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CHAPTER ONE
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Del had lived his entire life in the Palace. It had been a sheltered life, and he knew it. By necessity, at first —he’d been years recovering from what Risha did to him, from the fall that should have killed him, and the subsequent mutilation. Years where his only glimpses of sky had been through his window. As he’d gotten older, and stronger, he’d gone to Forge with his father, and to Terraces. But those had been visits. Short ones. He’d never been able to handle anything longer than a few days away before the fear overtook him. Before the weight of the world started to smother him, before he started to panic and needed to flee to the sanctuary of the Palace, to the safety of his own rooms, the comfort of his own bed. He’d needed to hide away where it was safe. Where no one could hurt him. So he’d never lived anywhere else. 

Now? He hadn’t seen that room or that bed since the autumn. He hadn’t been back to the Palace since the night of the storm that the Waterborn called The Mother’s Rage. He’d spent four of the past five months living on canoes, out under the sky and the stars, and he wasn’t even sure when he’d last felt smothered by the fear that something was going to hurt him. He knew he wasn’t better. He would never fully recover. Not the way he’d teased his father the night this had all started. Loving someone wasn’t going to undo the damage done. But being surrounded by love? Surrounded by people who didn’t think he was broken? It helped.

He looked around his tiny bedroom and smiled. When he and Aven had moved in with the others at the house at Three Northwest, there had been that first night when they’d all piled like puppies into the large bed to sleep. But after that, with Aven’s help, Del had made it clear to the others that he only used his bed to sleep. He had no interest in sex. 

“None?” Aria asked. “Del, is this—”

“It’s normal, Aria,” Alanar said. “It’s rare, but it’s normal. Some people just like the opposite sex. Some people just like the same sex. Some of us don’t care. And some...they don’t want sex at all. Or maybe they do, but only if they care about someone very deeply.” He shrugged, keeping his arm around Owyn’s shoulders. 

“What’s important is that we don’t have enough beds,” Owyn added. “I mean, it’s not fair to Del, is it? He needs his own space, so he don’t get put out of bed because of the rest of us.”

Del had raised his hands to start protesting, only to lower them when Aria arched a brow. “Were you going to say it isn’t necessary?” she asked him. When he nodded, she shook her head. “It is. It is necessary. I won’t have you made uncomfortable, or to feel pressured to do something you do not wish.” She looked around. “And yet, I don’t know how. I want you all with me, under the same roof. But we do not have another bedroom. Will we have to move houses again?”

“Nah,” Owyn answered. “Let me talk to the carpenters. We can do something. I have an idea.”

That idea had been turning a room that had been an unused, oversized closet into a small bedroom. When Owyn and the carpenters were done, there was just enough room in the space for a narrow bed and a small dresser. There was a shelf over the bed for books, and baskets under the bed for anything he might want to store there. Both were currently empty — he hadn’t had enough time to acquire either books or possessions, and the only thing he really currently owned other than his clothes was the barbed spear that Othi had given to him. That rested on pegs on the wall beneath the shelf.  There was no window, which Del didn’t mind a bit — a lamp placed on top of the dresser gave him enough light to see.  The room was tiny, almost claustrophobic, and Del loved every inch of it because it was his. When he wanted to be alone, he could come here to be alone. When he wanted company, there was almost always someone in the large sitting room in the front of the house, or the kitchen. If there wasn’t anyone else home, there were other places he could go if he wanted company. Places where he felt safe going, leaving the house all by himself. He could go down to the docks, to where Neera and Othi were anchored. He could go and help in the healing complex, with Senior Healer Jehan, Alanar, Treesi and Aven. He wasn’t allowed to help in the forge when Owyn went to work with Persis — he didn’t know enough to keep from hurting himself. But he could watch, and Owyn was good about explaining things. He seemed to have a knack for knowing just what Del was going to ask, even if he was facing away from him and couldn’t see the signs that Del used to communicate. The only place he didn’t go was across the street, where Owyn’s aunt Rhexa lived with her new wife, Ambaryl. Del knew he was welcome there, but Ambaryl had known him since he was a baby, and had been his first nursemaid after his mother’s death. She meant well, but she tended to behave in what Del knew was the usual reaction of most of the Palace servants who had known him for his entire life — ‘we must protect our poor, broken child from the world.’ 

