they had a long distance to cover before
nightfall.

“Frire.” Delf addressed the magnificent
creature keeping Prityal safe and was rewarded with his attention.
She cleared her throat. “We’re doing this.”

As if he knew a command when he heard one,
even from someone other than his beloved Prityal, Frire stamped his
foot.

Delf nodded and wiped her face before she
returned to Kee.

“Delflenor,” Prityal sighed her name.

“Ready?” Delf asked, voice reasonably
steady, and took the lead once more.
















THEY STOPPED again at dusk.

Prityal had leaned forward sometime earlier,
as though she would have laid against Frire’s back if her saddle
had allowed it. Delf again came over to ensure water passed her
lips, and to ascertain Prityal’s state of mind.

“We will enter the woods soon.” Delf hoped
to ride all night, if the moonlight allowed, though they would
naturally slow their pace. She glanced up. “Do you want to stop
here, or keep going?”

Prityal had closed her eyes and did not
appear to have had more than a few sips of water. She cracked one
eye to peer down at Delf. “It’s not my place to give orders
here.”

She handed back the skin of water, or tried
to. Delf refused to take it.

“I am asking.” Delf frowned when Prityal
left the skin in her lap. “And what does that mean?”

Prityal opened both eyes, then shook her
head lightly. “We are two knights, and one of us has been knocked
from the field. That leaves you to get us home, though you will
insist on calling yourself lower-tier even now.” She paused to take
a breath, as if she had to pause to take a breath, and
Delf’s heart tripped into a faster, frightened rhythm. “And you
would defy me anyway, if I said we will stop.”

Delf didn’t deny that, although she had to
make an aspect clear. “For your life, I would defy you.”

Prityal took another deep breath. “For my
life, we return to the Seat.” Her lips quirked with what might have
been a fleeting smile. “I did not like Rosset, but he was
clever.”

“Is... I think.” Delf did not care about
Rosset. “He was alive when we left. But no, he is not clever. This
is no worthwhile path. This is desperation. How will you be able
find anyone like this?”

“Delflenor.” The exhaustion in Prityal’s
voice as much as the familiar roll of the name off her tongue
brought Delf even closer to her. She put her hand on the saddle.
Prityal picked it up and held it between hers. “Tell me. Do you
think They have a plan?”

Delf did her best not to stare in confusion
and to only show her pleasure at the handholding. “We have had this
conversation, my lady.”

Prityal huffed, which was nearly as welcome
to hear as a snore would have been. “You said I was a gift. Their
gift.” She said this insistently, so Delf nodded. Prityal was not
appeased. “Do you truly believe They have a plan for us—the two of
us?”

Delf raised her eyebrows at the idea of her
fate being entwined with Prityal’s in any more significant way than
what Delf would give and do for her. But Prityal wouldn’t inquire
about her personal fate without a reason, so Delf took the question
seriously.

I will trail after you like the streak of
light that follows a star, no matter where your path leads.
Delf rejected that answer for obvious reasons and cleared her
throat. “They have a plan for you. And They know me well. But
whether or not I am included in Their plans hardly matters. I am
not you. Would I charge forward, even knowing my fate?”

“You are trying to joke again,” Prityal
whispered reproachfully. “But I think you would, if you felt the
cause just.”

For you, I would. Delf swallowed
this, too. She was selfish, for she thought that first before she
thought anything else. “This cause is just.” She glanced at their
joined hands. “It is personal,” she allowed, “though it also
matters to all of Ainle.”

“Personal,” Prityal echoed on a little sigh.
“We had this conversation, too, didn’t we? You know so much.”

“A bit of everything is hardly…”

Prityal huffed again. “Can you not also be a
gift? Here, now, with me?”

Delf looked up. Prityal regarded her evenly,
her head high.

Delf was not going to argue with that, not
under any circumstances.

She gave a huff of her own. “If returning
you to the Seat is my role, then so be it. And when we get there,
and you are better, we will figure out a way to get marks for
clarity of vision on you without causing you any pain, so no old
knights can ever fool you again.”

She received a worn and weary pout. “That’s
not what… Why are you unyielding in this one way? You do not spar
because I would knock sense into you. Delflenor the Willful. That
is your na—Oh.” Prityal frowned and dropped her head. She held
Delf’s hand gently. “Are you scared?” She had to feel Delf jolt,
but she kept her eyes down. “You cannot accept these things because
you feel you are not ready for them? You will never be ready. Did
you feel ready when you entered houses in Roselin?” Delf shut her
eyes. “Oh,” Prityal said again, and then released Delf’s hand to
cup her cheek. “Were you ready when the first charge came on that
hillside?” Her eyes were bright when Delf looked at her, almost
feverish, although her skin was cool to the touch. “When I kissed
you, I was not ready. I was impatient. I could not wait anymore.
And it was… I don’t know the words for it.” She brushed her thumb
across Delf’s mouth. “Only that I am glad I didn’t wait longer.
Before then, I thought that it mattered, that I needed to be more
to make you want me. Do you understand?”

Delf held Prityal’s hand to her cheek and
replied in a whisper. “I was very happy when you kissed me.” It was
not much of a secret to confess, but it made Prityal smile.

“You admire me as I am. You desire me though
you’ve seen me cry and you know I don’t possess your
experience.”

Delf scoffed at Prityal for finding that
worth marveling over, all while nuzzling into her hand. “You say
that as though it’s odd. You are admired everywhere and that is
only right. You’re skilled and you are beautiful, and yes, watching
you unseat an opponent excites me, and I am far from the only one.
You’re also fearsome and loyal and braver than most. I know your
bravery because I have seen you scared. You act despite your fear,
because you trust in yourself to do what is right. You are wondrous
to behold, Prityal. You’ve earned your reputation, though it often
troubles you.” Delf could not bear the surprised gleam in Prityal’s
eyes, as if no one had ever told her these truths. “I will admit
that some of those admirers do not see you as you are. Or don’t
want to see. Or are not permitted to see it.”

“You did.” Prityal touched Delf’s lips
again, then offered her wrist. She sighed when Delf gave it a kiss.
“That’s why you came with me on what you called a fool’s
errand.”

Delf regarded her warily, though she could
not have said why. “I came because no knight should do this
alone.”

Prityal sighed again. Each one had a
different sound, delighted or weary or pointed. “I could have come
with begleys.”

“Bullshit.” Delf frowned. “No, you couldn’t.
You were afraid of going alone to an unknown place, and still worn
from your last mission—too worn to monitor a flock of little more
than students. I would have gone with another, though this errand
was indeed for fools. You are right to say that.” Delf found
herself speaking faster but softer, almost as if she was angry and
yet she was not. “But I offered myself the way I did because you
would not ask for the help you should.”

“No, I think.” Prityal hummed and slid her
hand to Delf’s jaw, and then to the back of Delf’s neck to tip
Delf’s head up. She had no strength. Delf obeyed the press of her
fingers regardless. “That may be the truth, but it is not the only
truth. Should I tell you what Ange said it was?”

Delf shook her head.

Prityal exhaled again and leaned down. “Will
you be a hero, Delflenor?” she murmured. “Would you be my
hero?”

“Ange thinks she is funny.” Delf pulled
back, though not so far that she was out of Prityal’s reach. “All I
have to offer are jokes and my mouth. I don’t even have a room of
my own. I am not even sure I can… I will get you back to the
Seat. That much I promise you. It doesn’t make me your hero.”

“It would to me.” Prityal looked her in the
eye. “Or do you doubt me, Delflenor of the Seat?”

Delf had been right to be wary. But she did
not argue this time. “You are the one thing I am sure of.”

“Because I am the Hope, and because you care
about me.” Prityal straightened, Prityal the Just once
again, and slid her hand from Delf’s neck. “I could have set this
quest without him.” She glanced up, to the sky, then tossed her
head. “I would have, in time.”

“Time is what we do not have.” Delf put a
hand to her nape as if that would preserve the memory of Prityal’s
touch, then glanced up to the same sky Prityal now studied
earnestly. “We’ll ride hard until the light is gone,” she decided
aloud. “Then we rest and ride as much as we can with what light we
will have.”

That she had already decided on that plan of
action was likely obvious, but Prityal did not react except to take
up the reins again.
















THEY ENTERED the woods after dark, and it
was not long until the canopy overheard was too thick to allow them
to see the path and they were forced to stop; an injury to the
icors would not help them. Delf considered and reconsidered the
distance they had covered today without the goat to slow them as
she gathered wood and started a small fire.

For their meal, the only one of the day,
they had candied fruit—a present from guilty begleys—and bread from
Rosset’s kitchen. Prityal ate only the bread, and that was done so
slowly that Delf had to sit on her hands to keep from interfering.
She offered to make a tisane, and did so, but Prityal did not have
more than a few swallows.

Delf laid out one bedroll, which might have
felt daring or bold at another time, and said, “If you like, my
lady, I will help keep you warm while you sleep.”

That Delf would not sleep was unspoken, and
Prityal’s waning strength meant Prityal did not comment. She
consented to lie down and found Delf’s leg a suitable pillow, and
Delf arranged Prityal’s cloak to better cover Prityal’s body as
Prityal settled in.

From her breathing, Delf assumed Prityal had
immediately gone to sleep. She had just tentatively tried to feel
her arm through her armor when Prityal’s voice drifted up to
her.

“You didn’t eat enough.”

Delf snorted despite herself. “You noticed
that, hmm? You must be feeling better.” She put her hand on
Prityal’s back over her cloak and began to rub light circles. “Rest
anyway.”

Prityal curled one hand beneath her chin and
released a long breath. “You’re very warm.” Delf was, which was
likely a fever as her body tried to heal itself. Not necessarily a
problem, yet. “Will you speak? I spent years with silence, and now
I’m so tired.”

The words did not make sense, at least, not
to Delf, but she nodded. “I talk bullshit most of the time.
Absolute nonsense, which is perhaps why the bones only ever show me
nonsense.”

“You talk useful nonsense,” Prityal
corrected in a voice heavy with fatigue.

“If you say so, my lady,” Delf agreed to be
polite.

“I do.” Prityal’s eyes were closed. “It used
to… used to trickle back to me in reports. What you had done or
said. They would tell me, and I would look for you to ask you to
explain. But then…”

And then Prityal would find her drinking or
being led to someone else’s room, and, as unbelievable as it felt,
Prityal would lose her courage.

“If you had asked me, I would have stayed to
answer,” Delf told her, still rubbing gentle circles over Prityal’s
back. “I understand why you didn’t. But you should know by now,
there is very little I would not do for you. Would not have done
for you, even then. A moment of Prityal’s time, or a night in
someone’s bed? That’s not even a real choice.”

Prityal made a sweet sound, almost dreaming.
“I could use clarity of vision.”

Delf opened her eyes, which she had not
realized she had closed. “Hmm?”

Prityal stirred. “So many things that others
saw that I… that he saw.”

Delf stroked Prityal’s shoulder blades and
along her spine until Prityal was calm again. “Don’t think of him
now.”

Prityal hummed. Only for a moment, but
enough to lighten Delf’s heart. “Do the bones truly tell you
nonsense?”

“They give me answers to questions I do not
ask,” Delf informed her, and briefly stopped her hand in confusion
and a bit of hurt when Prityal smiled. “What?”

“You should think about what They might want
you to ask.” Prityal shifted and seemed to grow heavier. Another
long breath left her.

Delf resumed her light caresses. “Are you
the priest now?”

“Strength.” Prityal hummed again, and Delf
closed her eyes to listen to her. “And Hope.”

Rosset had taken her strength, but the rest
remained.

“Ask Them,” Prityal ordered sleepily, the
words little more than a murmur. “When we return to the Seat.”

She didn’t say anything else, and shortly
afterward, her breathing became slow and even.

Delf opened her eyes and looked around the
small clearing, at the firelight, and the icors, and Prityal’s head
in her lap.

She would ask now, if she knew the right
question.
















DELF MUST HAVE slept despite her intentions,
but she woke up half-slumped in the dirt, Prityal curled against
her, at the first hint of dawn.

It was harder to move on this morning, with
a day of fast riding behind them, and her arm heavy, and Prityal
taking too long to wake.

They did not ride as fast as yesterday
because of the thickness of the trees, but Delf thought they made
decent time. What would have been decent time, on any other
quest.

Prityal ate pieces of bread and sipped
another tisane. She required Delf’s arm to hold her steady when she
needed privacy, which made her scowl. An unpleasant start to the
day that got worse when she needed help to mount Frire as well.

The large icor had not liked that, and even
Kee had reacted nervously. Delf smiled at both of the icors to calm
them, and praised them for all their work, and did her best not to
appear anxious as she once again took the lead.

Halfway through the day, the day of the
second sunrise, which Delf could not help but remember, Prityal
swayed forward in her saddle and did not sit up again.

“Prityal?” Delf called to her, glancing
back.

“It takes so much.” Prityal had a hand in
Frire’s mane, which was a small relief, although Delf did not
immediately grasp what she was talking about. “But Ran said to
practice.”

“And practice you did,” Delf assured her.
“Please don’t worry about that anymore.”

“Do you know, when I… after… when I was
healing… no one would oppose me?” Prityal sounded as if she had to
drag each word from her chest. “I was nothing. A child. Who had
done brave, stupid things. And they called me a hero and gave me
names that did not match me. I hurt every day, and I cried where no
one could see me because they called me hero, and I was not meant
to cry.”

“You are a hero.” Delf made it soft.
“But not for slaying the Tyrant. For what you did afterward.”

“My choice.” Prityal whispered something
else, perhaps just for Frire, before adding, “You walked up and you
helped me. I was furious. That you had seen me. That you might
think I was not what they thought, even though I thought it. But
you never said. You never said anything.”

“You are a hero,” Delf repeated,
firmer this time.

“A hero is a person, like the knights of
old, who has done something difficult that anyone else might have
done. It is only that they did it. The doing is hard. Living with
it is also hard. But it might be anyone. You just have to choose.”
Prityal pushed herself up to look at Delf. “I liked that you helped
me, but I was also furious. To be special to everyone else but not
to you was upsetting.”

“I suppose that would be,” Delf agreed in a
faint voice, bemused. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Clarity of vision.” Prityal huffed.
“Protection.”

Delf watched her closely, searching for
signs of her illness worsening, which it must be for Prityal to
talk nonsensically. “I don’t follow.”

“I know.” Prityal drifted for several
moments, her eyes falling shut. “Delflenor, I’m tired. My body is
heavy and I cannot remember the last time I rested.”

Delf sat up straighter, barely keeping the
alarm from her voice. “Last night.” She struggled to smooth out her
hoarse voice. “Last night you slept in my arms.” Eventually, at
some point, they had curled up together, though Delf had no memory
of how or when it had happened.

“I did?” Prityal opened her eyes, seeming
quite pleased. “Now who is the knight of legend?”

“What?” Delf exchanged a look with Frire, if
only because Frire was there and more awake than his rider. “What
knight? What legend?”

“Protected by the priest as they run from
danger.” Prityal let her eyes fall closed, though her tiny grin of
pleasure did not disappear.

The usual protest of I’m not a
priest, died on Delf’s tongue. “A priest of sorts,” Delf
allowed, speaking as much nonsense as the bones.

Prityal did not answer, her chin dropping to
her chest as she returned to sleep once more.
















DELF WANTED to keep going that night,
despite the risk to the icors and the lack of light. She did not
know if Rosset’s words mattered, or if he had been speaking out of
shock and pain, but it was their third sunset since he had wounded
Prityal, and the thought would not leave her.

Nonetheless, she stopped them when she found
a space big enough for a fire. Prityal shivered in her sleep, and
that seemed reason enough to rest until at least moonrise. Delf had
to help her from the saddle, and the jarring, sudden fall snapped
Prityal into something approaching her usual sharpness. It lasted
long enough for Delf to force dried fruit and a hot tisane into
her, ignoring the foul looks she received for her efforts, fussing
over the muttered apologies that followed those.

