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Zelda, the four Knights of Falcon, and little Aereth continued on horseback to Hawic, moving in a tight procession through the trees of Dark Bloom Forest. Only now, the cheerful mood had been broken by an awkward silence that none could penetrate, not even Aereth with her squeaked demands to know what was the matter with the adults and why hadn’t Gweneth finished telling about the Dragon Knight?

Zelda touched Aereth’s hair and shushed her, and the child pouted and fell to snatching at the flower petals that kept drifting lazily from the trees. The knights were silent as Aereth played, sometimes casting Zelda the wary glance.

Zelda knew the knights were wondering if Arryn – a dragon shape-shifter! – could be trusted. All of them, that is, except for Gweneth, who seemed delighted by the prospect that Arryn was a legendary figure from the folktales of her people. She did not waste the opportunity to tease Calain that Zelda had lain with an epic being who had probably given her epic head, which had nearly brought the two to blows more than once. By the time they had left Dark Bloom Forest, Calain and Selene were both in a bad mood – Calain due to Gweneth’s constant teasing and Selene due to continuously having to prevent their brawls over meals.

They had emerged from the forest just south of Priine and would have to continue traveling east to reach Hawic and avoid Priine altogether. They made camp in the field as night was falling, as stars appeared in the purple edges of the endless sky and a gentle breeze bent the grass. Calain dug out a firepit, while Gweneth, Cassandra, and Selene hunted in the tall grass for twigs and broken branches that had blown over from the edge of the forest. The five horses grazed nearby, and Zelda heard Lucky complaining that he missed the hay from “the chicken farm.” 

In the distance, the ramshackle tents of goblins could be seen, rising lopsided above the grass. The goblins were not legally allowed to settle permanently so near the cities, but they were allowed to camp so long as they kept on the move. Zelda watched the smoke from their fires and dreaded having to battle them in the morning. The last thing she wanted in the entire world was to expose Aereth to bloodshed and violence. 

Pushing her worries aside, Zelda telekinetically moved a few boulders around the firepit Calain was digging, so that she and the knights could sit on them. The rocks hovered momentarily over the dirt before she released them from her mind’s hold, and they fell gently in a circle. She was vaguely aware of Aereth watching her in awe and she held back a smile. With the boulders in place, Zelda sat on one and watched as Aereth got on her knees and helped Calain dig the firepit. Calain was using a little spade, but Aereth was happily using her bare hands. 

“Aereth!” Zelda cried, appalled, and Aereth sheepishly froze. 

“I never get to do anything!” the girl wailed, flopping on the ground next to her mother. Zelda lovingly stroked her hair.

Calain glanced up at Aereth’s pouting and smiled. “I have a feeling that one day you will do a great many things,” she said, winking at the child.

Aereth brightened. “Shall I battle trolls and goblins? Like you and Auntie Gweneth?” 

Calain glanced at Zelda, who looked horrified by the thought. “Calm yourself, Aereth. You’ll give thy mother a heart attack. And since I am Bound to her, that wouldn’t work out well for me.” She caught Zelda’s eye and smiled.

Zelda looked into Calain’s pretty green eyes and couldn’t help but smile back. Calain’s smile always made her heart flutter. She had a feeling it was something that would never change.

Aereth watched the adults in bafflement. “You’re Bound to my mother, Calain?” she said, her face twisting. “What does that mean?”

Gweneth had returned with a load of broken branches in her arms. “It means Calain can find your mother whenever she runs away and is naughty,” she said playfully and dropped her load in the firepit. 

Selene and Cassandra also returned with armloads of twigs. Selene stroked up a fire, and then they were eating supper around it as it flickered beneath the moonlight, sending smoke to the stars. 

That night’s supper was the last of the hare stew. Though Selene had hunted for them as they traveled through Dark Bloom, they were running low on rations. Zelda missed the bow she had used back when she was First Hearth Wife of the Black Bear Clan. She had been a good huntress, heading out with the other hearth wives to bag hares and pheasants. When she thought of those days now, it seemed as if that life had been lived in a dream. Aereth sitting beside her, messily gulping down stew, almost felt like the only evidence that it had been real. 

The knights were happy again and fell to chatting and laughing easily. Aereth often joined in, making them laugh with her innocently squeaked questions about armor and horse riding. Zelda was silent and content as she listened to the happy banter. She focused mostly on Calain, who seemed to be in a jovial mood again, though occasionally, she caught Cassandra’s eye across the fire. 

Cassandra was looking at Zelda with a soft warmth in her eye that startled her. Cassandra had never quite looked at Zelda that way before. In the past, the witch-knight had always been serious . . . or burning with lust. But now, she was looking at Zelda with great affection. Zelda gazed back with a smile, wondering what she had done to earn such doting. 

Eventually, the conversation fell to Arryn again – as Zelda knew it must—and the possibility that the elven knight was the Dragon of Edhen. Selene was cautious but still wanted to give Arryn a chance, while Gweneth was eager to meet Arryn again, so delighted was she by the notion that Arryn was a mythical figure that her people worshipped. Calain spoke of Arryn being the Dragon Knight as if it was proof that she had good reason to despise her all along, and Cassandra suggested more than once that Arryn could not be trusted (as Calain smugly nodded beside her, frustrating Gweneth). 

Zelda couldn’t believe it, but Cassandra was . . .jealous. She didn’t like the fact that Arryn had lain with Zelda any more than Calain did, but she was less obvious in her jealousy, often dropping slight insinuations that made Calain nod in firm agreement.

Zelda almost laughed. Cassandra was so serene all the time, Zelda sometimes forgot that she could have negative feelings of envy or anger just like the other knights and couldn’t believe it when she caught Cassandra glaring at the Summoning Stone Arryn had given Zelda.

The next morning, they continued across the open field to reach Hawic. Because goblins were scavengers, it wasn’t uncommon for them to lurk in the fields outside of cities, and their little tent cities were dotted throughout the grass. A small band of them attacked as Zelda and her knights were crossing the field, running at them under the blue sky as they rode on the backs of tusked hogs. The knights made short work of them, while Zelda aided them with a few spells, but Zelda regretted that it had to happen in front of Aereth, who irritably pulled at Zelda’s hand when it sought to cover her eyes and gleefully insisted on trying to watch the fighting.

The battle was thankfully over quickly, and the knights sustained few injuries. Zelda healed those who had been injured, Calain and Gweneth looted the bodies for things they could trade in town, and then the party had mounted and were moving toward Hawic again. 

“Look, Goblin,” said Gweneth to Aereth as they rode through the carnage. She pointed her blade at a dead goblin whose bloody mouth was open to reveal crooked yellow teeth. “That one’s your pa!”

“It is not!” cried Aereth, who shrieked with giggles. But she blinked and looked up at Zelda, who was seated on Lucky’s saddle behind her. “Mother....” She said slowly, “who is my pa?”

Zelda gave Gweneth a quick, scolding look (Gweneth shrugged apologetically), then said gently to the child, “I shall tell thee when you’re older.”

Aereth did not seem content with that answer, for she scowled impatiently. But then her eyes fell on the chipped blade of a dead goblin as they rode past, and she said, “Mother, why can’t I have a sword?”

Zelda didn’t feel that Aereth was ready for a weapon. But then she remembered that Wilde Women started training their babes the moment they started walking and talking, and most knights started as early as
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