Del didn’t want to be protected. He’d stretched his boundaries over the past few months, and he wanted more. So he tended to avoid Rhexa’s house, at least when he was alone.

Most of the time, Del spent his free time with his father. He couldn’t remember Mannon ever being so relaxed, especially now that Memfis had been released from the healing complex. Mannon seemed to have appointed himself Memfis’ caretaker, and Memfis didn’t seem to mind too much. They shared a house on North, and seemed to be as comfortable together as Rhexa and Ambaryl. Del stopped in the middle of taking a clean shirt out of a drawer. Had his father paired off with Memfis? He considered it, while he finished dressing and tidying his little room. He wouldn’t object — he liked Memfis. And it would make Owyn his brother, which...would be strange. He shook his head and grimaced. No, perhaps not. Besides, his father was so much older than Memfis — twenty years, at least! They couldn’t be lovers.

Could they?

No. Absolutely not. It wouldn’t happen.

But maybe he should ask Owyn.

It was early enough that Owyn was still in the kitchen, making something that smelled wonderful. He looked over his shoulder and smiled as Del came in.

“Good morning!” he called. “Go sit. Breakfast is almost ready. The porridge is done. The bread is just about to come out of the oven. And there’s hard-cooked eggs this morning. I know you like those.”

Del grinned and went to sit at the small table. He fished his tablet out of the pocket of the long vest that Aria had made for him, and scrawled a note that he left for Owyn to read. Then he waited. 

Once he’d taken the bread out of the oven, Owyn came over to the table. “What’s this?” he asked, tipping his head sideways to read. “Are your father and mine...no. No, absolutely not.” He paused. “I don’t think. Fuck, Del, why did you have to ask me that question? Now I’m going to think about it!” He grumbled, then leaned down and kissed Del on the cheek. Something else Del was getting used to. And, to be honest, enjoying. “Good morning. You’re early enough to help me carry things to the table. No one else is up, but they’ll be along once they smell the food.”

Del nodded and stood up, helping Owyn carry bowls and trays and plates out to the large table in the front room. The bread, and pots of honey, jam and butter. A bowl of hard-cooked eggs. Another bowl of fermented sea oak, which Owyn put next to Aven’s place. A large pot of porridge that Owyn insisted on carrying himself.

“Just get the bowls and spoons, would you?”

Del was just setting the teapot on the table when arms closed around him from behind. He leaned back into Aven’s embrace, tipping his head back. Aven smiled down at him, then leaned down and kissed him. “Good morning.”

Del nodded, tugging one hand free to sign, “Good morning. Where’s Aria?”

“Finishing getting dressed,” Aven answered. He took his seat at the table, then looked around. “More plates than people. Are we expecting anyone? Not Fa and Ama, I don’t think.”

“Yeah, I wasn’t expecting them. Mannon said he’d be over this morning,” Owyn answered. “And Mem, probably. They’re usually together these days. And Granna Meris might come for some tea. But she usually doesn’t eat breakfast, so I don’t know. At the very least we’ll have Mannon and Mem.”

Aven frowned slightly. “About them. Owyn, have you asked Mem—”

“Don’t you start!” Owyn warned, sitting down. “I’ll serve when everyone else is here. And no, I don’t think Mannon and my fa are pairing off. That’s...no. Nope. Not at all. No.”

“But what do you really think, Owyn?” Aria teased as she joined them. She kissed Del on the cheek, kissed Owyn on the lips, then sat down next to Aven and sighed. “I agree with you, Owyn. I do not think they are paired. I think there is something, but not a pairing.”

“Well, what else is there?” Owyn asked.

“A life debt?” Del signed. “Fa saved Memfis’ life. Memfis owes him the debt.”

Owyn frowned. Then he shook his head. “I think I caught all of that—”

“That is better than I did,” Aria murmured. “All I understood were the names.”

Owyn nodded. “A life debt. That’s old fashioned. But...yeah, maybe.”

“What’s a life debt?” Aven asked. “Is it a Fire thing?”

There was a knock on the door, and Mannon came in, holding the door for Memfis. “You weren’t waiting on us, were you?” Mannon asked. 

“We’re all just sitting down,” Owyn answered. “You’re right on time.”