“I don’t like to be helpless,” Prityal
explained, as though Delf could not have guessed that, but she
consented to be pulled to Delf’s chest and draped in her cloak.
Delf suspected Prityal had been looking forward to it, and so
merely laid down with her and hid her face in the back of Prityal’s
neck while Prityal slept.

It was not restful slumber. Prityal stirred
often, not quite fully rousing, and mumbled as though she
dreamed.

Delf closed her eyes, but couldn’t say she
fell asleep, only that time passed. If foxes or wolves walked the
woods around them, they stayed away. The icors raised no alarms.
Delf stared at the shadows and up at the stars, or dreamed she did,
and began to shiver not long after.

Wound-fever, she supposed, unsurprised, and
carefully moved Prityal so she could get to her feet. She relieved
herself in the dark and drank the cold dregs of the tisane, and
prepared to ride again now that the moon was high. Delf had to get
Prityal to the others before her fever grew worse. If Delf
succumbed, there would be no one to protect Prityal.

Delf’s limbs shook as she patted the weary
icors and apologized for waking them and then spoke intently to
Frire alone. She wanted nothing more than to return to the bedroll,
to curl around Prityal and sleep for a hundred years.

Getting up and staying up was difficult.
Delf thought that made her a little bit of a hero, but it might
have been her exhaustion tricking her into thinking so, or her
wistful notions of being what Prityal wished her to be.

I am not, of course, Delf told
Prityal silently. She was too practical to be a person of legend.
She was a good knight, and brave when she had need to be. That was
enough, for most things. Hopefully, it would be enough for this
last quest as well.

“I am like a work icor,” she explained aloud
as she kicked some dirt over the fire and smoke rose to the sky. “I
don’t know why They have chosen me for this, unless They know that
I will stop for nothing to save you. Which They must. That you did
not see it can be forgiven, but the Wise are quite different.”

She propped Prityal up to a sitting
position, and fretted when this did not immediately wake her. She
arranged the scarf where it had fallen, and took one of Prityal’s
hands between hers to warm it. “Prityal? Prityal, I need you to
wake up again, only for a few moments. I need to get you back on
Frire. We are making good progress,” she added, when at least that
got her a frown. “We’re on the right path, and it won’t be much
longer, though the icors tire.”

“You tire,” Prityal returned without
opening her eyes. “And you do not move your arm.”

Delf wanted to drop a kiss on her clever
brow. She wrapped her good arm around her instead. “Are we going to
argue?” she inquired, too tired to be polite but also not truly
angry.

“We would not if you were not stubborn.”
Prityal neatly avoided answering the question and argued at the
same time.

Delf gave in and kissed her on the top of
her head, over the scarf. “Oh, I am stubborn?”

Prityal blinked her eyes open, then pushed
out her bottom lip. “Delflenor the Most Stubborn.”

“Are you…” Delf could not finish the
question. Prityal tipped her head back to regard her curiously.
“Have you known you were pouting this whole time?” Delf asked in
disbelief.

“I’m not pouting.” Prityal sulked. “You’re
being ridiculous. I don’t know if I should speak, or guide, or
shove you. Diplomacy is Jareth’s skill, not mine. I don’t know what
will make you understand, or if I am even right. I—I would not have
to do this with anyone else. This is confusing, and I am tired, and
are you never going to call me ‘love’ again?”

“Sorry, love,” Delf answered without
thinking.

Prityal frowned. “I wish I had tried
approaching you. That I had not been afraid.”

“Silly you, for thinking I was something to
be frightened of.” Delf gave her a smile that Prityal did not seem
to see. She abandoned her teasing tone. “There is no need to bring
this up now.”

“So many times, I convinced myself you were
looking back, only to doubt a moment later.”

“I was.” Delf turned away, then cleared her
throat in warning before she tugged Prityal to her feet. It made
her head swim. Prityal stood unsteadily for one moment, then two,
and then hissed as Delf caught her before she stumbled. Delf
confessed to the side of her face. “You were far away, and
beautiful, and brave.”

She guided Prityal forward with her arm
around her waist, and kept her gaze on the ground.

“And scared.” Prityal exhaled it.

“Yes.” Delf nodded. “You were scared. I did
my best to help, as much as I could.”

“From a distance.” Prityal reached up to
grab for Delf’s shoulder, or for her hair, which she tangled her
fingers into and yanked. “From the lower-tier.”

Delf did not quite contain her gasp.
“Yes.”

Prityal gentled her grip but did not let go.
“From around the stronghold, but not with me, at my side.”

Delf had no place there, but restricted her
answer to a simple, “No.”

“Until this.” Prityal panted as though the
short walk exhausted her. “Here, you were with me. You called me
Prit to let me hide, and teased me about the goat and how I do
chores. You held me.”

Delf was holding her now. It was a pleasure,
but a joke or a flirtatious comment felt wrong when it cost Prityal
dearly to say anything. Delf waited until they were closer to Frire
before she responded. “Is that so much, that I did those
things?”

“It was to me.” Prityal dropped forward to
lean against Frire and stroke his neck. “And I wish you had done
them sooner. You are stubborn, and that quality might save us, but
it is also what has brought us to this place.” She caught her
breath for several moments, and Delf busied herself with putting
out the last remnants of the fire, and transferring the packs to
Kee.

She returned to Prityal when all of that was
done. “Up we go,” she said lightly, and stooped to take Prityal’s
weight and help her into the saddle.

“You’ve removed my things?” Prityal looked
down at her, and then over at Kee, now serving as a pack animal.
“What?”

“Hold still,” Delf instructed, before
swinging herself up behind Prityal and then scooting in close to
get her arms around her and to take the reins. She had to deal with
Prityal’s cloak, and then silently send up a prayer to the Wise who
watched over feisty icors for making Frire cooperate.

Prityal had recovered from her surprise by
then. “You’re to ride with me?”

“You’re tired, and we’ve a long way to go.”
Delf did not express her worries that Prityal would grow weaker and
fall from the saddle, because the idea of losing her stole the
breath from her lungs.

Prityal stiffened and then eased back
against her in almost the same moment. “For this, you put yourself
forward.”

Delf could not read her tone. “For you.”

The sound Prityal made was not a laugh or a
cry. It was small and quiet, and afterward, she sank down and put
her head to Delf’s shoulder. “It is not only you who is hurt when
you do not take your place. It’s all of us. It’s me.”

Delf glared into the dark. “I’d never hurt
you.”

“You would not spar with me. You would not
look back.” Prityal huffed. “You would not sit with us, nor speak.
Do you think that didn’t wound? Plans were made without your
experience and insight that might have been better for them.
Knights might have been saved. Injuries might have been
spared.”

“Or worsened…”

Prityal silenced her without mercy. “I am
happy right now, in your arms in the dark. I could have known that
sooner. I could have known it when I was not—”

“Please.” Delf stopped her with a
ragged plea.

Oryl Wood was silent. The icors waited
patiently.

Prityal wrapped an arm around one of Delf’s,
Delf’s bad arm, but Prityal’s hold was light. “This is not a way
for a knight to die.” She struck Delf to the core and pushed on
while Delf was still collecting her panicked thoughts. “I don’t
want to die this way. You are not going to let it happen. You are
going to save me.” Prityal might have had her eyes closed, or might
have been giving the trees around them her most determined glare.
“I have wanted to have faith in you for so long. You’re going to
give me this. You’re going to save me, and we will reckon with
Rosset, and legends, and magic when it is over. You chose devotion,
all of things. I… I have not that faith. But you do. So you are
going to do this, and save me, and save Ainle, I think. Say yes,
Delflenor.”

Delf swallowed. “I…”

“You are Delflenor of the Seat,” Prityal
said firmly, “and I will push you there if it takes my last
breath.”

“I will go,” Delf whispered to the soft
folds of Prityal’s scarf. “I would go before that ever
happened.”

A vow. Not a good one, but one truly
spoken.

Prityal hummed, not a song, just the sound,
and shivered against Delf before settling again. “Then let’s ride.
I would like to witness this blessed event.”

Delf urged Frire to walk, and clicked her
tongue for Kee to follow, though Kee would have regardless.

Prityal seemed content to hold Delf’s arm.
She did not speak again.

Delf was left with her wild thoughts, and
her fears, and the darkness of the watching woods.
















THEY RODE through their third sunrise.
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 PRITYAL DID NOT WAKE.

Delf urged the icors to go faster once the
sun lit their way.

She hummed so Prityal would hear something
familiar and encouraging, hummed bits of Saphar’s long, long story
and all the different ends of Laradoc she could remember, stopping
only to rest the icors and to trickle some water past Prityal’s
lips. She asked Frire and Kee to go farther, and faster, though it
would break Prityal’s heart if either of them were injured for her.
But Delf did not think it could be put off another day.

They continued on through the night, slowly.
Delf’s arms were numb. Her skin was hot. She drank enough to keep
her voice from cracking and continued to hum what songs she knew
until her eyes fell shut. She roused and slept again, trusting the
icors to keep them on the path.

She was half-asleep when they rode out of
the thick forest and frowned in confusion when fewer and fewer
trees surrounded them.

Cold wind hit them without the trees to
shield them. The clouds were low and heavy with unshed rains. But
there was light.

Delf opened her eyes and turned her face up
toward it, and thought of Prityal’s reaction if rain were to fall
on them now.

“You are not going to do that to her,” Delf
sternly told the clouds and any of the Wise who saw her misery.

The wind picked up, making Kee and Frire
flatten their ears and leaving Delf to shudder around Prityal’s
sleeping form.

Not a drop of rain hit them.
















DELF DRIFTED into dreams.

She opened her eyes to see specks on the
horizon. If they were farmers, she did not have the strength to
salute them, and would not have taken her arms from Prityal. But
she begged Frire to go faster and the magnificent creature
obliged.

Delf expressed her gratitude in a croaking
voice and tightened her grip to keep Prityal from falling. She shut
her eyes again, then opened them at the quiet sound of her
name.

She looked down at Prityal, then back up as
she realized the bellow barely carrying to her on the wind was not
Delflenor, but Delf.

“Thank fuck,” Delf mumbled, shaking Prityal
as if that would wake her. “They are here. They got the
message.”

She was not certain how many sunsets or
sunrises there had been, but knew whoever had answered her call
must have ridden out without delay. She was fortunate, or blessed,
to have been found so quickly.

She squinted at the figure in the distance,
but gave up trying to identify them and slowed Frire before
stopping altogether. Frire was breathing hard.

Delf cooed to him as Prityal would have.
“You are a noble beast and a warrior worthy of her. Thank you. We
will reward you with so much attention when this is over.”

Her vision went spotty. She could not
remember eating last, which may have been why.

Kee nosed her leg, then nipped it. Delf
tangled a hand in her mane. “Sorry, dear one. I adore you,
too.”

“Delf!”

Delf raised her head.

The large figure atop a huge, sky-blue and
white icor could only be Ange. Delf made a watery sound of relief
and urged Frire back to a walk, now in Ange’s direction.

Ange leapt from the saddle the moment she
was close. “Shit. Look at you. How did you reach this place so
quickly? You should still be… What the….” Ange was all in leather
armor, a sword strapped to her back as though she had expected
battle. She swept an alarmed look over Delf before focusing on the
person resting limply in her arms. She stopped. “Tell me she’s
not—”

“She lives.” Delf’s voice broke but the
words emerged. She swallowed but her throat stayed dry. “You have
to take her. You have to get her to the Seat so they can find
what’s wrong. I will follow, but I’m… Frire needs to rest. I
promised I would get her there. I can’t… Ange, please.”

“Delf. Delf.” Ange had the sound of
someone who was repeating themselves. Delf forced herself to
silence and Ange came forward. Frire, who knew her, stopped,
although his ears stayed flat.

“You have to take her,” Delf said, hot with
temper or fever, as defiant as Frire himself. Her muscles locked
when Ange reached for Prityal.

“Delflenor,” Ange pronounced her name softly
when Delf could not let go, “I will get her there. I promise.” She
put a hand over Delf’s. “Give her to me, and let me see to her, and
then I will see to you. Did you not rest? Your icors—”

“There is no time for that,” Delf argued,
her jaw tight, but pulled her arms away and allowed Ange to lower
Prityal to the ground. Delf wanted to follow her, but her limbs
were stiff and clumsy. By the time she was down, Ange had poured
fresh water over Prityal’s mouth and rubbed her hands to warm
them.

“I have the knife he used, if they need it.”
Delf didn’t know what pieces of the message had been sent, or what
Ange understood, but she grabbed Rosset’s blade from the packs and
handed it over. Ange tucked it into her belt with only a cursory
glance. She frowned at Delf, then at Prityal, before picking
Prityal up and settling her over her saddle. It was undignified and
did not suit the Hope, but it would get a living Prityal to the
Seat.

Delf focused on what else needed to be done,
and spoke, not recognizing her own voice, so harsh and dry. “He
said we did not have much time, and worried about the setting sun,
that first night. It has been at least three sunsets since then,
perhaps four.” Perhaps five. Delf could not be sure. “You have to
get her to the Seat, to healers. I don’t know what magic… she was
feverish with no fever. Fatigued to where she could not stand on
her own. At first, she barely ate, and then she would not eat at
all. We raced—you have to get her there. Swear it.”

Ange stopped Delf with a hand on her
shoulder. “I will. There are more behind me, traveling slower. They
came with a caravan for her.”

Delf shook her head. “You will have to be
faster than that. Take her. Now.”

Ange narrowed her eyes. “What about you? I
can’t leave you like this.”

“I will follow,” Delf said again, her voice
rising. “I will find the caravan. I will allow them to tend to me.
Just go! Now! Please!”

“Fuck,” Ange muttered, but jerked her head
in agreement. “You had better reach the Seat, or I will kill you
myself.”

She turned back to her icor and swung
herself up into the saddle, then tugged Prityal closer to help keep
her still for what would likely be a rough ride.

“Just get her there,” Delf called out,
swaying on her feet. She managed to stay upright until Prityal and
Ange were dots in the distance.

Then she fell to the ground, onto what felt
like dry grass, and tried to catch her breath.
















DELF LET the icors eat, and rest, and then
clambered onto Kee’s back and slumped forward once they were moving
in the direction of the road. Frire followed, perhaps because he
knew it was the way home, or perhaps to stay with Kee.

It was sunset when she spotted the caravan.
Two squires rode in front of it, and a priest of Owan, dedicated to
healing skills, sat inside. The squires were familiar but names
were currently beyond Delf. She fell from the saddle and instructed
the icors to behave and spent a night lying on a cot in the caravan
as it lurched back toward the Seat.

The priest gave her water and something for
her fever, or for her pain, that was bitter. She had her wound
washed and packed with new herbs, and pretended she did not hear
the woman hiss at the redness around her stitches. She obediently
drank the watery porridge that was prepared for her. But in the
morning, Delf was back on Kee and leaving the caravan to ride for
the Seat at a faster pace, Frire close behind.
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promise met
















 DELF DID NOT recall the moment of reaching
the barracks. She remembered sliding from Kee’s back, and squires
and begleys parting to make way for the Stablemaster, and Frire
following behind the Stablemaster like a tired pup. Then Delf was
walked through a chilled corridor and across a courtyard.

She woke in a room she didn’t know. It was
not the room of a knight, if only because it was not filled with
bits of armor or sewing. She also woke to pain radiating from her
upper arm and was not sure if that was good or bad.

She stumbled from the empty room without
bothering to discover which, or to find her boots, which had been
removed, or to sweep her hair back, though that would have pained
Prityal. As long as Prityal breathed, Delf’s hair could be dealt
with later.

It was evening or early morning, judging
from the light. Delf passed through the feasting hall, which was
quiet. Begleys hurried in different directions—lessons were lessons
no matter what else happened in Ainle—but they didn’t gossip or
laugh together as they went. They looked at her strangely, and one
offered to fetch her water, so Delf shook her head and moved on and
didn’t ask them for news.

She wandered instead, slowly, on trembling
limbs, uncertain of where Prityal would be, or even of the location
of Prityal’s room, until she found a hallway filled with too many
people.

