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Delilah’s arms ached as she felt the impact of a blade against her shield, the vibrations of the metal-on-metal radiating through her bones up to her shoulder. The knight that frustrated her goal was as lithe as a panther and seemed to effortlessly dodge her blows with a mocking shrug. Delilah made a fatal mistake, she couldn’t move her shield soon enough to guard her heart and she gasped as she felt the cold steel pierce through her chest.

Delilah awoke, heart racing, adrenaline pumping, angry at the phantom woman of her dream and with all the rage she had mustered in her imagination she unleashed a flurry of fists against her pillow. After her hands were sufficiently sore from laying her wrath upon her bedding, she felt her pulse begin to slow. She felt the scar on her chest ache as if she had been pierced yesterday. One doesn’t forget a loss like that so easily. Her mind wouldn’t stop replaying the moment in her sleep, as if she were searching through the ether for answers as to how she could have overcome such vulnerability.

Perhaps... she wondered, If I could understand how she saw through me then maybe I can reclaim myself. Wash away the humiliation of being wounded by... her. 

Swinging her legs off the bed, she grabbed the coarse wooden comb from the wooden stool that served as an end table and prepared herself for the day. She ran through every knot and tangle before tying a high ponytail with a scrap of linen. She was resourceful because she had to be. She used and reused everything that her environment provided her, whether she was here in the Overworld or down in the Caverns. The Caverns where she nearly met her death.

She rubbed at a patch of soot on her iron shin guards before tying them on. Between the campsites of weary refugees and the charred earth of battlefields, it was impossible to avoid smoke and ash. That was why she wore a heavy shawl around her mouth and nose, a colorful fabric of many threads in patterns that weren’t native to this part of the Overworld. It guarded her well enough against the polluted air as she made her way along the path into the Blighted Crater.

The sun peaked out from the clouds and gleamed off of her breastplate as she approached the ancient bridge that extended across the chasm. It had been built in peaceful times too far in the distant past to remember who made it or why. Few ever had a reason to traverse it, because the Blighted Crater was an even more savage land than the one inhabited by the warring clans of men. Delilah had been here before. She was reborn here. This was where she met The Dark Lady, her mentor, who gave her one more chance at life if she could slay a single foe. This was where her quest began and now she had to carry herself onward in shame to face her mistress and await whatever price failure would cost her.

Delilah crossed over the creaking planks and felt the familiar crunch of coarse sandy stones beneath her boot. It was hot and arid, a basin of brick-red stones that had been extinguished of all fertility ages ago. There were no trees or shrubs, not even dead ones. There was, however, a thriving ecosystem of carnivores and cannibals. This was a soulless land, godforsaken land and she had prayed she would never need to return.

Delilah stepped carefully through the only safe passage she knew, the one that her mistress warded that led to her tower. When she arrived at the entrance, she heard a familiar voice from above calling down from a window.

“She pierced through your armor?” The witch asked.

Delilah’s eyes squinted in suspicion at her teacher’s words. The woman spoke in riddles, but sometimes it was best to take her at face value. She knelt down but kept her gaze fixed upon her mistress’ face. The Dark Lady was a raven haired woman of indeterminate age, having skin smoother and lighter than a pearl yet possessing wisdom beyond her apparent age. Anyone would be forgiven for thinking she were a young maiden from some long lost lineage.

“It’s nothing, my lady.” Delilah’s voice cracked. “I have been thinking and I know I can defeat her! It wasn’t a fair—” Delilah was cut off by the raven haired woman’s melodious cackle.

“Fair? Oh, silly girl, you really thought this would be easy for you? You thought you were unstoppable? Invincible? Ahahaha!” The sorceress laughed tauntingly.

“No! I’m not unstoppable, I—” Delilah was interrupted again.

“Oh you aren’t? Well then why should I have sent you in the first place? Did I breathe life into dry bones just to have you fail me? Did I bend time and defy the god of death so that you could crumble like a leaf?” She persisted.

“I didn’t try to lose!” Delilah choked. “You didn’t warn me about her! You didn’t tell me she was so agile and powerful and...”

“Am I supposed to tell you everything before you face it? Should I warn you that the campfire will be hot when you touch it? Are you a child?” The witch’s words were harsh but true.

“I can’t see the future! I can’t predict where she is going to strike!” Delilah raised her voice defiantly.

“Do you think every soldier who survives a duel is a soothsayer? Ahahaha!” The beautiful woman’s mockery was merciless. “So what is it then? What other excuses do you have for me? Or should I make some up for you since you have so much difficulty with everything else?”

Delilah hung her head and clenched her fist. She was boiling with rage but there was no denying her teacher’s criticism. She only wished she were a little kinder.

“Stand up, girl. You don’t need to know the future, you need to understand the present. Come inside, stop wallowing.” She sighed, and with a flick of her wrist the front door slowly groaned open.

As Delilah entered and made her way up the stairwell, she gazed out the windows overlooking the Blighted Crater. She was unsure why, but lately she hadn’t been able to look at the woman she’d sworn her service to. Whenever she tried, her stomach twisted and churned. Despite her cruelty, she found herself looking forward to finding out what enchantments this woman could provide to help her exact her revenge. More than that, though, she wanted the most elusive prize of all: the Dark Lady’s praise. As her mind swirled with anticipation and a cloudy mixture of shame, anger, and longing, she realized the witch had led her to a bedroom.

“You won’t need your armor for this.” The witch said, gently patting a spot on the bed. Delilah heeded her words, slipping her breastplate over her head and stepping out of her greaves all the while wondering what trickery was afoot. She placed her items by the door and leaned her sword against the wall, catching the mirrored reflection of the immortal maiden lounging on the bed.

“Your tunic, too.” She said.

Delilah couldn’t read her. Was this a test? Was she supposed to refuse to let her guard down? Had she failed already? Her muscles tensed and clenched as she slowly widened her stance and steadied herself... but there was something in her expression that softened her. A glimmer of reassurance. As if her mistress’ eyes were sighing in exasperation at her pupil’s paranoia. Delilah averted her eyes and looked down at her modest clothes. The baggy tan tunic that hung from her shoulders, disguising her shape in its overflowing fabric, was the only thing left to cover her. She wouldn’t let her mistress down again.

“Yes, my lady.” Delilah replied. She felt the warm air on her bare skin. Something about being so exposed made her shiver even in the heat of this place. She couldn’t help but cover herself with her arms as she moved to the bed, careful to keep her back to the witch out of some misguided sense of modesty towards this ancient force of nature disguised as a woman. As she sat, she felt the soft, fresh cotton beneath her. She could swear she only just noticed the scent of pine in the room mingling with cinnamon and clove. She felt a delicate hand across her shoulder, holding her tenderly as it guided her down on to the bed.

“My lady what is this—” Delilah said, seeing that in her embarrassment, she hadn’t noticed the witch baring herself as well. “Oh. That's what you’re doing.” She said clumsily, struggling not to look below the witch's eyes.
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