Mannon looked around. “Mislaid your husband?” he asked, holding a chair out for Memfis, then taking the seat next to him.

“Mislaid my—” Owyn laughed. “No! No, he’s sleeping in. Treesi, too. There was something at the healing complex last night.” He started pouring tea. “I’m surprised you’re awake, Fishie.”

“They had me in reserve, in case they needed me, and so that someone would be awake and able to do rounds this morning,” Aven answered. “So I didn’t work nearly as hard as the others did, and I need to eat and leave.”

“What happened?” Memfis asked. He leaned his elbow on the table. “I thought I heard alerts—”

“Another group of refugees,” Aven answered. “This batch was from south and east of Forge. Took them this long to get around the areas where the ground is still smoking.”

Memfis sighed and leaned back in his chair, rubbing his face with his hand. “Will we ever be able to go back?”

“What will there be to go back to?” Aria asked in response. “Has the Smoking Mountain ever erupted like this before?”

Memfis looked at Mannon. “You’re the historian. Has it?”

Mannon looked thoughtful, taking the teacup that Del offered him and taking a sip. “I...don’t think so,” he said slowly as he put the cup down. “Not on this scale. Smaller eruptions, yes. On the south side. We have records of that. Eruptions on the north side? Never before. Can we rebuild Forge? Possibly. But maybe not in the same place. The ground there...it’ll be too changed. It’s a lava field now.” He tapped his finger on the side of his cup. “I don’t know what it will mean for the mines. Or the vents. We’ll have to send scouts. Surveyors. People to find a site that’s close to what Forge was—”

“What plans are you making behind my back, Mannon?” Meris asked as she came inside. Owyn jumped to his feet and hurried around the table, accepting a kiss from his adoptive grandmother before leading her to the table. 

“Just wool-gathering, Lady Meris,” Mannon answered. “The question was can we rebuild Forge. And I think we can, but not in the same place.”

“And what prompted this question?” Meris asked. She shook her head when Owyn held up a bowl. “No, thank you, dear. I’ll have a piece of bread, and some of that lovely jam you made. Now, why are we discussing building?”

“More refugees,” Aven answered, taking a bowl from Owyn and putting it in front of Aria. “Last night. Fa might not have had time to send word to you. He and the others were up with them until late.”

Meris nodded. “He hasn’t. I’ll go see them this morning. And see to him as well.”

Del took his own bowl from Owyn, then helped himself to some of the fermented sea oak, stirring it into his porridge the way that Aven did. It made the cereal a little more pungent, and somehow more satisfying. And it always seemed to make Owyn look at him as if he’d grown another head.

“How can you eat that stuff?” Owyn asked. It was an old, comfortable question after a month, and Del grinned and took a big bite of seaweed-laced porridge. Next to him, he heard Aven snicker.

“He lived with us for four months, Mouse,” Aven said. “He picked up—”

“Bad habits,” Owyn finished.

“I was going to say refined tastes,” Aven finished. He reached over and helped himself to an egg, and a piece of bread. He slathered the bread with jam, and handed it to Aria. 

“So what is a life debt?” Aven asked again. “It’s not something I’ve heard of out in the deep.”

“It’s an old idea, and all of the tribes held to it at one time or another,” Meris answered. “Why?”

Owyn looked at Del. “It was your idea.”

Del shrugged and laid down his spoon, picking up his tablet and writing, “I was wondering if I had a new father. Owyn says no. So I thought it might be a life debt.” 

He passed the tablet to Meris, who read it. She looked up at Mannon and Memfis, then chuckled. “I can see why you asked that question, Del,” she said. She passed the tablet to Memfis, who looked at it, laughed, and passed it to Mannon.

“A new...” Mannon read aloud. He smiled. “Del, if I planned to marry, you would be the first person I’d tell.” He paused. “The second person. No, we’re not pairing.”

“And yes, it is a life debt,” Memfis added. “I owe Mannon my life. I need to repay that debt. And it’s complicated by the fact that he—” He waved at Mannon with his spoon. “Feels responsible for me. At least until I’m ready to live on my own, he’s insisting that I don’t.” He looked down at the empty right sleeve that was pinned up to the shoulder of his shirt. “I’m an old wolf. It’s not easy to learn new hunting tricks.”