No one wept, but the air was somber. Delf
slipped in among the crowd, moving until she found a space of wall
to lean against. The focus of all the attention was a closed door.
Directly outside it were several priests, though for which spirits
Delf could not say, but each priest appeared exhausted.

She ignored the glances she received, and
kept her tongue behind her teeth until a sharp tug on her shoulder
drew her down onto a stool that hadn’t been there when she’d
arrived. She sat hard, with a grunt, and stared in bewilderment as
Tay drew up another stool next to her while Ona got situated at
Delf’s other side.

“An ambush?” Delf wondered, days of tension
and little sleep or food revealed in her hoarse voice.

“I did not think you would wake this early,”
Tay observed. “But I was unsurprised to see you here instead of in
someone’s care.” He clucked his tongue. “I had lessons to give this
morning, and duties to oversee since so many other knights are
otherwise occupied. But I thought I might be more of use here, at
the moment. Well, with some assistance. Ona volunteered.”

Ona held out a cup with mer good arm. “Your
wound was cleaned last night, but it looks as though it needs it
again.”

Delf spared a moment to stare at the
exposed, reddened flesh below her shoulder. It was not a good
color, though the stitches appeared neater.

“A healer redid them last night while you
were already asleep.” Tay filled her in. “Whoever did them
originally did not have much skill with a needle.” Delf gave Tay a
harsh glance, and he put his hand up innocently. “You had also torn
some loose in your dash through the woods.”

Ona pushed the cup toward Delf. It smelled
strongly of herbs.

“To help you heal faster. Nothing for the
pain or to make you sleep. Although,” Ona paused, “they are
mixed with wine.”

Tay knew Delf too well.

Delf took the cup and emptied it, causing
Ona’s eyes to go wide. But ame accepted the cup and set it on the
ground. Delf considered mer and then Tay, before staring at the
door once again. “Tell me.”

“You were right to bring the knife,” Tay
explained immediately. “As best as they can tell, it’s very old,
and etched and stained with markings they have not deciphered yet.
Do you know where Rosset found it?”

“I know next to nothing of that knife,” Delf
answered blankly, then raised her head. The hallway was quiet, and
the others were listening to her. “But he likely found it at that
ruin. Did the sunset matter?” She looked at Tay. “He mentioned it.
Does it matter?”

Tay lost what trace of a smile he had. “It
may. The old stories, when people did that sort of magic, usually
had endings in mind. Not always. Three days have passed. So it
wasn’t a three-day spell. Perhaps it is seven. Or perhaps there is
no set ending.”

That was not much of a balm. If Prityal
could not eat or drink, she could not hold on indefinitely.

“Seven days from sunset or from sunup?” Delf
dropped her head and buried her hands in her hair. “How long did I
sleep? How many days are left? We shouldn’t have stopped. I
shouldn’t have stopped. I should’ve kept riding!”

“Delf.” Tay grabbed her shoulder and
turned her toward him, speaking over Delf’s involuntary gasp of
surprised pain. “Listen to me. Healers and priests of the Three
have been in with her since Ange brought her. They believe they are
slowing the effects of the magic. Several of us are preparing to
ride out to find this Rosset. They will take more priests with
them.”

Delf shook her head. “It will be too late by
the time they get there.”

“But they will get there all the same, and
hopefully find some answers.” Tay lowered his voice. “A magic-user
and knight. What times we live in.”

“Like those before us,” Ona remarked, with
too much excitement for Delf to approve.

But Delf was worn, and closed her eyes. “I
don’t know how long I rode. She has only another day. Or just
today.”

“We don’t know that,” Ona protested
quietly.

Delf looked sideways to Tay. He tightened
his mouth, but nodded.

The door burst open.

Delf as well as everyone turned toward the
sound with wide eyes and desperate expressions.

Bon emerged. One of Delf’s former teachers
and one of the priests meant to advise the chevetein. She appeared
not at all as vibrant as she usually did. Her braids had slipped
loose from the wooden pin at the back of her neck and her red robe
was askew.

Through the open doorway, Delf glimpsed
Jareth, seated in a chair at a bedside, and Ran, standing. Delf
could only see the end of the bed, and the barest outline of a body
beneath many blankets.

“You don’t understand,” Prityal’s voice was
difficult to recognize, thick with sleep or herbs or magic. “I have
to go.”

“You have to rest.” Jareth put one hand on
the bed, not nearly enough to hold down Prityal if she had been
well.

“I promised,” Prityal hissed, as
though she would rage if her body would let her.

Jareth, pale with worry or her own unhealed
injuries, responded with a sad smile. “Rest now,” she said, in the
tone of a merchant about to bargain, “and when she—”

Bon closed the door behind her.

Delf stared at it, then Bon, before drawing
in a shuddering breath. “She’s awake again?”

“They’ve been sending in anyone capable of
spells for health and strength. It seems to be working. She’s
talking more.” Tay hesitated. “Although no one can make much sense
of what she says.”

Bon looked at Delf directly. “We were hoping
you might know.”

“Ask better questions,” Delf returned,
making as much sense to them as Prityal must. She bit her lip, but
there was no point in concealing Rosset’s views, troublesome though
they were. “Rosset believed she needed to be here to find the new
chevetein.” She heard shuffling feet, exchanged whispers, felt the
ripple of surprise carry down the hall. “Being Prityal, she all but
vowed to do so. She likely thinks of it now, through everything
else.”

“Knights,” Bon growled, before
throwing her hands up and storming from the hall. She snapped her
fingers at several of the priests lingering there and they scuttled
after her.

“Prit doesn’t ‘all but’ do anything. She
does it,” Tay pointed out once the hall was quiet again. He made a
thoughtful sound. “Do you think she is meant to find the
chevetein? I always thought it would be her.”

“Everyone thinks that. She is the best of
us.” Delf stared at the others in the hallway without noting a
single face, then blinked and recognized each of them as people she
had taught, or eaten with, or shared conversation with on a long
ride. They were watching her as if she had the answer, expecting
her to know how to save their champion.

Delf rose to her feet and pretended the
hallway did not spin. “Pray to whichever of the Wise you favor that
an answer will be found. We don’t have much time.” Rosset had said
‘sunset.’ Rosset had wanted them to be here, as though a solution
could be found only at the Seat. “Seven days,” she whispered,
before looking at Tay. “She is all that has been holding us
together. That was wrong of us to let that happen. It was too much
to put on anyone, even someone as great as her. And she’s still
worrying about it even though she is….”

She did not say the words, but some of those
around her flinched.

Delf took another breath. Prityal had not
asked to be Ainle’s hero, she had decided to be. She still was.
Delf considered the door and the marvelous person beyond it.

“Rosset took the Strength but Hope remains,”
Delf murmured, and turned from everyone else but Tay. The other
knights of the high circle were gone on other tasks, or injured.
Tay would lead if they could not.

“The barracks and Ainle will not fail her.”
The words were still rough but Delf did not speak them quietly.
“There are people, potential students, in that village. When they
go to find Rosset, tell them that they are welcome here. Offer them
a way to come if they have none. And ask the priests about
attending to their shrines. The land will not fail her,
either.”

“All right. All right.” Tay meant it to be
soothing, but he stood up and he pulled Delf with him. “And you
cannot fail her, or us, so you need to clean. To rest. Perhaps eat.
And tell me more.”

“Yes,” Delf agreed with no intention of
leaving the doorway, though she would have chastised Prityal for
doing the same. “I will do that soon enough.”

“You will do it now,” Ange boomed from
behind her. Delf turned. Ange straightened to her full height to
glare down at her, but her sternness elicited not even a
shiver.

Delf took her position and held it. “Later
is fine.”

Ange snorted. “Delflenor the Most
Stubborn.”

Delf went cold, then flushed with heat.

Ange’s expression grew knowing as she went
on. “You will not fail her, and you will not fail us, by dying of
an easily preventable wound-fever and exhaustion. You will clean,
and you will rest, and you will eat, and then you may return here.
I’d have you do it sooner, but I am not sure what effect you’d have
on her like this.”

Delf met Ange’s eyes. “Seven days,
Ange.”

Ange’s glare softened. “It’s only one
theory. And she is awake again, which is better than when she
arrived. She has said that name twice now, you know,” Ange
continued, only for Delf and perhaps Tay to hear. “Not much else
that we can follow, but that epithet has Jareth curious. And
probably every priest who heard it. And me.”

“You cannot quest or sit vigil in the
shape you’re in,” Tay butted in while Delf fought for an answer,
situating himself as the voice of reason. “Let us tend to you, as
you would have her tended to, and then you may come back here.”

“I’ll fucking carry you if I have to,” Ange
added with relish, as though ready for battle.

“You can worry just as well there as here,”
Ona commented, with a more cunning smile that Delf would have
expected from mer a few moments before.

“Or think of a solution,” Tay chimed in,
sliding his arm under Delf’s to steer her around.

Delf would have put her foot down if she’d
had the strength, which supported her friends’ notions that she
needed care. She stared at them unhappily, regardless. “What makes
you think I will do either of those things?”

“We know you.” Ange swept Delf out of Tay’s
hold and into her arms. Delf was not light, but Ange did not put
her down. “And so does Prit, it seems.”
















DELF SAT hunched in one of the tubs used to
wash those too sick or injured to use the communal warm-water
baths, her arms around her bent legs, water streaming from her hair
down her face and back because Ange had enjoyed dumping several
buckets over her head. She was also in the laundry building,
because it had heated water available and offered some privacy in
the form of Tay and Ange standing guard around the tub. Though Delf
suspected they were also there to keep Delf from leaving until the
bath was done.

She stared back at them, unembarrassed, and
ignored the busy launderers and squires running around not too far
away.

She should have loved the warm waters. Her
thoughts were on an icy pond instead.

Ona came to stand next to Tay, a bundle of
clothing under mer good arm, the replacements to what Tay had
carried off earlier with his nose wrinkled.

“Sorry it took so long,” Ona said promptly,
before setting the bundle on the floor. “I had to borrow some
clothes. I wasn’t sure where Delf keeps their things.”

“In little hidey-holes all over, instead of
a room.” Ange gave Delf a pointed look.

“Perhaps it didn’t feel right to claim a
room,” Tay remarked, while nudging the bundle and considering it
critically. “Although it would have made assignations easier.”

“Assignations?” Ona echoed, eyebrows
raised.

Delf pulled her hair from her eyes. “There
is nothing wrong sharing a bed with friends on occasion or with not
choosing a room. You sound like… someone else.”

Ona’s expression went gentle, though Ange
was practically smirking. “Of course, there’s nothing wrong with
it.” Delf was possibly being pitied by a squire. She chose not to
comment. Ona only grew thoughtful. “They weren’t right for you, or
you would have done something else. It’s only that, today made me
think… well, there were always whispers.”

Delf stared at Ona and only Ona before
clearing her throat. “Whispers? About just me, I hope.”

Whatever was in Delf’s stare made Ona glance
to the two knights watching this. “Well,” ame began slowly, “some
of the instructors seemed to think it was funny, you volunteering
for this mission. And then I realized that must be why…”

“Delf, you’re not washing yourself,” Tay
interrupted Ona there, kinder than Ange. “Do you need someone to do
it for you?” He did not ask flirtatiously.

Nonetheless, Delf stiffened, even though two
of the people standing over her had done far more intimate things
to her than scrub her down with soap.

“Ah,” Ange said with too much
understanding.

“What?” Tay turned to Ange in confusion.

“I’ll just… fetch something for you to eat,”
Ona muttered and vanished within the space of a heartbeat. Delf had
no interest in food, but it was too late to call mer back.

Ange crossed her arms. “Our Delf is worried
about what our Prit will think.”

“Oh, that,” Tay replied dismissively. “She
will think what she always thinks, when she wakes from this spell.
Which she will, once Delf worries over it until she reaches an
answer.”

“You’re putting a great deal of faith in
me,” Delf argued, and busied herself with wiping the water from her
face so she would not think of Prityal saying much the same.

“Are we?” Ange wondered. “If you had ridden
with urgency but with some care for yourself, you still could not
have reached the road where I found you as fast as you did. You
risked yourself, you even risked Kee, to get her here when you did.
What wouldn’t you do for her?”

“Everything—except die.” Tay planted his
feet, but then held his hand before his face as if examining his
fingernails. Ange looked at him with surprise and then at Delf with
disapproval as she understood.

“You fuck.” Ange’s glare was intense. “Do
you think your loss wouldn’t also devastate us?”

“Being down two knights would obviously be a
blow…”

“Yes, we cannot afford to be out two knights
of skill.” Ange shook her head impatiently. “But your loss,
Delf’s loss, would devastate us, too.”

Tay abandoned the study of his nails. “We
need knights, good ones, and you are that. And patient instructors,
which you are. But we also need Delf. If it helps, Prit would
agree.” Delf regarded him blankly. Tay turned to Ange. “Spirits
save me from her willfulness.”

Ona returned, having ventured not very far,
to the kitchens, and returned with a large clay cup. Ame offered it
to Delf, while staring pointedly elsewhere. Delf did not want it,
but accepted it and took a drink of hot broth just to appease
everyone.

“Drink,” Ange ordered, “then scrub up or dry
off and let us discuss what needs to be done to save Prityal.”

“And I’ll comb your hair to spare your arm,”
Tay offered.

“No.” Delf stopped him immediately, but then
gentled her tone and explained although they were all going to
tease her for it. “Only Prityal can arrange my hair. I
promised.”

She did not expect Ange to sigh in relief
before she grinned wickedly. “A promise like that? You must tell me
about this quest and what happened on it.”

Delf vowed not to do that, ever, and took
another sip of broth. It tasted of nothing and made her stomach
turn, but it was easier to look at than the light in her friends’
eyes. “I also promised I would save her.” She imagined their smiles
faded with the reminder of Delf’s failure. “It was arrogant and
foolish, but I could not say no, not to her.”

“What of it was foolish?”

The quiet, sincere question brought Delf’s
head up.

Ona looked between the three of them. “You
have as much a chance as any other knight. Perhaps more, since you
witnessed it all, and you know her.”

“More of a chance, I’d say,” Tay remarked,
and glanced up to Ange. Ange still had her arms crossed, which made
her forbidding, but she nodded in agreement. As one, the two of
them looked to Delf, who was bent awkwardly, naked and clutching a
cup. Ona, frowning slightly, was watching Tay as he elaborated.
“You do it differently than Jareth, but you also think things
through quietly in your corner.”

Ange coughed. “At least until she has enough
wine to pretend she doesn’t.”

“Or has it spanked out of her,” Tay
added.

Both of them thought they were funny.

Ona stared at Delf with open curiosity. “If
Prityal made you promise, then she asked you to do it.” Ona was
young, and so could stay sunny despite the still-healing, painful
wound across mer shoulder. “So she thought you could.”

Suddenly, Delf’s three judges were now
considering Delf in an entirely different way.

“Or she knew you could,” Ange
amended, speaking slowly. Delf shook her head but Ange would not be
stopped. “Did this Rosset truly think Prityal would find our
chevetein?”

Delf’s stomach roiled again. She had to drag
the words from her throat. “He thought it was her, at first, the
way everyone does. But something changed his mind.”

“Do you think she will?” Ona seemed
to find it all fascinating. Delf supposed it was, if one pretended
it was all something from a story.

“If anyone could, it would be Prityal.”
Delf’s agreement was reluctant. “She has always had the eye of the
Three. She made herself a hero for Them, for Ainle. If They did not
want her to lead as chevetein, then They must want her to lead
here, perhaps to aid the great chevetein that Rosset thinks we are
to have. He says we are in times of legend again. This is not a
good beginning.”

“It is if she lives, and she does what he
says she would do.” Ona’s sunshine would have appealed to Prityal.
Delf was not prepared for it.

“It’s shit.” Delf gestured with the mug,
splashing some broth into the tub. “She’s given nearly all of
herself already. Then she turns to help me, and a knight who should
have protected her uses magic on her, because he was
thwarted or angry or… this is Their plan? Is this how we are to
learn that we should not have forgotten the ways of magic-users?
Bullshit.”

