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Tales of the Red Knight




CHAPTER 1

 

Amelia

 

D iane loved the way the pre-light of dawn outlined the dark shoulder before her. She followed the curve of the supple skin from the edge of the old quilt over and down to a shapely neck. Red, shaped like rose petals, decorated the tender skin behind ebony waves. She reached up, her hand hovering over the locks that had fallen across her partner's face. Biting her lip, she pulled her hand back and slipped from beneath the cover. The air nipped at the scars that painted the right side of her body in ripples. Goosebumps rose over the tender flesh, reminding her that six months was a long time; it was a long time to go without medicine, without companionship, and without a home. 

But she was home today - or very near to it.

She left a silver orn on the pillow before she silently stepped from the room. It was always easier when she left early. With a young man in the next room, soundly a sleep from a hearty dinner, it would make it easier on Amelia if she didn't delay her departure.

Diane had her leather jerkin and boots on when cloth whispered as it was drug across the packed earthen floor. Beneath the rustle was the soft padding of bare feet. Diane smiled, but didn't look back as she pulled on her leather gloves.

"I wouldn't mind a kiss good morning every now and then, Diane." Amelia was smiling too - Diane could hear it in her voice.

"No attachments," Daine said in a soft voice as she stepped toward the door. "That was what you had said right?"

It was what they had agreed too. It was how it had to be. An inquisitor couldn't risk an attachment, not with a history as bathed in blood as hers.

"Five years is a long time to stay the same."

Diane paused in the open doorway. Amelia wrapped her arms around the knight's waist, letting the quilt fall to the floor around their feet. Diane closed her eyes, but felt herself lean into the embrace. She had felt the desire, the need, in every kiss last night, every trembling touch beneath that old quilt, and now in the way Amelia clung to her back.

She knew that need, had that same need in herself, but couldn't be the one to fill it for Amelia. The woman deserved better.

Diane took Amelia's arms and unwrapped them from herself as gently as she could manage. Turning, she paused. Tears threatened to escape from those enchanting emerald eyes. Instead of saying goodbye, she cupped Amelia's cheek in her hand and kissed away the tears.

"Diane," Amelia whispered.

"Momma," a groggy voice called from the back room. "Is the hearth warm?"

Amelia glanced back, whatever she had been about to say lost to the call of her child. Diane released her arms to kneel and retrieve the blanket before securing it more firmly around Amelia's shoulders. Those supple lips pouted, at Diane, the plea still there. Amelia could explain to the boy, it wouldn't be any stranger than his mother's profession. Diane shook her head before leaning in for a parting kiss. Amelia's hand cupped the knight's cheek, her fingers feather light over the jagged scar that divided the left side of her face.

"Will you check in with Dalin for me?" Amelia said as they parted. "His tab is up to twenty silvers...even half of that will help."

With a silent nod, Diane turned and stepped out onto the dusty road. The door closed silently behind her.

As the knight began the long walk into town, she could imagine Amelia tending the fire, stoking the flames, and setting the porridge to boil. She hoped the wild pheasants she had brought for them would make the meal more filling for them.

 

The road to Lyre was little more than a dry dirt path that wound through the forest. Bushes and saplings pressed close, obscuring the boundary between road and forest. Diane frowned, stopping to haul a fallen limb off the path. The foresters should have been keeping the paths clear. Lyre had enough problems without adding opportunities for bandits to harrass the town.

She rubbed a gloved hand through her hair, rough with frustration at the memories that threatened to surface. Six months. Six months was not enough time to forget roads muddied with blood. If something as simple as the roads had been neglected...other tasks would have to be checked. She didn't need a repeat of that day - no one did.

There should have been another pair of inquisitors here in her absence. They should have kept the town running smoothly during the reprieve forced on her and her partner. Diane's step quickened. Edwyn was likely waiting on her. The northern-blooded warrior wouldn't have delayed her return even a moment after receiving the order to return.

Thoughts of Edwyn broke as a guardsman shouldered past her. His grumbled greeting grated on her nerves. He hadn't even stopped, or bothered to look up to see the officer he had pushed. Diane reached out to grab him, but let his cloak slip through her fingers. He was heading the way she had come, towards the raven waves.

Diane turned away. She would see the soldier again anyway, though preferably after a bite of roasted pork.




CHAPTER 2

 

Edwyn

 

T he Badger's Den was the only tavern in Lyre. Conversation flowed from the open windows along with the smell of soup, bread, and meaty porridge. The crackle of the fire pit was the first to greet Diane as she stepped into the warmth of the building; the second greeting was from the welcome of the tavern owner and his children as they bustled by with platters of food and drink.

Wary, tired eyes rose from the breakfast bread and beer. The smiles were small - but relieving as the patrons raised their glasses to her. Then the greeting was done, and food and drink were the focus again. Had no one had a sound night's sleep? Not even the waitresses, the tavern owner's daughters, had any bounce to their steps as they wove between tables and chairs.

Above the dreary heads, a sun-kissed hand waved. Edwyn. Her northern-blooded giantess of a sister had saved her a seat. Diane couldn't keep the grin from her face as she came to join the fiery-haired knight. Two mugs of beer sat on the table, one empty save for a few remnants of foam that pooled at the bottom. It was a minor surprise that there weren't also two plates of roast in a similar state.

"Did you actually manage to wait to eat?" Diane asked as she leaned back in her chair.

"Were you trying to make it hard? And what's with the grin?" Edwyn brightened the room with her laughter
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