“You’re going to have to,” Mannon said. He scraped the bottom of his bowl with his spoon. “Unless you plan on coming with me. Which I wouldn’t mind—”

“Going with you?” Owyn interrupted. “Going with you where?”

“Back to the Palace,” Mannon answered. “To get it ready for Aria. I haven’t had a messenger bird in days, and I’m starting to wonder why. To tell the truth, I’ve already been wondering what’s happening when I’m not looking. I’ve learned over the past month or two that a lot goes on behind my back. And there was someone in the Palace telling Risha what I was doing. I should find them before they do something rash.”

“Oh, are you ready to go back to the Palace?” Aria asked. “When do we leave?”
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[image: ]


Mannon stared at her for a moment, then stammered, “I thought...I didn’t think...I assumed that I would go ahead, and prepare things, and you would join me later.” He stopped, setting down his spoon and resting his hands on the table. “You should join me later. You’re safe here. Stay here. Have your baby here, where it’s safe and you have access to the entire healing complex.”

“She’ll have three healers with her when we go to the Palace,” Meris pointed out.

Aven shook his head, then turned in his chair to face Aria. “We haven’t discussed this. At all. We should. This is more than just us leaving. This is taking three of the senior healers from the healing complex when refugees are still streaming in. This is taking Rhexa’s assistant when she needs him to help organize and provide for those refugees.” He nodded toward Owyn. “This is more complicated than simply saying ‘let’s go.’”

Aria looked thoughtful, then she nodded. “Council?”

“Council,” Aven agreed. He looked up. “And I can’t arrange it. I have rounds. Mouse, will you—?”

“I’ve got it,” Owyn said. “When are you done in the healing complex? Or should I plan it around the evening meal? We can talk and eat.”

Aria picked up her teacup and took a sip. “Please, do that. It will give me time to get my thoughts in order. And to ask the people I wish to be involved in the discussion to attend.”

“How many am I cooking for?” 

Aria tapped one finger on the table. “Us, of course. That’s six, with Alanar. Mannon, you and Memfis. Grandmother?”

Meris smiled. “If you wish me to be, my dear.”

Aria nodded. “I do. Thank you.” She finished her tea, set the cup down. “I should have Jehan here, and Rhexa. Aleia. I am not certain about Pirit or Ambaryl.”

Del snapped his fingers, and when Aria looked at him, he signed, “You’re going to need guards. You should have Karse in.”

Aria narrowed her eyes slightly, then sighed, “I’m never going to learn this! I am sorry, Del.”

“He says you need guards. He says that we should have Karse in. And I agree with him and with his choice. Karse is a good man. He’ll make you a fantastic Guard Captain,” Mannon said. “What I was able to do can never be allowed to happen again. You have to protect your future from the next Mannon.”

“Mother grant that that shit never happens again,” Owyn muttered. Del bit his lip to keep the giggles inside, but lost the fight when he looked at Owyn , who winked at him. They both started laughing.

“You’re having fun without me again,” Alanar grumbled as he came down the corridor.  Owyn leaned back in his chair and smiled.

“Did you get enough sleep?” he asked. “You came in awfully late. I wasn’t expecting you up for breakfast.”

Alanar came over to the table and kissed Owyn slowly and deeply. Then he sat down. “I might nap later,” he said. “I don’t think I got enough sleep. But I was hungry, and I smelled bread.” He cocked his head to the side. “There are more people at the table. Who’s here?”

“Mannon, Memfis and Meris,” Aven answered. 

“A most pleasant and alliterative company,” Alanar said with a grin. “Good morning, everyone.”

Owyn took Alanar’s hand. “So I’m cooking for ten? At least?” he asked. “Right. I’ll go see Katrin. See what she has available. I’ll start bread before I go out, it should be done by tonight. Bread bowls? With stew?”

“Oh, that sounds lovely,” Aria said. “I do like your stew, Owyn. And the bread bowls.”

“It’s going to be crowded,” Alanar said. “We’ll need to borrow chairs from Aunt Rhexa.”

“I’ll ask her,” Owyn said. He let go of Alanar’s hand and stood up, filling a bowl with porridge. He set it in front of Alanar, then reached for bread and started cutting slices. Without looking up from what he was doing, he asked “Del, do you want to help me? Or do you have other plans for the day?”