“Ah. She’s thinking again,” Tay
observed.

“I’ve never seen Delf angry before,” Ona
whispered.

Ange tutted. “It’s never for herself. That’s
why.”

Delf held the cup out until someone took it
from her. “I am done with this bath,” she announced shortly before
pushing herself to her feet. She crossed her arms over her chest
while dripping water, and then was unsurprised when it was Ona who
got her a towel. “If the three of you are done, I will dress. I
have been seen to. Cared for. It’s enough for now.”

Ange was abruptly serious again. “Tell us
again what Prit said when she handed you this quest.”

Delf hadn’t said it before, but dried
herself without correcting her. She stepped out of the tub with the
help of Tay’s arm, and wobbled as she accepted the collection of
clothes. Breeches, but no hose. A belt and an undershirt, and a
knight’s long-sleeved tunic. A cloak of blue dyed wool. A pair of
well-worn boots. She sat on the floor to put those on and lace
them, ignoring the pulling ache in her arm.

“Prityal said many things,” Delf said at
last. “She was under the spell by then.”

“Tell us anyway,” Tay said reasonably.

There was no reason to believe Prityal knew
how to end the magic. She would have said if she had. But Delf did
not want to take any chances.

“That she had faith in me,” Delf revealed
quietly, her eyes on her borrowed boots. “That I’m like a priest,
but I got wrong answers because I wasn’t asking the right
questions. That… I should put myself forward in more things.” She
cleared her throat. “All of it was likely the magic.”

She dragged her fingers through her wet hair
to comb it, sending droplets over her knees and shoulders. She
shivered at the chill as she stood up to wring her hair over the
tub. “She was confused or mistaken. I might hold a key I do not
know of, but I am an ordinary person, and this begins a time of
legend.” Delf twisted her hair at her nape, shuddering as more
water streaked down her back. “Knights of legend were also ordinary
people, yes, but I am…” She trailed off, tired and cold all over
again. “I only know that I don’t know enough. It is ludicrous that
I should be the one to do this. There are better knights, better
priests. I am not anything except…”

Delflenor the Most Stubborn

An epithet earned at last, if not in glory.
People had heard it, and it would be repeated throughout the
barracks, and would likely stick.

“Have I seemed so to everyone?” Delf raised
her head. “She said… she said that it’s the quality that might save
us but that it also hurt her.” Delf took a deep breath. “For
her to call me stubborn…. When she will go without
sleep rather than slightly bother her friends, and silently grow
jealous over a begley because she could not believe I would want
only her.”

Ange’s eyes lit up. “What in the name of Aji
happened on this mission?”

Delf forgot her momentary ire and disbelief
and looked up to Ange. “I was permitted near a legend. Knowing she
is human only made her more dear to me.”

“The Ladylord of Devotion.” Tay spoke nearly
as softly as Prityal. “Perhaps that is the answer.”

“So you won’t let this happen?” Ona made it
a question, but nodded as though the outcome was already decided.
Then ame smiled.

Delf returned her attention to Ange, her
lips parted with arguments that wouldn’t come.

Ange snorted. “I’ve been fucking
telling you that.”

Delf closed and opened her mouth.
“Apparently, I’m stubborn,” she said at last, faintly.

“You know, there are better knights.”
Tay stated facts dispassionately and was correct. Ranalaut, for
one, was near unstoppable. “But that doesn’t mean they are the
right ones for this. No one is asking you to fight a tyrant or a
wild beast. Though you could. I know your skills.”

“That would be simpler.” Delf wanted to
snarl at him but managed calm. “At least what I needed to do would
be known. This, her future, our future, is uncertain, and it relies
on me to save us? There is nothing more absurd. I was too difficult
a child for anyone but the remarkable Brennus to handle, and not
near as worthy as a priest ought to be. I held back when I should
have stepped forward, as she herself has told me. Yet she trusts me
to do the impossible. Me.” Delf’s throat was tight. More
water dripped down her neck. She waited before them, a bedraggled,
soggy figure, unable to stand for long without trembling.

All of them regarded her as if seeing
something else entirely.

Delf could not maintain their stares and
faced only Ange. “How is it you are even here? You should have been
traveling when my message reached the Seat.”

Ange waved this off as unimportant. “There
were heavy rains, and a river came over its banks, blocking the
road after only two days of travel. So we turned back to wait.”

“Early for heavy rains,” Delf commented with
surprise. But Ange was not one to question as Delf was. She
shrugged.

“Well?” Ona cut in, younger and impatient.
Prityal would have been much the same, at any age. She would not
understand anyone dragging their feet as long as they had a
direction.

There were two directions that Delf saw. Sit
vigil. Or quest.

Prityal would choose the latter without
hesitation.

Delf looked from Ange’s great height to
Tay’s uneven shoulders and then to Ona’s braids looped around mer’s
ears. Ange’s grin was bloodthirsty. Tay was more guarded,
unsmiling, though his eyes were warm. Ona was shaking with
excitement or nerves.

Delf, in contrast, felt very still despite
the weight on her chest. “I have already vowed to save her.”

Ange gathered her close in a crushing hug
that stole Delf’s air. “You will succeed.”

“But,” Tay continued.

“But,” Ange went on pointedly, letting Delf
go, “just in case, Rosset must be investigated, and we must prepare
for journey to take him. I will say goodbye to Prityal before I
leave, whether she wakes or not.” Her smile was too sweet to be a
smirk. “Do you need me to pass on a message?”

Delf blinked several times. She gazed at
them all, then swallowed. “Tell her I am here.” They would not
understand. Delf didn’t know if even Prityal would understand.
“Tell her… she doesn’t need to push. I am here.” Prityal had been
dreaming or under the influence of magic. She had told Delf to go
where Delf had already thought she was going—to the Seat. But
Prityal had insisted, with as much strength as she’d had.

Delf frowned before focusing on the moment,
and the knights, and one almost-knight, waiting for her.

Prityal hadn’t meant the barracks.

Delf looked at Ange. “Tell her I will go to
the Seat.”

She didn’t bother to find an explanation
despite their confusion. She left, her intentions a muddle, but her
path, for once, clear.
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the stone in the stream
















 THE WALK TO the stone in the stream was
familiar to a point. As a child, Delf had usually kept going on the
path from the village to the top of the hill, and the chevetein’s
house.

Back then, she had often lingered in the
village. Today, she walked as quickly as her body would allow,
although with no food and barely any rest, she had to stop more
than once.

With the sun hidden behind clouds, she could
only guess how long until sunset. The clouds were growing thicker
and darker, threatening rain that could no longer be avoided. The
air was chill, the wind sharp. The market vendors had stayed in
their stalls. Everyone else in the village had stopped in doorways
or the pubs, waiting, Delf was certain, for news of Prityal.

Delf pulled the hood of her cloak over her
wet hair and walked faster.

Ask better questions, Prityal had
said, as if the Three were simply waiting to indulge Delf’s
curiosity.

But They had already. Delf had made jokes
about it, but They had warned her, first with the cut on her arm,
and then about Prityal’s wound. The stag, if that had been a
message as well, Delf was less clear on. But this probably was not
the time to ask about that.

She needed an answer. A good answer. Which
meant she had to ask right and pay attention. She might manage it,
but it was too much to ask for her to be respectful as well. Not on
this day.

She was not at the shrine yet when the first
question tripped off her tongue. “You needed Ange to be here?” she
asked the sky and the clouds and the sun. “Does disaster loom?
There are other knights you could recall here, if trouble
approaches.” But Delf might not have trusted other knights with
Prityal, a fact she was forced to admit to herself as she hobbled
to the shrine.

The wind continued to stir the grass and the
occasional tree that stood along the side of the road toward the
hill. The road was quiet once the village was behind her.
Intentionally so, Delf had always thought, and looked up, as
everyone did, to the hill that rose from seemingly nowhere.

It was not nearly high enough to claim the
title of mountain. It was not even a large hill. Flattened at the
top, perhaps centuries ago, for the home and grounds of the
chevetein, with circles of earth descending around the rest of it
that had long grown over with grass. The circles marked the winding
road that led to the top, and were probably also ancient defenses.
At the base was a small building. The Shrine, built over part of
the spring. There was a tunnel, not always known to villagers, from
a place near the shrine that went up through the hill to the top.
The path through the tunnel was shorter, if steep.

Brennus had walked this quiet road with a
mind full of questions, if Rosset was to be believed.

That name was a breath on a sparking fire.
Delf tamped the anger down although the spirits would feel it.

“How did you answer Brennus?” They would not
respond to that, but Brennus, at least, was safe to wonder about as
Delf walked. “The Layabout.” She’d never seen that, but she had
been a child. She would have described Brennus as even-tempered, or
kind. They liked to work in the garden, but had not done it every
day, so it might be true that they were no hard worker. But there
was no rest from being chevetein, so it was more likely that the
nature of their work had changed. Brennus had been inclined to
think. A good quality for a leader.

Prityal, who was patient so long as she did
not deal with fools who threatened the people she cared about, and
who was kind but nonetheless deadly, might have been a good
chevetein. Might still be, but she did not want to be, and
had not been accepted.

Delf hadn’t met any other cheveteins except
the false one, and didn’t know if they were all like Brennus. But
she thought Brennus would have been fond of Prityal, if Brennus had
had to deal with the Knights of the Seat under her tenure. She
could see Brennus making Prityal smile.

The idea was calming, although the roiling
in Delf’s stomach continued as she left the road to take the dirt
path to the shrine.

The famous shrine was housed by a small,
round building of stone, with a sloped roof. It had one doorway,
also rounded, and short enough that most had to duck to enter.
Latticework beneath the awning of the roof served as windows,
although the doorway was never blocked. On the ground outside, in
the spaces supposed to be left bare for the ebb and flow of the
spring inside, flowers nearly always grew. No one planted them, or
admitted to it, but even in the autumn, the spaces were overflowing
with hemlock and foxglove, dark hollyhocks, and something that
smelled of mint although it had not overgrown the other plants.

Delf only knew those names because of
Brennus. She thought of them, and bowed her head to their memory as
she swept through the doorway.

She stopped just beyond the threshold.

“I never really questioned your plan, if you
had one,” she began, thinking of her borrowed clothes and her wet
hair and how Prityal would disapprove of both of those things. She
shivered. “Jokingly, but never truly until now.”

It was no way to begin, yet Delf did not
call it back. They were allowing Prityal to die. The one who meant
so much to the country that claimed Them. The one who might have
saved that country.

Delf inhaled deeply and raised a hand. “I
will be honest. I care about Ainle, but not nearly as much as I
care about her. Just her. Is that too selfish?” Delf pushed up the
hood of the cloak. “Although, what do you know of it? You gave us
our vices and our virtues, but you are not like us.”

She scraped her hair back, disliking that it
was loose, absently thinking of shaving her head again only to then
fret over what Prityal might think. Delf was not a spirit. She was
not wise. She was human, weak and worried. The Three would have to
allow for that, and for her thoughts that refused to be
orderly.

Her hands would not stop shaking. Delf
stared at them before looking beyond them to the rest of the room.
At the center, at the exact center, Delf had no doubt, was a
simple fountain, no higher than her knees. It was cracked and
crooked, but remained standing despite the rumbling ground and
rushing stream beneath it.

Leading out from the fountain were fissures
in the stone floor, dozens of them, a few uneven enough to trip
anyone not paying attention. The ceiling was low. Delf could stand
to full height, and Ange might have been able to as well, but the
space made Delf aware of her size, for reasons she could not
have explained.

This shrine, loved and visited often, had
offerings behind the quietly bubbling fountain; sewing, and a
child’s poppet. Some bones. A small knife. Feathers. Four vials
with bright contents. A bowl of distilled wine from Resk,
distinctively brown.

Someone slipped past her. Delf belatedly
realized that someone had been in the shrine when she’d arrived,
and her loud, rude questions must have driven them out.

“Another would-be chevetein?” Delf didn’t
glance after whoever it was. She came farther into the shrine,
stopping well short of the fountain.

“Fuck,” she swore, after some time waiting.
“You’re worse than the priests with your secrets, expecting busy
people to take the time to look for signs. I do not expect to be
rewarded, but if anyone should be, it should be her.”

Delf raised her arms to gesture and felt
another tug at her stitches. “Instead you convince Rosset, or allow
him to convince himself, that this was necessary. To what?
To get her to the Seat? She would have returned on her own. Did you
want her to ask again? Because she’s not set on it, and after this,
I don’t think you have the right to ask her for anything else.”

It echoed when the rest of her words had
not, as if the Three wanted to remind Delf of what she said and who
she said it to.

Delf had loved Prityal from afar and been
content with it. The Three had shown her, given her, more. They had
brought this on Themselves, as well as on her.

But she paused to catch her breath.

“If we are all heading toward a return to
magic-users, and legends, and chaos, then we will need more than
ambiguous signs and vague priests. We will need studies of the old
ways, and more knights, and something,” Delf fumbled, “new.
Compared to that ruin, broken though it was, we are a hobbled
together collection of scraps. There are so many things we do
without knowing the meaning. So many knights with no faith in
magic. All of us afraid of what is outside Ainle. We don’t… we
don’t even know what is in the rest of the wilderness, if there are
creatures there.”

She did not have wine, but she could still
think, if not with absolute calm.

“You aren’t going to get that sort of vision
from just anyone. Not her, either. Prityal of Ters.” Delf smiled
around the name. “She is solidly from somewhere, with family and
history. Soft, though she belongs in a time of legend. They would
fly banners in her name.” They might, although Prityal would try to
prevent it. “Things are not terrible now. But they could change.
They will change, I believe is what you mean. And so no
ordinary chevetein would do. That’s why you need her? Only a legend
can find a legend?”

“How is she supposed to do that if she
cannot move from a bed without collapsing?” Delf shouted it, and
the shrine caught the words and kept them. “How can she, if tonight
she….”

That was not the right question, though it
was a just question.

Delf made an irritated noise and paced,
half-circling the fountain until her trembling legs demanded she
stop.

“Better questions,” she said aloud as she
mused. The chevetein was not her immediate concern, although the
issue was obviously related. All of this had begun with that, then
led them to Rosset. “Was he correct?” Delf asked, then tossed her
head. “No, that’s vague as well.”

She had to narrow her questions down for
clearer answers. She was a human addressing what was not human.

“How do we save her?” She turned to the
fountain and counted eleven separate cracks along its bottom curve
without receiving anything that could be interpreted as an
answer.

She was in no mood to wait, even if there
had been time.

She made an animal noise and tried again.
“How do I save her?”

“I am aware there are better choices of
heroes,” she added quickly. “But I am here, and you showed me all
of this for a reason.” Or so it seemed. Delf bit her lip. Her chest
was cold. All of her was cold except for the heat around her
stitches. Her voice was a whisper. “Or was that to bind me deeper
to her? My heart was already given.” She looked over the sad,
smiling poppet and the small carving knife. “Did it bother you that
I gave it in two places? I thought it would please you.”

She wondered how the long the distilled wine
had been sitting there and if it was safe to drink.

“It’s just like you to remain silent now. I
jokingly throw the bones about the future or the fate of my
friends, and you speak to me of hearts, and warn me of betrayals,
and call me—I was sent a fox.” Delf could still hear the chattering
laugh. She went on, slowly, and with more care. “And a stag, and
then a crow. I thought I knew the meaning of the first and the
last. The stag, however… that has no meaning except dinner, or a
good hunt. In the old days, it might have meant a quest, but we
were already on one.” It had been a beautiful creature, full of
dignity despite the rut it should have been in, pausing to be seen
by Delf during its search for a mate.

Delf frowned, then put a hand to her chest
for the sudden, bright bloom of agony there. “Is Prityal to be
beloved by the chevetein?” For several moments, Delf could not take
in air. She bowed her head. “Kind of you to warn me. Too late, but
you knew that. Yet it is something to know, to prepare for.” The
fountain babbled quietly. “Am I to find them, and bring them to
her?” Delf was fond of pain, but this was asking a lot. “Is it some
priest attending to her sickbed? If it will save her life, then you
have only to show me where to find them.”