Del blinked. “I don’t know what I can do to help,” he signed. “I am not good in the kitchen. Not like you are.” Before Aven could translate for him, Owyn answered.

“That’s just practice. You’ll learn. And until you learn, you can carry,” he said. He put the bread down in front of Alanar, reached for the teapot. “And help move things. And run around and deliver invitations. Jam in your porridge, love?”

“It never ceases to amaze me how you do that, Owyn,” Mannon murmured. “I’ve watched you do it for a month now. Memfis, how does he do that?”

“Do what?” Owyn asked, looking up. “What did I do?”

“You knew what Del was signing,” Aven said. “Without looking at him. You never looked at him, but you answered him as if he’d said something aloud.”

Owyn frowned. “I...” he stammered. “I did that?”

“You do it a lot,” Del signed. “I don’t know how you do it.”

“Is it a Smoke Dancer thing?” Alanar asked. “Memfis? Lady Meris?”

“Not that I’ve heard of,” Memfis answered. 

“I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Meris added. “But I’ve also never heard of a Smoke Dancer coming back from the dead. So perhaps I should test Owyn again.”

Owyn groaned. “Again? You told me I’d only ever have to do that once!”

“You’re a special case, my darling boy,” Meris said. She smiled. “What is it that young Neera calls you? Twiceborn? So you have to be tested twice.”

“Maybe you should have let me be dead, Aven,” Owyn grumbled.

“No!”

Owyn jerked in shock as six voices chorused in unison, and they all started laughing. He sat down, and leaned back in his chair. 

“Right. Testing. When, Granna? I’m going to be a bit busy today with planning for Council.”

“I’ll arrange it. It should be soon,” Meris said. “But not too soon. It’s not easy for me, either.”

“Speaking of soon, I need to go. Rounds are soon,” Aven added, getting up from his chair. He leaned down and kissed Aria, then made his way around the table, pausing to kiss Del, Owyn, and Alanar. He picked up his walking stick from where he’d left it in the corner of the room. “I’ll see you all before the evening meal. Someone kiss Treesi for me. I’m off.”

Del waved as Aven turned toward the door, then looked at Owyn. “What’s so bad about the test?” he signed.

Owyn made a face. “Can’t tell you,” he answered. “I don’t think, anyway. Granna, is it still forbidden to tell anyone about the testing?”

“I want to know,” Aria said. “I’ll have to do it at some point, won’t I?”

“Not until you finish your training, which you won’t be doing until you have that baby,” Meris answered. “And yes, it is still part of the Smoke Dancer arcana. It is not something we share. I am sorry, Del.”

Del nodded to show he understood, and reached for another piece of bread. He slathered it with jam and took a bite, then looked around and frowned.

“Del?” Aria asked. “What is it?”

He reached for his tablet, putting the bread down so that he could write, “Now that we’re thinking of leaving, I don’t know if I want to go back. I like it here. No one treats me like I’m a child or an idiot.”

Aria read the tablet and nodded. “I won’t allow it,” she said. “You are neither. I won’t let anyone insult you so.”

“He’s neither what?” Mannon asked. Aria looked at Del, who nodded. She passed the tablet to Mannon. He read it, frowned, and looked up. “Who treats you like an idiot?”

“Nestor, for one,” Owyn muttered. “D’ye know that he didn’t believe me when I told him that Del was our Air? He called Del our poor, broken child.” 

Del nodded. “Ambaryl does it, too,” he signed. “A lot of the staff do it. They think because my voice is gone that so are my wits. They treat me like a child. I didn’t realize how much until I was gone. The Water tribe doesn’t treat me that way. No one here does, either.” He shrugged. “Except Ambaryl. So I don’t spend time with Ambaryl if I can help it.”

“Which, if you’re helping me help Auntie Rhexa, you don’t have much of a choice about,” Owyn said. “I’m sorry, Del. I didn’t even notice!”

Del picked up his bread. He finished it, chasing it down with the last of his tea. “It’s not you. It’s them. And even if you point it out, they won’t stop. They never did when I said anything.”

Owyn snorted. “Let me guess. They patted you on the head? Be a good boy and run off and...what? Play? Let us handle it?” Del nodded, and Owyn rolled his eyes. “Yeah, we’ll be stopping that.”

“Absolutely,” Aria agreed. “It’s rude.”

“It’s fucking insulting is what it is,” Owyn growled. “Mannon, why didn’t you ever stop it?”

“Because they didn’t do it in front of me, or where I could hear,” Mannon answered. “Del, why did you never tell me?”

“What would you have done?” Del signed. 

Mannon looked puzzled. “Told them to stop treating you so,” he answered.

“And would that have changed how they thought of me?” Del asked.

Mannon blinked. Then he frowned. “Oh. I see. Ordering them to change their behavior won’t have changed their minds. It would have just driven it underground.” He nodded. “I see now. Del, I am sorry. You’ll have to change their minds.”

Aria reached over and rested her hand on Del’s arm. “We’ll change their minds together, won’t we?” she asked. 

Del smiled. He took her hand and pressed a kiss into her palm. Then he turned to Owyn. “Now what?”

“Nothing until everyone has eaten,” Owyn answered. “Have some more tea. I’ll get a book and pen, and we can start making lists.” He looked. “Good morning. You’re up early for someone who was up so late.”

“I didn’t have time to eat last night, so I’m starving,” Treesi answered. She came up behind Del and hugged him, kissing his cheek. She gave the same greeting to Aria, then sank into Aven’s abandoned chair. “May I have some porridge, please? With jam?”

Owyn got up and started filling another bowl. “What else, Trees?”

“Tea. A lot of tea.” Treesi turned and smiled. “Good morning. I’m sorry. I should have said that already.” She looked around. “Did I miss Aven?”

“He just left for rounds,” Alanar said. “He left a kiss for you.”

“I’ll claim it once I eat,” Treesi said. She yawned. “I might go back to bed and sleep until tomorrow, as tired as I am.”

“We’ll be having Council tonight,” Aria said. “At the evening meal.”

Treesi sat up. “What? Why?”

“Because Mannon has proposed that he leave for the Palace, and I wish to go with him. To have all of us go with him,” Aria answered. “But Aven pointed out to me that it is not a simple undertaking, and that we should discuss it properly before I decide.”

Treesi smiled. “You’re getting better at this ruling thing, Aria.”

Aria chuckled. “I could hardly get worse than driving every one of you away, now could I?”

“Do you really want an answer to that?” Owyn asked. 

Aria gave an indignant squeak, then burst out laughing. “I deserve that,” she admitted. “And yes, I could have done worse.”

“Of course you could have. You could have been me,” Mannon grumbled. 

***
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ONCE BREAKFAST WAS done, Alanar and Treesi went back to bed, and Aria and Lady Meris went to meet with the new refugees. Del helped Owyn clean up, then took dictation for the invitations while Owyn started making bread dough. 

“Let’s see,” Owyn said, measuring flour into his large bread bowl. “Ah...your presence is requested by the Heir this evening...no, that makes it sound optional. The Heir requires your attendance at Council, to be held this evening at Three Northwest. Supper will be served.” He glanced over his shoulder. “How does that sound?”

Del nodded, and started writing, his pen scratching on the paper. Then he got up and took it to Owyn, who read aloud. “The Heir to the Firstborn has called a meeting of her Council, to be held this evening at her residence over the evening meal. Your presence is requested. Yeah, you make that sound a lot better than I did. Okay, can you write that up and deliver them? Then meet me at the dispensary?”

Del nodded. He set his draft down, then started writing. He wrote seven copies of the note as Owyn worked on the bread dough, and was sealing the last one as Owyn put the bowl on the shelf over the oven to rise. 

“Seven?” Owyn asked, wiping his hands off on a towel. “Mem, Mannon and Granna were here. They already know they’re invited.”

“It’s polite,” Del signed. “They need to get official invitations, just like the others.”

Owyn looked thoughtful. “All right. I need to learn this, don’t I? How to be all...what’s the word?”

Del laughed. “That’s funny. You asking me for a word. And the word is diplomatic.”

“Diplomatic. Okay. I need to learn to be that,” Owyn grinned. “And you know more than I do. More words. More everything. You had proper learning. I learned...well, what I learned is shit you never want to know, and we’ll leave it at that. All right. I’ll clean up here and meet you at the dispensary.”

Del nodded and picked up the letters, tucking them into his vest pocket. He’d do the closest first, he decided. Get it out of the way. Get away from Ambaryl that much faster. He grinned at Owyn, and on impulse kissed him quickly on the lips. 