She laughed a little, surprising herself,
but her sense of humor had always been lacking.

“Poor Prityal. Was I her practice? That’s a
bit cruel of you, although it is more than I expected to receive.”
Delf raised her eyes to the fountain, where the waters continued to
flow up and then return to the stream below. She considered it, a
future of watching, from a distance once more but with the
knowledge she had now. After a while, she could breathe again.

She nodded.

“I will put myself forward, as she requested
of me, and move my chair to sit with the high circle when they
plan. Will that do, do you think? I will help as I did before.
Support her and the chevetein. As long as they love her.”

Delf exhaled heavily. “That is selfish of me
again, I suppose, to add that? Prityal would say I was not selfish
enough. That I should ask why it wasn’t me, but… that is obvious,
surely. So, I will be in the high circle. I will serve them both,
and therefore Ainle, well, and no longer unknowingly shirk my duty
by being too humble.” Even Rosset believed Delf should be in the
high circle… once he had noticed her. The Wise had warned her, even
answered her. Ange thought Delf was a thinker like Jareth. And
Prityal… Delf had protected her, bled for her, to keep her innocent
of the crime Rosset had wanted.

Delf had stopped her, also as Rosset
had wanted. Not how he had expected, likely, but she had.

How had he expected her to stop
Prityal? Delf froze at the question, which she had not had a moment
to consider since it had happened.

Who could have possibly broken through
Rosset’s spell? He had known Delf as a failed priest, certainly not
a user of magic. Yet Delf had been expected to stop the force that
was Prityal with something other than reason and their shared
memories. What else was she supposed to have done—called down the
power of the Three? Had Rosset thought her priest training had
extended farther than it had? He should have known better. Even a
good priest of the Three might not have been answered.

“Rosset thought I could demand your
attention,” Delf said it to make herself believe it. “Me.
Delf. Why should you favor me beyond my service to Ainle and
Prityal? I would have chosen you, if I had been fit, but that was
not how I could show my devotion. I’ve never been one for vagaries
when I could use my hands.”

Delf continued to frown, though not at
anything in particular.

“He thought it was Prityal until we went to
your house. Where I pricked you and asked foolish questions. Where
he changed his mind, and so did she.” Delf had returned there to
find out why but had gotten distracted. Always distracted. A
foolish, loving human with human worries. Yet They had answered
those, too.

Delf’s heart beat faster. “But first.” Her
throat locked, suddenly dry. “But first, you answered my other
question. I didn’t notice. But the others did.”

Delf had turned into the beam of golden
sunlight and been unable to see. Then Prityal had said her name
with wonder.

Because Delf was ridiculous, she had been
distracted by that, too. She was a creature of wine, and worry, and
messy tumbles with friends, and pining for someone far out of her
reach who…had reached for her and asked why Delf had not come
closer.

The wind outside was growing stronger,
louder, or Delf had only just noticed it. It would blow the rain
clouds away, or bring in more.

She noted all of that distantly, while water
trickled below her feet.

She had to unstick her tongue. “Did I cause
this?”

That did not deserve an answer. She should
not even have asked. But there was a sliver of honesty in it.
Because it pleased Delf to help others, her friends, and she had
not done it. She had not offered, thinking it was useless.

No one ever spoke of her value. She had
known herself competent, reliable, from their actions. Known
herself desired, on occasion, and befriended. But she had not,
except for Brennus, ever had someone take the time to answer her as
though she mattered. And she had never thought to ask for it once
it was gone. Had not even thought of it until today.

“I cannot look at those in the barracks, or
at her, and say I am one of them, that I have done everything I
could do, if I have not done this. Is that it? I must do it even
though the answer will be no?” There might have been easier ways to
teach that lesson. “It’s ridiculous that I’m here. What am I? Not
even a cheve. Certainly not a chevetein of legend.”

The shivers had never left her. Her hands
ached with the cold and how tightly she clenched them. “I would
serve one,” she offered. “I could take on the search for our
chevetein in her place. Would that exchange do?” Prityal thought
Delf was capable of it.

“She believes in me. That I represent the
Seat. I’m not sure that the others don’t agree with her. She also
believes that I am meant to be here.”

Delf twisted around just enough to peer out
the doorway at the darkening sky and the patch of clouds still lit
by the sun behind them. She turned back to the fountain and the
steadily falling waters. She whispered. “Do you also think
that?”

She was a little dizzy, which was probably
her exhaustion. But the ripple in the distilled wine was not a
trick of Delf’s mind. The ripple spread outward, then started
again.

Delf reached out, but there was nothing to
hold to.

“If,” and what a fool she was to use the
word ‘if’ with spirits, but she did not take it back. “If I offer
myself, will you prove her wrong?” Delf did not want Prityal to be
wrong. But neither did she want to know what the Three thought by
pushing her toward this moment.

“This is not a good reason to do this. It’s
not pure. There is goodness in it, and I know what I would gladly
do for those I care about, but it is not selfless. Because I would
ask it with the wish that it would help her.” A little selfishness
was not bad. Maybe even good. Enough to keep the Hope alive. To
keep Prityal near.

“Is that what brought Brennus here? To find
out for themselves what you were after, only to discover the answer
was Brennus themselves? You are sly, vexing spirits.” Delf did not
think her ire disguised her fear, not that anything could be
disguised from Them. “Time is running out. Which is Rosset’s fault
but also mine, is it not? You spoke to me, and I refused to
recognize the answers because they were to questions I dared not
ask. But you knew what was in my mind.”

“She should see it happen, before…. If you
will not spare her—no. No. If all of that was to bring me
here then you will spare her, or I will destroy this shrine.
That’s a vow, my ladylords. Prityal should know that she has
fulfilled her promise.”

Again, Delf’s reckless words came back to
her, hollow over stone.

“Or I am a fool,” Delf added, “and I will do
this and nothing will happen. Or, I will do this, and she will
still love another. But she will live?” Delf stopped to let this
also hang in the air. “What a good reason, for me. And what a small
reason to be chevetein. Because she is Ainle. The best of it. And
that might be a part of why I will serve her unto my death, but it
is not why I am here now. I am here now for Prityal, who snores,
and worries over her experience in bed, and defends me when I’ve
not earned it. A wise priest would likely tell me those are one and
the same. You cannot have one without the other because that is who
Prityal chose to be. I did not choose. I could choose this,
though it is probably folly. I am…”

She did not voice what she thought she was.
Prityal had told her to have faith in herself, believed Delf won
all her battles. “I will…”

She did not kneel slowly. She meant to, but
her knees buckled with terror and strain, and she landed on the
cold stone with her hands out in front of her. I am Delf of
Nowhere, she thought boldly, though the Wise were likely
laughing at her. “Will you have me as your Hand? Me, Delflenor the
Stubborn. A failed priest and lower-tier knight with some wisdom
and a terrible sense of humor. Will you?”

Delf sat back to listen to the burble of the
fountain and to stare at the one or two drops of water that had
splashed onto the stone but not yet dried.

Her shoulder ached. Her legs were not ready
for her to rise. She stayed where she was, breathing hard. She had
been mistaken, and it was all for nothing. She could have tried
this before, and faced the others with the knowledge. Delf could
have been rejected and been on her way, but she would have
known.

“Now what?” she panted to the Three, if They
were even still listening.

She pushed against the stone and glared at
the latticework. This had done nothing to affect the setting sun,
or the lateness of the hour, or the pain Prityal had gone
through.

“Who, then?” Delf’s voice cracked on the
demand. “Who is good enough? Who could possibly be this chevetein
of legend who may be loved by Ainle’s Champion?” If it was not
Delf, and not Ange or Ran or Rosset or countless others, then
who?

Delf turned to the fountain and the air and
the cracks in the ground that grew darker. “Why not me?” She closed
her eyes only to immediately open them again. “I’m strong and
brave.” Prit had called her hero. “You know I am devoted.” She had
carried her love for years. “I’m capable.” She could run a
household, and give fighting lessons, and knew how to make friends.
Delf the Humble, Prityal had named her, but then said she was
remarkable. “Stubborn,” Delf said that name instead of merely
thinking it. “That I am. Prityal will not die today, and whenever
she does, it certainly won’t be for a fool’s errand!”

They should expect her anger as the miller’s
son should have expected it when Delf had bruised her knuckles on
his face for his cruelties. “Why not me?” she shouted. “I offer
myself as chevetein. Is that what you wish to hear?”

The cracks beneath her split wide with a
sound that shook Delf’s bones and made her cover her ears. Water
rushed up through the gaps in the floor, icy cold, leaving her
shaking and gasping and struggling to rise. The earth shook again,
and the waters rose high enough to float the bowl of wine.

The fountain overflowed, streaming water out
across the cracked stones to the open doorway. The flowers would
drown and grow again when the waters receded. Delf stumbled
backwards with the earth still quaking and the stone slippery under
her feet.

Outside, the wind howled, pushing storm
clouds back and forth, sending mists across the landscape and
giving the sun nothing but a thin gray veil to hide behind.

Around her, everywhere, where she could see
and leading to places she could not, were arcs of colors,
scattering and vanishing and reappearing, bright and unmistakable
streaks across Ainle’s sky.





















Twenty

the gift of the Three
















 RESIDENTS of the barracks had flooded into the
courtyards by the time Delf returned. Delf stayed upright through
force of will, and didn’t stop to join in any excited conversations
about the sky and what it must mean. Neither had she stopped to
help clean up the messes from a few of the market stalls that must
have spilled during the earth’s shaking. She would have, if she
hadn’t been so worried, and the sun hadn’t been slowly but surely
setting behind all the flickering color.

She nodded at the people she knew but
continued on, feeling much older than her years. Buried deep where
she kept her bad dreams and sharper memories was a well of panic
like she hadn’t felt since the eve of Til Din. But panic receded
when there was work to be done, and there would be plenty of that
tomorrow.

Part of her worried that others would be
surprised or dismayed, that they might argue. But only a few even
seemed to notice her, and that was with alarm. Delf imagined she
was a sight, with her damp, wild hair, in her sodden, ill-fitting
clothes. But she forgot about her appearance entirely once
Prityal’s room was finally in sight.

Others were still gathered around the
doorway. Some priests or priests-in-training were straining to
listen at the door, while also clearly talking amongst themselves
about whatever was going on outside.

“Go and see for yourselves,” Delf told them,
startling some of them who hadn’t heard her approach. Then, without
knocking, she pushed on Prityal’s door and entered her room.

She’d thought, somehow, despite what she
knew of magic, that Prityal might be awake and well again.

She was not.

Prityal was lying on the sort of narrow bed
that Delf would have imagined her choosing—if Delf had ever dared
to think of Prityal in bed back when they had not known each other
well. It was, however, a wooden-framed bed, sturdier and fancier
than a cot, and raised from the ground. The bedding looked fine and
soft as well. Delf smiled to see that, despite everything. Prityal
more than deserved her private comforts.

“Where the fuck have you been?” Ranalaut’s
quiet fury broke Delf from her staring.

Ranalaut stood not far from her, near the
foot of Prityal’s bed. The sling on his arm was gone and he was in
simple clothing, for his tastes, although that could have been due
to the heat in the small room. It had a fireplace, and someone was
keeping the fire burning bright.

Delf closed the door behind her and leaned
against it to stay up.

Ran’s glare would have pinned her to it at
any other time. “We were told you woke hours ago,” he continued,
his voice husky with frustration or lack of sleep. “Are you well?”
Ran straightened abruptly, raking a look over Delf and perhaps
noticing her trembling limbs. “They said you were injured. I should
have asked.”

“Delflenor,” Jareth cut in, more politic
than her beloved, “do you need the care of a healer?”

That drew Delf’s attention to Bon, seated
beside Prityal, obviously in the middle of working some magic. But
it was either routine for her or a spell that was not taxing,
because Bon opened her eyes to give Delf her usual cool look of
disapproval.

Delf considered her, then turned back to
Jareth. “Prityal doesn’t like a fire in her room unless it’s too
cold to not have one. The smell of the smoke will sometimes give
her bad dreams.”

Jareth arched her eyebrows, then exchanged a
glance with her beloved. Ran coughed, but went to the fire to poke
at it with one of the irons, tamping down some of the flames, but
leaving enough to light the room. It was slow work, since his ribs
would not have healed enough in the past week and a half to make
bending down easy. Jareth watched him for another moment, frowning
slightly, before facing Delf again with no warning.

“Delflenor,” she began carefully, and Delf
both expected and deserved to be judged for returning Prityal to
them in this state.

“Delf, if you like,” Delf said anyway,
before taking a breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t take care of her as I
should have.”

Jareth scoffed and exchanged another glance
with her beloved. Then she actually smiled, a half-curl of her
lips, there and gone. “That’s what Prit said about you when we
first brought her in here and got her to wake.”

Delf turned to stare at Prityal in
bewilderment, only to sigh in relief over a worry she hadn’t known
she had. Someone, likely Ran, had cleaned Prityal’s face and neck,
and perhaps even her hair. Her curls spilled across her forehead
without hiding her face. The bedding covered her to her chest. Her
arms were at her sides. When the priests and healers came into the
room to help her, they would see the Hope, but asleep. Prityal
would not want strangers to see her any other way.

“Thank you,” Delf told Ran quietly without
taking her eyes from Prityal’s sleeping figure.

“Do you have some explanations for us now?”
Bon demanded, not bothering to whisper, but then, Prityal’s sleep
was not natural.

Delf took another breath, this one deeper,
before turning to her former instructor. “You are going to be busy.
We must be ready, and that will mean fewer secrets.” Delf had not
raised her voice, but Bon’s eyes went round and her expression
stiffened. Delf looked back at Prityal. “It will be hard. The
cheves will be disturbed. Some are going to accept it and forget
their grander aims. Others will think they must challenge it, no
matter how many signs there are. But there will be so many signs.
The Three lined it up well in the time They had to wait.” Tomorrow,
Delf would worry. Tomorrow, she would present all of this in ways
that had more coherency. “Too many cheves think any mundane event
is a sign of their greatness. We should speak first to the ones who
are reasonable, who have only small ambitions. We should reach out
to them, and honor them. After all, to be united and strong is to
their benefit as well, if they have sense enough to grasp that. The
others should be offered the same chance, but we will need that
strength to deter them or to make them see reason… or to make
consequences clear.” Every stray thought from the back of Delf’s
mind flew from her mouth in the same calm, distracted tone.

She watched Prityal breathe and thought of
what had brought her there.

“The unclaimed places,” Delf began again,
“such as the forests that make up Oryl Wood, and the vast, unknown
wilderness beyond it. We need to send more artisans and priests
there, as well as knights. So anyone living there will remember we
serve them too, and also to bind them further to us, if they should
wish that. We can offer craft and trade, as well as protection if
it is needed. Studies should be made of our ruins, not only by
priests or ancient knights with plots on their minds. But the
cheves first. They must be dealt with before the rest.”

When no one spoke, Delf tore her gaze away
and turned first to Bon, then to Jareth

Bon had narrowed her eyes. Jareth’s brows
were raised again.

“I will discuss this further tomorrow if you
like.” Delf spoke to them both, as well as to Ran. “But not now. I
am tired, and we have less than a day, if Rosset the Betrayer did
not lie. If his magic holds.” A matter of hours until Prityal
died.

“She won’t,” Jareth answered as if Delf had
said those words aloud. “We won’t allow it. And neither will They.
After all, how is she to bring our chevetein to the Seat if she is
here?”

Ange must have passed on that information.
Delf silently thanked her for sparing Delf that conversation.

“Yes,” Ran agreed passionately. “The
fate that Rosset believed was Prityal’s, the chevetein to be found.
Now that is a good question. How is Prityal to bring a
chevetein to the Seat if she cannot rise from her bed?”

“She asked,” Delf said simply.

Whatever was in Bon’s or Ran’s thoughts, it
was Jareth who seemed to understand first. She made a startled
noise, like a gasp caught in her throat.

Delf closed her eyes and sagged against the
door.

“A questionable choice, I agree.” She
quirked her lips without opening her eyes. “I don’t think of myself
as… well, I don’t think of myself.” She waved a hand over her
clothes, her hair. “It upsets her so. I will have to do better,
once I… if I… The question is how. I think I know.
But,” Delf opened her eyes to stare down at her hands. If she had
been someone less honest, she might have blushed at the memory of
Prityal speaking of her hands, and what else her hands had
done.

Instead, she pushed away from the door and
reached out to Ran, who was closest to her.

She glanced her fingers over the back of his
hand, then caught it in hers when the first touch made him stiffen.
He jerked back, his mouth falling open. Delf understood, silently
catching her breath as a rush passed over her, like the hot air
near a bonfire. It set her skin alight and yet did not burn.

Ran groaned and pulled away, his cheeks and
brow dotted with sweat, and regarded Delf with alarmed wonder. He
swallowed, then slowly put a hand to his side, over his ribs.

So, Rosset had not lied about what Brennus
had done. It seemed a strange way to begin a new life, but also
fitting for the sort of person Brennus was. The sort of person Delf
was, too.

She smiled. Ran sucked in a breath before
nodding toward Jareth. “My petal, as well. Please.”

Delf nodded and stumbled the few steps to
Jareth’s chair, landing with one hand at Jareth’s shoulder, with
just her fingertips on the exposed part of Jareth’s neck. Jareth
tensed and squeezed her eyes shut, then gasped loudly and pulled
away.

She reached out, not to her leg, but to Ran,
and looked at Delf the moment Ran’s hand was in hers.

“Sit down,” Bon ordered firmly.

Delf moved and sat without thinking,
perching so clumsily that she nearly fell from the side of the bed.
Bon stood up to catch her and push her back, then swept Delf’s hair
from her eyes.

Delf blinked. “You should fetch anyone else
with a recent injury or illness. Brennus… Rosset said this happened
before. I hoped… I don’t know how long this will last. You should
call anyone you can now.”

She thought Ran, or perhaps it was Jareth,
tumbled out the door. Someone began to shout.

Delf turned her head to Prityal and did not
object when Bon took her arm by the sleeve and placed it so that
Delf’s hand covered one of Prityal’s.

Prityal’s hand twitched. Delf held it
tighter, waiting breathlessly as Prityal stirred and moved her head
away from the uncomfortable, perhaps frightening, heat of it. But
her eyes didn’t open, and after another moment, Delf let go.

Bon released Delf in order to gently pull
back the bedding and then roll up the undershirt Prityal had been
dressed in so she could look at the wound.

The place where Rosset’s knife had broken
the skin was nearly smooth, healed over with only a line for a
scar. But the dark purple streaks still led out from the spot.
Magic, like traces of poison.

Bon inhaled sharply, but her face was stone
again as she redressed Prityal and rearranged the blankets. She
frowned briefly at Delf without speaking, yet stepped aside as Ran
shoved someone through the door.

A squire, one of those wounded in the same
fight as Ona and the others. They gasped at the sight of Prityal
and flinched when Jareth ordered them in and to move faster. They
groaned as Delf took their hand, then pulled away with wide,
staring eyes.

Others followed. Delf dropped her weary head
and held out her arm for them to come to her. She smiled for the
scared ones until she was too tired for that. She touched bakers
with burns, and tanners and saddlemakers with cuts. She laid her
hands on the shoulder of a knight kicked by an icor, and half a
dozen others bearing wounds, old and new, from conflicts with
cheves. There were more wounded in the barracks, but those were
unable to rise, or with too much difficulty, and Delf regretted her
foolishness in not finishing her cup of broth and in not resting
sooner as she’d been told to. But those knights would still heal
without her, though it would take longer and leave thicker scars
behind.

When a child with slightly pink cheeks and a
nose red from sneezing was brought in, Ran made a rude noise, and
he carried the little one out himself after Delf had done her work.
He shut the door firmly as well, and Delf wondered why he would do
so a moment before her chin hit her chest.

She flexed her hands, which were strangely
cold despite what she had done.

“This much was a gift,” Bon said, as if
agreeing with a point someone must have made.

A gift. Delf raised her head with
effort and turned to look at Prityal. She still had not woken.

“It didn’t work.” Delf whispered what
everyone must be thinking. “Not for her.”

Jareth, of course, was cautious. “We don’t
know that. It might be slower to work with other magic
involved.”

“I told you I was no champion,” Delf told
Prityal, wishing she could feel smug. “I am not the knight in the
story that you wanted.”

Ran was unusually hesitant. “Is that…
important?”

“No.” The hems of Delf’s breeches were damp.
She hadn’t noticed. “But it’s what she wanted. I thought this would
help. That I was finally… perhaps my quest is not over, and I need
to find them.”

“Find who?” Ran moved to the foot of the
bed.

Delf glanced to him. “Her champion. The one
to love her. The one she secretly thinks of.” Delf frowned and
abruptly turned to face Bon. “You can never tell anyone that.”

Bon was surprised enough to show it with
several quick blinks. But her voice was smooth. “We have other
things to focus on. You have duties that you must—”

“No. This.” Delf growled it. “She has
given service and blood to Ainle. Ainle will stop for her now.”

A bold statement from a fool who could
barely stand at the moment. Strange, then, that Ran should
grin.

Delf stared at him in blank confusion, only
more lost when she realized Ran was grinning at something behind
her. Then she jolted and turned.

Prityal’s eyes were steady on her, although
bright with sleep or sickness. “Delflenor.”

“Ah.” Delf exhaled nothing but that, then
scooted over clumsily to be closer. “Here at last, my lady. I’m
sorry it took me so long.”

Prityal answered this with a beautiful, slow
smile that shifted to a frown before Delf’s heart could recover.
“We need to go!” Prityal pushed down with her hands as if trying to
sit up. “We have to go to the Seat. I promised!”

“We will.” Delf found herself crooning while
Bon easily urged Prityal back down. “We will, love. Shh. Rest now,
and I will explain.” What she had said caught up with her a moment
afterward, along with awareness of their audience, but it was her
dignity at risk, not Prityal’s, so she left her words in the light.
“I have my own promise first,” she said to Prityal’s unhappy face,
with a bitter smile for herself. “I have to save you. I confess, I
am not doing it well, so far.”

Prityal deepened her frown. “Your
wound.”

Delf glanced away from her, to her arm, and
the traces of blood seeping through her sleeve. Bon immediately
pushed aside Delf’s cloak to better examine the damage.

“It didn’t heal me,” Delf realized
aloud. “I suppose that was too much to ask. Or They thought I
needed the reminder of the cost of my stubbornness.” She shook off
Bon’s concern and looked back at Prityal. “I could have
stopped you sooner. I could have asked for this, and They would
have granted it, and you would have listened to a just command made
with the voice of the Three.” She was distantly aware that the
others might not know the details of this story, unless Prityal had
managed to tell some of it. “Rosset tricked her into coming for me.
Afterward, he insisted I could have stopped her sooner, and now I
see he was right in that, at least. I, fool that I am, countered
that spell with something much harder.”

“You countered a spell?” Bon asked, over the
sound of Jareth’s similarly disbelieving question. “You left your
training. How did you defeat unknown magic?”

Prityal blinked slowly, exhaustion in even
her smallest movements, and still managed to glare at the memory of
Rosset. Delf clucked her tongue at her, wanting her to rest, hoping
Jareth’s faith in the priests was not misplaced.

“I convinced her to remove Rosset’s
helmet—she had borrowed it. The helmet was also etched with old
markings, like his knife. It had tricked her into not seeing me.
Or… he used magic later to make it do so. I’m not sure which.”

“How did you convince her?” Jareth wondered
quietly.

Prityal gave Delf a reproachful look, which
Delf responded to with a huff. The sound smoothed away some of
Prityal’s frown, so Delf could not regret it. But she did finally
look away, to Jareth.

“I asked her to trust me.” The statement
broke a bit in the middle when Prityal took Delf’s wrist and pulled
Delf’s hand to her chest. She held it in one of hers, breathing
faster as another hot rush of healing magic passed between them,
and then sighing when it ended.

Ran startled Delf, and apparently everyone
else, when he cackled. “And she did? Prit, my darling,
forgive me, but trust is not what you are known for.”

Delf shook her head. “Prityal would not, no
matter who gave the order, attack someone unarmed. So I threw down
my weapons and then my shield.”

Ran stopped cackling. Prityal seemed
offended. Jareth was silent, thoughtfully so.

“You offered yourself,” Bon said into the
quiet. “That is a very specific act.”

“Delflenor,” Prityal took Delf’s attention
back with one whisper. “Have you really come to save me?”

“You asked me to,” Delf returned, equally
soft. “I can do nothing else but try. Do you still want that, or
should I leave you and search for someone else who can?”

Prityal stared at Delf for a moment longer,
then sighed. “How do you know so much, but never this?”

“Ah. If you are scolding me, you must be
feeling better.” Delf wiped at her eyes with her other arm, then
her nose, getting her borrowed shirt even more wet.

“You are teasing me. I never know what to
say to that.”

Delf smiled warmly despite the tears
sticking to her eyelashes. “There is nothing you need to say, my
lady. I’m satisfied with what there is.”

Prityal tightened her hold on Delf’s hand.
She inhaled slowly and softly. “Is that all? I have… I’ve bared
more of myself for you than for anyone else outside of this room.
Is it not enough? I thought… are we to always do this?”

“We should give them a moment,” Ran
whispered, somewhere far away.

Prityal looked intently at Delf, likely with
all the strength she had. “You kissed my hand before Rosset. You
told me I was precious to you.”

Delf turned their hands to bring Prityal’s
up to her mouth. Then she pressed a kiss to the thin skin of
Prityal’s wrist. The contact burned again, a swift, faint rush of
magic.

Prityal regarded her with eyes clearer and
more pure than even Tili’s pond.

If all this was to be taken from Delf, then
Delf might as well speak.

“I will protect Ainle for you.” She did not
know how, and the reckless promise made her shake as the earth
beneath the shrine had. “If that is to be my life, and I am to know
you from now on as a friend alone, then it isn’t…” Delf looked down
and smiled tightly to herself. “It isn’t as if everyone doesn’t
already know that I swore myself to you. You know, as well,
since I have done everything but state it plainly since we began
our quest. That is your seal of devotion on my ribs, never to be
marked over.” Delf made a face at her own foolishness, then lifted
her head to meet Prityal’s eyes. “Sorry.”

“Sorry?” Prityal’s brow was a
thundercloud. “You give me that, then take it away?”

Delf stared back at her with her jaw slack
and her heart racing. “What am I to say?” she wondered at last. “I
will keep your bed warm as long as you wish me to. I will strive to
be wise, and lead well, and drink a little less wine. I will keep
you as safe as I can, but I have never—”

Prityal tugged on her hand, pulling it with
Delf’s hand back to her chest. “Delflenor,” she said sternly, and
waited.

“I love you.” Delf jumped at the sound of
her voice, strained and unsteady. It was not enough. She tried
again, louder. “I love you. So much that I have done what you
asked.”

Prityal pressed Delf’s hand firmly to her
breastbone. Her gaze did not leave Delf’s face. “Tell me.”

The Wise were watching this and
laughing.

“I am the chevetein.”

There was no other way to say it but
plainly. Delf sighed once it was out. The others in the room
shifted in their seats, or stopped breathing, to hear it said at
last.

Prityal closed her eyes.

Delf leaned closer to her, no less terrified
at Prityal’s silence. “Are you surprised?”

“I told you it wasn’t ridiculous.” Prityal
spoke so slowly, Delf did not immediately realize she was trying to
tease her. Just as she did, Prityal opened her eyes. “Did you argue
with Them?”

Delf snorted despite the panic in her chest.
“Yes. Though negotiated is what I would say. Or that I was
allowed to pretend I was negotiating.”

Prityal gave a small nod. “Did the sky light
up?”

“Ah.” That, for some reason, made Delf
falter. “Yes. It still might be full of color, if the clouds have
not won out.”

Prityal made a wistful sound, as if she
wanted to view for herself but knew she couldn’t. “Did you…” She
looked around, and seemed to notice her friends for the first time.
She smiled at them, a wide, warm, special smile Delf had not seen
her share with anyone else. Then she focused back on Delf. “I
suspected too late. Rosset was quicker.”

She had yet to release Delf’s hand. Delf was
not going to remind her to. Every moment now was precious.

But she scoffed at the mention of Rosset.
“He thought he needed a knight. A great one. And you rode
into his courtyard, brilliant and beautiful. The hero of all of
Ainle. What else would he think? But you knew how to get me here,
how to make me understand.” She’d used Delf’s feelings to do it,
but Delf couldn’t find any resentment in her heart over it. “We are
going to save you. We will figure out what he did, and counteract
it.”

“I would suggest what worked before,” Bon
interjected in a brisk, impatient tone. “I am not sure of Rosset’s
intention with this magic, but the intention often doesn’t matter
in the end. Just act against the magic that is there. Delf,” added
sharply, drawing Delf’s eyes up to her. “You were never serious as
a student, and you do not listen once your mind is made up,” she
paused, briefly, at the small, angry noise from Prityal, then swept
on, “but your faith has always been present, and power with it. I
did not think you had learned to direct it. You didn’t want to. You
needed only the motivation, it seems.”

“Protection,” Prityal said, as if explaining
to Delf or perhaps the others. “And sturdy gorse, and Clarity of
Vision. And one more.”

She didn’t say which, but the word caught in
Delf’s throat.

“Break his magic with something stronger.”
Bon threaded magic into her voice, calling Delf’s attention to her
again. “We’ll worry about the details later.”

Delf was very tired, but even she could see
she had no shield, no weapons to throw down.

“What I used before?” She glanced around
without understanding, then saw Ran’s bloodthirsty grin. A tremor
went through her, although these words should have been little to
what else she had said aloud today.

“Prityal of Ters.” Delf spoke to the
bedding, to their joined hands, to the tiny scar on Prityal’s
cheek. “I wore your colors with joy. I want to wear them again, and
sleep against your back, and make you comfortable when you’ve had
too much ale. That is…” She was doing this wrong and shook her
head. “You cannot be expected to feel the same. And now that I am…
that I am chevetein, I do not know where my duties will take me.
But I would still want those things. I’ve wanted them in some way
since first seeing you, and kissing you. Knowing you more has only
made the want stronger. You are… endearing.” She locked her
gaze on auburn curls. “Courageous and honorable, yes, but you’re
also charming and… I told them to take care of the goat, so you
wouldn’t worry. I am certain you named it, though I didn’t want to
ask. Prityal…” She looked into Prityal’s eyes at last. “I offer
myself. I have strength to spare, and it is yours.”

Moisture prickled her skin beneath her
clothes. Her hand went limp. She searched Prityal’s face again and
again for any sign that this had worked, that Rosset’s magic was
undone.

“You are the chevetein,” Prityal repeated
after a terrible silence, but she had not closed her eyes again,
still had not returned to her unnatural rest. “And you are mine,”
she said also, almost as a question. “Does that not frighten you?
To say that so easily?”

“You think it was easy?” Delf would have
laughed if her chest hadn’t been so tight. “You should be out of my
reach.”

Prityal clasped Delf’s hand painfully tight.
“Never say that again.”

“I won’t,” Delf promised instantly.
Prityal’s grip was strong.

“The mark on your ribs is mine?” Prityal
pressed, watching Delf intently. She said Delf’s name with her
particular softness, leaving Delf confused and shivering.
“Delflenor.” She gave Delf’s hand another, gentler, pull. “Will you
kiss me again?”

“Yes,” Delf agreed without hesitation, and
sat there, staring, until Prityal frowned. “Now?” she asked, to the
sound of distant snickering, and leaned down. She took a moment to
study Prityal’s closed eyes, the sulky pout, and then gave her a
kiss, small and soft.

Prityal parted her lips and raised a hand to
the side of Delf’s face, holding Delf still for a moment longer.
Then she fell back against her pillows. She was slow to open her
eyes.

Delf put her fingertips to her own mouth, to
the whisper of heat at her lower lip, on her cheek. The last,
fading traces of the gift of the Three. She praised Them silently,
and pleaded with Them, and was unable to summon any more
patience.

“How do you feel?” She had to know.

“Tired.” Prityal’s voice was a mere wisp,
putting a lump in Delf’s throat. Then, without pause, Prityal
coughed and spoke louder. “Jareth,” she looked away, to her
anxiously watching friends. “What of Rosset?”

It was the voice of command. Delf pulled in
a startled breath.

Jareth replied, only slightly hoarse with
whatever emotions she held in check. “There are some on their way
now to deal with him.”

Prityal nodded, then turned to look up at
Bon. “Well?” she demanded. “Do not tell me that wasn’t enough.”

Bon pursed her lips. “You were healing from
the moment the chevetein touched you,” she informed Prityal and
everyone else, with no inflection in her voice except for when she
said chevetein. “Possibly before. Rosset’s magic could not
withstand theirs.”

“Ah.” Delf suspected she was
repeating herself, or perhaps she had said so many things out loud
today that normally would have been kept to herself that she no
longer knew what had been spoken. She was grateful she was already
seated, so her legs turning to water didn’t make her fall. “Some
use for my heart at least.” She gave Prityal a smile, bright and
happy, before pulling her hand away.

She stared down at her lap, wiped her face
again on her arm, and wondered if she ought to ask Ran for help
standing up. She also wondered if she ought to ask for a room to
sleep in, or if she was supposed to make the journey up the hill to
a cold, empty house. She had a feeling she had been crying for some
time now, but scrubbed her eyes and smiled again when she found
Prityal watching her.

The line between Prityal’s brow meant
Prityal was alive, and would live, and was feeling better, so Delf
smiled for that, too.

Prityal reached out to capture Delf’s hand
again, and pull it back to her chest. “If you all would excuse us,
please.” Her tone was polite and yet unrelenting.

“There are things to discuss. Duties for the
new…”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Ran interrupted Bon
merrily. “There is much to see to now that Prityal is recovering.
The Seat will be aflutter even before word travels about the rest.”
He came over, swiftly and clearly without pain, to drop a kiss on
the top of Prityal’s head. Then he turned and snagged Jareth’s arm,
tugging his petal in his wake.

Jareth called out, serious and concerned,
“Your rest and recovery would be aided by food!”

“Later.” Prityal remained firm.

“I give it two hours before she is back in
here with food and herbs for you both!” Ran shot Delf one final
grin before he pulled Jareth out the door.

Prityal was not holding Delf down with any
force. Only the warmth of her hand and the intensity of her gaze.
Delf nonetheless wanted to squirm, even as she stayed where she
was. “Prityal, please,” she gave in at last, with an embarrassing
sniffle.

She nearly forgot about Bon.

“I will speak to you in the morning, Delf,”
Bon informed Delf stiffly. She thawed slightly for Prityal, nearly
smiling. “It’s good to see you awake and aware again.” She inclined
her head in farewell, and then left, shutting the door solidly
behind her.

“You are fond of me, but I don’t expect
anything.” Delf said it before Prityal could open her mouth.

“Delflenor.” Prityal released a shuddering
breath. “You look how I feel. You’re tired?” She didn’t wait for a
reply. “You’re wet. You shiver. You should rest. I should as well.
I’m… weak.” She scowled for the word.

“You didn’t eat for several days,” Delf
informed her while wiping her face again. “I did try to make you,
but you are quite stubborn yourself.”

Prityal huffed, then angled her head to the
side to study Delf in a manner that was almost nervous. “You should
remove those clothes and get into bed with me.”

“Scandalous,” Delf teased without thought.
She realized Prityal was serious a moment later; Prityal was nearly
always serious, but Delf was worn to the bone, and the day had been
long. She wondered if the sun had gone down. The room had one
window, a small rectangle high in one corner, but the clouds
outside made everything dark and gave her no answers.

Prityal watched her expectantly, so Delf was
moving in the next moment, bending to clumsily remove her boots.
They clunked to the floor while she undid the clasp of her cloak.
Her shirt was not as damp as that, but the arm had been bloodied,
something that Prityal hissed to see. Delf pulled the shirt away,
shivering violently, and swayed once on her feet. Pushing down her
breeches took focus.

By the time she stepped out of them, Prityal
had shifted over and pulled the bedding down.

“I’m cold and my hair is damp,” Delf warned.
Her wound did not appear to be currently bleeding, but she might
strain the stitches again and stain the bedclothes.

Prityal, in only a loose undershirt,
regarded Delf silently, looking over her body until Delf sighed and
climbed into bed with her.

It was warm beneath the blankets, but Delf
kept to herself on one side of the narrow bed, trying not to spread
her chill.

Prityal put her hand in the scant space
between them and watched Delf. She breathed slowly in and out like
a contented cat.

I love you, and I am yours, Delf
thought. I am so grateful for your life. You are beautiful.
She had said these words, or something close to them. She had
revealed everything, irrevocably and unmistakably. Yet it was all
trapped behind her teeth once again.

“Did it rain?” Prityal asked, whispering.
“Or were you drenched by the waters of the spring?”

Delf’s teeth didn’t quite chatter.
“Both.”

“You are the chevetein.” The corner of
Prityal’s mouth turned up. “And you say you are mine.”

Delf made a noise, embarrassingly weak. She
had not allowed herself to think of the kiss, and the fleeting,
vanishing magic, and the things she had said. But she had
said them, and Prityal was smug before her.

“Does that please you?” she wondered
tentatively, and did not care for the flat look she received in
return.

Prityal’s hand disappeared beneath the
bedding, pressed hot to Delf’s stomach, and then settled firmly
over her ribs. Over the mark.

“It does not seem something that should
please me as deeply as it does,” Prityal confessed. “But I have
worried over you for years, and in all that time, this was here.”
She pushed against the mark to make her point, then leaned in to
kiss Delf softly on the mouth. “You’re far away,” she complained
when she pulled back. “The room is cold.”

“I told them to put out the fire.” Though
some of it still burned, since no one had brought in candles. Delf
shuffled closer, gasping at a little at the shock of Prityal’s much
warmer skin and the immediate tangle of their bare legs. She wanted
to tease Prityal for being bossy, but everyone in the barracks knew
Delf didn’t mind it, and Prityal was obviously enjoying herself.
Since Prityal was still touching her, Delf risked a touch of her
own, and slipped her icy fingers beneath Prityal’s shirt to find
the scar where the wound had been. “You truly feel better?”

“I think I’m hungry.” Prityal shuddered away
from the touch, then back into it once Delf’s fingers had
warmed.

“You should—”

She was stopped with another kiss. Prityal
had learned so much already. “Sleep. When you wake, we will have
much to do. And Ran is right. Jareth will return.”

Delf was not sure she could sleep.
Prityal had accepted her heart, and times of legend were
coming.

“I’m afraid,” she whispered as Prityal had
first done, like they were begleys sharing a cot for warmth on a
winter’s night. “I’ve walked myself to this, and the signs are
there, but I am. Of failing you, and the others. The cheves will
not be pleased. If they knew me at all, they will doubt me, and
there is so much risk for you, for all of you.”

“But you meant it, when you asked.” Prityal
slid her hand down and over Delf’s hip, bringing her closer just to
duck her head beneath Delf’s chin. She sighed, warm against Delf’s
neck. “Did you even ask? Or did you tell Them as you told Bon just
now?” Prityal laughed softly before Delf could think of a reply. “I
do not understand how you view yourself. Or don’t view
yourself. You’re a good choice, for reasons Jareth will happily
list to us in the morning—she’ll be up all night now, you know,
thinking.”

“I’ve been told I have that in common with
her.” Delf managed to say it dryly, with some humor.

Prityal exhaled against Delf’s throat. “It
is not the only thing. Ran is… Ran and I both have the same
difficulty. I told you how I was, but I didn’t say all of it.”

Delf freed her hand from Prityal’s shirt and
the bedding in order to gently stroke the back of Prityal’s neck.
“You don’t need to talk about this, now, or later. Just because I
bared myself does not mean….”

Prityal clutched Delf’s hip. “I did not ask
for a shield, Delflenor.”

“No, you asked for a hero,” Delf heard
herself answer, like a fool.

“I did.” Prityal sighed. It was a forlorn
sort of sound, and Delf immediately, tiredly, despite the pain in
her arm, began to scratch Prityal’s back. “But she should stand
with me, at my side. Not below the high circle, not before me to
take all the danger, and not across an entire hall.”

“Ah.” Delf was not like a fool, she
was a fool. She licked dry lips. “What about from a house
atop a hill, so very far from this barracks? No. Never mind
that. That’s a thought for tomorrow. Or never. I should not
have…”

Prityal squeezed Delf’s hip enough to leave
marks, silencing her. “You wore my colors, plain and unadorned
white, torn and filthy from travel, without shame. You volunteered
to wear them before a knight we did not know. I am… pleased, very
pleased, with your love so far, my ladylord. But I will not have it
be at the cost of you, or your name. You will fight, because you
are a champion. You are mine,” she added, shyly and viciously
happy. “My champion. And because of that, Ainle’s, I think,
as well. You might be a shield, but you are a sword as well, and a
mace, and a sewing needle, and hands that might shape dough or
bring me pleasure.” She hummed, a note only, not a song. “I’m
tired, but I am not wrong.”

Delf went still and eventually scoffed, at
what or who she did not know. The Three, for playing tricks on her,
or herself, for being oblivious, or Prityal, for guarding her
softness so carefully. Then she huffed and burrowed her hand back
under the blankets and into Prityal’s shirt.

“I am not a good choice,” she argued, and
heard, “Stubborn,” whispered beneath her ear. “I did it for you,
offered myself as chevetein. I only went there for you, because you
asked, and I thought I might be able to help you.”

Prityal raised her head with no warning.
“You did it because once you realized you could, you knew you had
to try. Because we needed you.” She moved her hand back to the mark
over Delf’s ribs. “You may be humble with the others, Delflenor,
but I know the truth. I see you as you are, I think. You could have
done it before. I wish you had known that, and not just for Ainle’s
sake.”

“You…” Delf swallowed. “You should be
recovering, not calming my silly fears. I’ll be fine. Rest now, so
you’ll feel better in the morning.”

“Very few come to me for softness.” Prityal
came close enough to brush noses. “And never like how we are
together. Would you deny me this?”

“Oh.” Delf was somehow weaker than before.
“You know I won’t. I wouldn’t deny you anything.” Surely that was
obvious by now. “Please do not get struck down by magic again.
Seeing you like that… not hearing you hum out of boredom, or call
me Delflenor….”

“Delflenor,” Prityal murmured, and sighed
when Delf kissed her cheek, “who chose to be a hero.”

Delf’s body had given up on moving, but her
mind spun on, marveling and confused. Prityal watched her from her
pillow, her hand slowly falling still beneath the blankets. This
was the warmest and cleanest they had been together, Delf noted
absurdly, and let her head fall more heavily on her pillow.

“I have loved you for a long time,” she
admitted, the only thing left. “Admired, at first, but then loved.
Far before I kissed you. You should know that.”

Prityal’s eyes lit before the smile reached
her mouth. “As many of our friends have often told me you did.”
Delf could not feel embarrassed with Prityal so content. “Yet you
would not approach me, not more than the once.”

“You know why I did not.” Delf shivered one
last time before succumbing to the warmth of the bed. “I still do
not believe it, truth be told.”

Prityal wrinkled her nose and peered at Delf
anxiously. “And I thought you knew more about this than I. You made
the offer to save me. But you do want to be here? With me?”
Her worry seemed to ease the moment the words were out, and she
brought her hand up to slowly wipe away what was left of Delf’s
tears. She kissed Delf’s mouth, careful and soft. “I’ve wanted to
know you more, and be with you—although I did not grasp that part
then—since the night I noticed that the knight who had helped tend
my wound was the one whose words reached me in reports. Who would
look at me until I tried to meet their eyes. The others saw me
staring. They were encouraging.”

Delf stared at her with shock. “I should
have been straightforward from the start.”

Prityal smiled for that. “It would have
helped. But I didn’t know, then. I did not know when you kissed me,
only that I was happy when you did, and wounded when there was
nothing else.”

“They could have told me.” Delf no longer
had chilly hands. She brushed her fingertips across Prityal’s
cheekbone and eyebrow, down over her pretty nose.

“Would you have believed them?” Prityal
challenged, leaving Delf stymied and quiet. Victorious, as she
liked to be, Prityal rolled over, then reached back to gently pull
Delf’s arm over her.

Delf pressed in closer, putting her lips to
Prityal’s nape before exhaling and shutting her eyes. The events of
the day were still clear in her mind. Worries about tomorrow lurked
behind them.

“I cannot sleep yet,” Delf confessed. “But I
will stay to keep you warm. Also, in all honesty, I don’t think I
can move.”

Prityal seemed attached to holding Delf’s
hand. She kept it against her breast and laced their fingers
together. She exhaled deeply. “I don’t want you to worry all
night.”

Delf kissed the back of Prityal’s neck
again, because it was allowed. “The beloved of the chevetein,” she
murmured. “They think They are funny.” And I thank Them for
it, she added silently.

“Is that what you discussed with Them?”
Prityal now seemed to be experimenting with placing slow, gentle
kisses along Delf’s knuckles. She hummed as if the act pleased
her.

“Well,” Delf opened eyes that had fallen
closed, “what else was I to talk about?”

“Yourself.” For all her weariness, Prityal’s
tone still contained a thread of steel. “But if you will not tell
Them, tell me.”

“Tell you what?” Delf submitted without
argument, only curiosity. “What I said to Them?”

“Everything.” Prityal held Delf’s hand to
her mouth. Delf thought she was smiling. “I was asleep, and woke to
your lips, and your hands, and your heart. But I do not know the
rest. Tell me the story. Tell of me of the Devotion of Delflenor.
In your words, before I hear it from others.”

“Ah,” Delf whispered, hiding her warm face
in Prityal’s hair. But she would not ever want to disappoint
Prityal, not as her chevetein, or as her hero, or as her beloved.
She breathed deeply once again, and held Prityal safe and close,
and told the tale.
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WOKE ALONE. Well, that was, she woke up alone in the bed, stiff and
sore, with chilled toes and an itch at the back of her throat, as
though wound-fever still threatened. She reached out reflexively,
but the place next to her on the mattress was cold. Delf would have
thought herself entirely alone, if not abandoned, if Jareth had not
delicately cleared her throat and informed Delf that she had food
waiting, and she was not permitted to rise from bed until at least
one bowl of porridge had been consumed.

Jareth did not say on whose orders, or
comment on whether or not anyone had the right to order Delf to do
anything, now, save the Three. Delf did not ask, in any event. She
blinked herself to further wakefulness, and twitched her heavy
limbs into action, and sat up, pulling the bedding up to cover her
chest. She did not think Jareth was the type to get shocked, not by
nakedness, but the room was hardly warm. The fire had gone out. But
the air was not dark. Light spilled in through the windows. It was
day, but winter still approached.

Jareth brought Delf the bowl and a spoon,
and Delf spared a moment to consider the shadows beneath Jareth’s
eyes as well as the brightness in her eyes themselves. Up all
night, then, as predicted. Delf nodded her thanks and shoveled
porridge into her mouth and said not a word.

She felt as if she had been knocked onto her
ass several times, then dunked into an icy pond and left to dry in
the winter air. There was a spot of blood on the blankets, although
her arm appeared to have been rebandaged. Her sleep had been very
deep. Whether that was due to true exhaustion or a longing to avoid
this day, Delf did not know. But the day was here and there was no
running from it. She had walked herself here, and she would keep
walking.

She was slow to notice the clothing laid out
over the foot of the bed. Hose and clean breeches and a
long-sleeved tunic shirt, not her own. A fact which prompted a
vague memory of Ona wondering about Delf’s belongings and Ange
chastising Delf over her odd habits.

“I’ve never had a room to myself,” Delf said
honestly into the silence. Only after the last bite did she realize
her porridge had been sweetened with dried apples. “What am I to do
with a house?”

“Hardly the most pressing matter,” Jareth
observed, now seated before the cold fireplace, a surcoat folded
over her arms. “But I am sure you will figure something out.” She
tipped her head to one side thoughtfully. “There might be others
who have never known a room of their own who might like one.”

There would be. There always were, even with
the best of intentions. That did not mean that Delf could be
Brennus.

She licked porridge from the corner of her
lips and put the bowl, and that matter, aside. “Is she well?”

If Jareth thought this a strange change of
subject, it didn’t show. “Still making up for missed meals, but
otherwise perfect. You saved her. You again have my gratitude.”

Delf ducked her head, unsurprised when her
hair fell into view and it was little better than a bird’s nest.
Safely behind the tangled curtain, she closed her eyes and
breathed. It made no difference if her heart was on display to
Prityal, or to the Seat, or to all of Ainle. It had been bared
enough before and this changed nothing. If Prityal had been
uncomfortable in the light of morning, or had reconsidered offering
her affection to a chevetein such as Delf, Delf could not blame
her. Prityal had struggles enough.

“Are you embarrassed to be thanked?” Jareth
pressed curiously. “I can stop thanking you, but you will have my
gratitude regardless.”

“Any of us would have done it.”

Delf’s words were not a lie, yet Jareth made
a small noise of protest as though they were. “But not everyone
could have, or would have, kept going in the condition you were in.
And—you’re not listening, are you? I see now why she is so fond of
calling you as she does.”

“I will get dressed now,” Delf informed her,
leaving it to Jareth to leave or stay for that, since neither of
them were shy. “Is Bon outside? Others?”

Jareth rose to her feet and placed the
surcoat with the rest of Delf’s clothes. It was plain white, with
blue flowers along the hem. Not one of Delf’s, and not one of
Ran’s, since Ran’s would have been too short for her.

“There are many waiting to speak with you.”
Jareth said this with meaning, a meaning Delf ignored for the
moment as she clambered painfully out of Prityal’s bed. “You won’t
ask where she is?”

“She is with Frire,” Delf responded
immediately. “Or, if he has been already seen to, she is somewhere
in the barracks, clean and shining, walking when she should be
resting, reassuring everyone that she lives and she is well. She
will consider it her duty, and in a way I suppose it is. I’d rather
she rested, but my words would not stop her.”

“They could.”

Delf froze. But the chill of the room was
too great to stand around in bare skin, and she was hurriedly
dressing in the next moment. “Then let us say that I will not stop
her, because it is a choice she has made, and it will ease her mind
to do it.” She nearly fell over trying to slip on the hose, but
Jareth, thankfully, made no moves to help her. “And I do not wish
to be the sort of cheve to command out of cruelty,” Delf added,
quiet.

“Chevetein,” Jareth corrected, but
inclined her head. “That seems a good place to start.” She cleared
her throat. “She has slept and eaten and bathed, if that calms you
to know. She has exchanged whispers with Ran—which should not calm
you to know, as you will learn.”

Delf raised her head sharply.

Jareth stepped toward the door. “There is
talk all through the barracks and the Seat. Bon, who was at
Prityal’s bedside throughout this, has gone to rest at last. So you
have some freedom, for a while, if the other priests do not find
you first. The mood is….” She appeared to be choosing her words
with care. “Prityal’s presence has soothed them.”

Delf focused again on her struggle to dress
herself and coordinate her shaky limbs. “There is a chevetein, and
cause for rejoicing. And also for doubt. And also to wonder what
the Three could possibly mean by accepting an offer from me. I
cannot reassure anyone on that score. I have no idea, either.”

“Ah, yes, that reminds me.” Jareth made the
sort of face one made when trying to be serious while also being
deeply amused. “I’ve had two different people instruct me to tell
you something—and it happens to be the same something. Hopefully,
it will make sense to you, because I don’t see what it has to do
with our current situation.”

“I am stubborn?” Delf guessed as she
wriggled into the shirt. She yanked it down a moment before Jareth
opened the door.

“You are the Champion’s Champion,” Jareth
explained simply, before adding, “There’s more food waiting for you
in the feasting hall.”

Delf’s legs were not steady. Walking that
far would exhaust her. But she did not object, and with a nod,
Jareth left.

It was a poor sight Delf would make as the
new chevetein; weary and shaken in borrowed clothes. She found a
comb at least, hidden by the surcoat, and got rid of the worst of
the tangles in her hair before she slipped the surcoat cover her
head. She had no belt, so the cloth hung loose.

The boots by the door were her own, found by
someone and cleaned and returned. Delf stumbled into the wall twice
while getting them on, and felt the porridge roll in her stomach
before she opened the door.

The hall outside Prityal’s room held only
four people, three begleys and a squire. All of them straightened
when they saw her.

For several moments, they all stared at each
other, then two of their names returned to Delf’s memory. It
allowed her to offer a smile. “No lessons today?”

“Feast day,” the squire answered, chin up.
Delf did not question whether that was in challenge or a personal
quirk; she was too tired.

“Feast day?” Delf considered the fact that
it was still the middle of harvest, but didn’t speak of that,
either. It had been ten years. People would have a feast and she
would not want to stop them. She nodded and moved along, feeling
their stares follow her.

“Do you need a belt?” one of them called
after her. “Did you lose yours in the woods?”

Delf turned slowly to flick a look over each
of them in turn. Their stares remained, sharp and curious. “I have
another,” she answered at last, cautious and confused. “But I thank
you.”

She received four, perhaps slightly overly
bright, smiles. She decided to take them as well-meant, and nodded
again before making her way from the hall.

She was forced to take her time since her
body had not forgiven her for her exertions the past few days.
Although some of the weight in her bones might have been the
belated impact of what she had done yesterday.

Delf walked and was stared at by others, and
offered someone’s arm, which she politely refused. She rested when
there were no stares, and wondered with distant bewilderment where
the other priests were, and how long it would take angry cheves to
ride to the Seat to see her. She wondered if the chevetein’s house
was cold, and if the floors could still be warmed, and, foolishly,
if Prityal would like that better than fires in the winter. Then
she considered that perhaps it would scare people, the Hope in the
chevetein’s house, and they would think Delf a tyrant, too, and
Prityal would choose to stay away. Delf regretted the porridge,
then, only to want more moments later when her stomach growled.

At last, she found the empty room where she
kept some of her belongings, and hid there for a while. She dug out
an old belt of braided leather and wrapped it around her waist,
then put a knife there to make her feel more of the knight she no
longer was. She tied her hair at her nape as she looked up to the
windows of the small room—to the sky, no longer filled with any
color but the gray of clouds and the hint of yellow sunshine behind
them.

“Now, you are silent,” she said to those
listening, and watching, and waited, but it was as she had said.
They had led her here, and she had gazed at the stone in the stream
and spoken her thoughts, and They had answered; to be the chevetein
They wanted her to be, she had only to be herself, with perhaps
some guidance from those around her.

A fool’s plan, she thought for Them
to also hear, but wisdom was often found in the words of fools, and
might be discovered in the plans of fools as well. It was, after
all, not for Delf to see the end of the path, only the steps before
her. She sighed for it before abandoning the safety of the hidden,
dusty room.

She thought of Kee, but trusted the
Stablemaster, and, for that matter, Prityal, who she had no doubt
would have visited her. Delf would see Kee later, and bring treats
and apologies, and tell her the news. First, there was duty.

But Delf was no Prityal, so she headed not
for the courtyard to be seen or to the road to the Seat itself and
the chevetein’s house. She crossed the threshold into the feasting
hall and stopped, stunned, although it took only a moment for her
to chide herself for being surprised.

The hall was as full as it could be with
some knights out on missions. It was fairly early in the day, as
far as Delf could tell, but the air smelled of wine and ale, and
giddy chatter carried through the room.

There would not have been time to prepare
much in the way of a real feast, but those in the kitchens had made
an attempt, with small cakes and breads in baskets on every table.
They might make more, if the merriment and drinking did not slow
them down.

Not everyone present in the hall worked or
lived in the barracks. Some must have been guests of those who did.
Several wore the clothes of merchants or artists. Delf could only
imagine what the rest of the town around the Seat was like at the
moment. Or, she would have, if her attention had not been focused
on the opposite end of the room.

Arranged in chairs before the fireplace,
along with a few aged knights, were Tay, Ranalaut, and Prityal.

Delf stumbled forward, belatedly noting the
cup by Prityal’s feet, which doubtlessly held ale. Though how much
ale depended on how much care Prityal took today. Delf hoped she
took none, and drank freely and allowed herself to smile sleepily
at all who crossed her path.

She also thought Prityal ought to eat more
if she was to drink heavily, because worry was not a thing Delf
could stop feeling, even now.

Her arrival was noticed. Conversations
stopped or became hushed. Someone to her left gasped loudly. Ahead
of her, Ranalaut turned his head as if tracking the disturbance in
the room and then flashed his teeth at Delf in a wolfish grin.

Delf had no emotions to spare for that,
despite Jareth’s warning. She gave Ran a nod before refocusing on
Prityal, who must have noticed Ran’s distraction and sought out the
source.

Prityal was in a thick doublet and surcoat,
a surcoat that Delf had never seen her in before, and it took Delf
several dazed moments to recognize it as one of her own, with three
embroidered lines in deep orange and purple along the hem. She
would have taken the time to ponder where Prityal—or someone else,
such as Tay—might have known to find it, but there were many, many
eyes on her now, and she had other concerns.

Prityal looked well, hale and whole, if a
bit less upright than she might have been. Her curls gleamed. Her
skin was radiant. The healing magic had even given her gaze more
fire.

Delf halted before that gaze, watched it
turn curious and then anxious before she could unstick her tongue
from the roof of her mouth.

“My lady,” Delf offered at last in greeting,
though the echo of those words made her heart beat faster.

“Delflenor,” Prityal pronounced the name
slowly in return, her hands clasped tight in her lap. “Have you
come to join us?”

Jareth or Ran could have put Prityal up to
that. Or she might have chosen those words herself.

Delf swallowed and then huffed. “I am not
certain that is my place. It might have been—would have been,” she
added, softer though the others still likely heard her. “But not
any longer.”

“Even those knights who have left the
barracks and the field are welcome to sit in the high circle when
they visit,” Tay remarked, speaking for the room to hear.

Ran cackled. It was a gleeful sound. “We are
celebrating a new chevetein. It seems only right that you join us.
A chevetein from these very barracks, and a hero as well. The wine
will flow until well after midnight, I am sure.”

Delf’s breath caught. “How is it that I am a
hero to you?” She glanced over the others, then stared searchingly
at Tay, who hid his face behind his cup.

“Delf of the Seat, who carried Prityal the
Just through Oryl Wood, who offered herself to save Prityal from a
curse. Did that not happen?” Ran inquired innocently.

Delf shot another look over the gathered
crowd, her mouth moving but no sounds emerging for several moments.
“Who told them all of that?”

“I did.” Prityal met Delf’s stare
boldly.

“I did not tell it in such a way.” Delf
nearly whispered it, skin prickling beneath her clothes.

“But I lived it in such a way,” Prityal
countered, ruthless and gentle. “It was easy for them to believe.
They know you well.”

Delf shut her eyes and breathed, in and out.
“I would do it again,” she confessed, and felt no less terrified
than she had the night before in Prityal’s bed. She looked up,
beyond Prityal to the fireplace, and the rafters that held no
spying birds, but perhaps a spider or two. She looked down, back to
Prityal. “It seems that is the sort of chevetein I will be.”

“My champion?” asked Prityal, with her hands
still locked together in her lap, her fear on display for anyone to
see, not that many would look for it.

The area before the fire was a mere one or
two steps higher, depending on which side of the dais one
approached. It was a half-circle, not a circle, and barely counted
as high, but the nickname was old and its origins forgotten. Delf
still felt strange walking there, pausing once she realized there
was an empty chair next to Prityal. She suspected Ranalaut was
responsible for it, but sat, gingerly, without a word.

“It is easier,” Prityal spoke in a voice
that would not carry, “to sit when you must be seen but you have no
strength. And, up here, there is less of a need to carry on
conversations, if you are tired.”

Someone, a begley, held up a cup of wine,
and Delf took it and held it blankly, staring over the room from
this entirely new place. She nodded to show she had heard and
understood the lesson.

“It is important to be seen, at times,”
Prityal commented, still low and quiet, for Delf alone. “They’re
happy that it’s you.”

“Ah,” Delf said weakly, and drank some of
the wine though it would go to her head almost immediately. “My
devotion pleases?”

“Yes.” Prityal watched her steadily until
Delf looked over. “You did not style your hair this morning, of all
mornings.” Her tone was more warm than her words suggested.

“I was tired,” Delf argued without ire. “And
I was looking for you, and we are among friends.”

Prityal’s smile was careful. “But you will
allow me, later?”

“I will allow you most anything, my lady,”
Delf answered truthfully, while whispers began to carry through the
room, and laughter and more gasps. “Which was common knowledge in
these barracks before, and now, perhaps, in all of Ainle.” She
would consider whether to fret over that later. “But it will not be
long before I am captured by serious priests and forced to also be
serious.”

“They cannot, if you are already full of
wine,” Prityal leaned in to reply, nearly bowing their heads
together as if they shared a secret. “The Three did give us wine,
as someone wise once reminded me. They might approve.”

Delf found herself once again momentarily
speechless. “So They did. As well as the headaches the next day,
and all the work of producing the drink itself. To teach us
something, I suppose. But no one will want a drunken chevet—”

Prityal kissed her, her lips closed but soft
against Delf’s, her skin smelling of soap and a bit of ale. The
hall was utterly silent, and then, as Prityal inched back, abruptly
noisy again.

“I have often wondered how it felt to sit
here as Ran and Jareth do, with the one I want close,” Prityal
explained breathlessly, with Delf blinking at her. “With you,” she
added, as if she suspected that Delf did not completely follow her
meaning.

She was right to think that.

Nonetheless, Delf managed to keep that to
herself.

“They are cheering,” Delf said instead,
nodding vaguely toward the rest of the hall. “Am I to be the
chevetein with messy hair, who kisses their Champion, and will
likely fall asleep again before the sun has set? Is that to be my
first step?”

Prityal, as always, took her seriously. “You
are to be Delflenor, who shows her heart bravely for all to see.
They believe you will do the same for them, Delflenor of Ainle. As
do I.”

Delf darted out her tongue to wet her lips.
She had felt more helpless only while watching Prityal fall to the
floor in front of her. “Then that is what I will do. I love you.”
It slipped from her in a sigh and sent a flutter through Prityal,
who flexed her hands in her lap and glanced around them almost
wildly before smiling like the sun.

There were those in the hall who might see
that smile and pine. Delf could not fault for them for it. She
sighed once more but it ended abruptly when she was kissed
again.

Someone not very far from them whistled.
Somehow, Delf did not suspect Ran.

She blinked slowly as Prityal pulled back,
looking at once both pleased and sheepish. Still helpless, happy to
be, Delf took Prityal’s wrist to bring Prityal’s hand to her mouth.
She pressed a kiss to Prityal’s callused palm, and to her knuckles,
and then turned Prityal’s hand over once again to kiss the inside
of her wrist where her blood flowed.

Prityal looked over their audience and
smiled for what she saw. But her glance to Delf was shyly
questioning. “You finally reach for me?”

Delf nodded, and felt as wise as Prityal had
called her, if only for a moment, when Prityal left their hands
clasped and fairly glowed with pleasure.

“A fool’s plan,” Delf whispered, to herself
and any spirits who were listening, but her lips were curved in a
smile, and she gazed at Prityal in wonder for one moment longer
before she turned her attention to the hall still filling with
people. They were smiling, too.

But perhaps a good plan, Delf added
for the spirits alone.

She did not glimpse a flutter of wings among
the rafters, but thought an answer enough was to be found in wine
and bread and friends and love. And thought, more firmly this time,
that this was who she would be.





















The End
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