Owyn smiled broadly. “Hey, you’re in a good mood, aren’t you?” he asked. “You’re not usually the one to give those out.” He stepped closer and met Del’s eyes. “Do you want me to take Rhexa’s letter over? You won’t have to deal with Ambaryl.”

Del smiled. “Thank you. You have work to do. I’ll go deliver that one first. Having to deliver the others will let me get out of there fast.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Owyn agreed. “Look, if she bothers you, let me know. I’ll have a talk with Aunt Rhexa.”

Del shook his head. “I need to do this myself. But thank you.”

Owyn nodded slowly. “I understand. All right. I’ll see you at the dispensary.”

Del patted his pocket to check for the letters and his tablet, waved to Owyn, then headed out of the kitchen and out of the house. Rhexa lived directly across from them, so he walked across the street and knocked on the door. 

“Come in!”

He opened the door in response to Rhexa’s cheerful call, and smiled to see Owyn’s aunt alone in the front room. She was sitting at the table, looking over papers. She looked up when he came in, and smiled warmly.

“Well, good morning, Del!” she said. “How are you today, dear? Come and sit. There’s tea.”

Del shook his head. He took the letter to the table and placed it in front of Rhea. Then he took his tablet out. “I can’t stay,” he wrote. “I’m delivering these for Aria. You were closest, so you were first.”

Her brows rose, and she picked up the letter and broke the seal. She read it, then looked up at Del. “She’s decided to move on to the Palace, hasn’t she?”

Del grinned. He wiped off the tablet. “You’re very good at that. Yes. Aven wants everyone who will be impacted by our move to be there to discuss it.”

Rhexa nodded. “That makes sense. All right.” She looked thoughtful. “I’m going to have to talk with Baryl. She seems to think we’ll be going with you when you leave, and that I can simply drop everything in Jehan’s lap. She has this odd idea that you don’t know how to care for yourself, and she needs to be there to wipe your nose for you. It’s ridiculous, but I can’t dissuade her.” Del rolled his eyes, and she chuckled. “I thought that would be your reaction. She’s off at the dispensary. If you hurry, you won’t see her this morning. Off with you. You have work to do.”

Del nodded his thanks, and hurried back out. 

Jehan and Aleia lived in One North, but Del doubted he’d find either of them there. He’d go to the healing complex as his last stop. Mannon and Memfis were in Seventeen North, and Lady Meris lived with Karse and Trey in Fifteen North, right next door. His father was waiting for him.

“I figured you would be the one to deliver these,” Mannon said. He took the letters for him and for Memfis, brought them into the house, then came back out. “I’ll walk with you a bit, if I may?”

“What about Memfis?” Del asked.

Mannon chuckled. “He kicked me out. He’s tired of me at his elbow, and he told me, in very explicit language, to give him some room to breathe. I think I’ve been coddling him a bit too much.”

Del grinned. “I wouldn’t know a thing about that.”

“Did I ever coddle you, Del?” Mannon asked as they started walking. 

Del shrugged one shoulder. “Maybe when I was very small. Just after Mama died. But I think I needed it then. Once I was ready to stand on my own, you let me. Encouraged it. Pushed me when I needed it. Remember how I fussed at you when we were learning water signs?”

Mannon chuckled. “You wanted nothing to do with it. Until you realized that it gave you a voice. Then...well, no one could have stopped you then.”

Del nodded. He gestured for Mannon to wait for him, and walked up to Fifteen North. Meris met him at the door, took both letters, and gave him a warm hug in return. She waved at Mannon, then went back inside. Del trotted back down to the street and pointed back toward the healing complex.

“Senior Healer next,” he signed, and they started walking. After a moment, he started signing again,  “Fa, why didn’t you treat me like that? Coddling. You’re doing it to Memfis now. You never did it to me. Why not?”

Mannon didn’t answer immediately. They walked in silence up the street, and they were almost to the healing complex before he stopped. He turned to face Del and started signing.

“When you started walking, you let me steady you for one day. Then you ran. You let me read to you for barely a year. Then you read to me. I’d seen what you could do if I gave you your head. I knew you had it in you to find your way.” He paused, then shook his head and said aloud, “I knew you could. I just needed to steady you for a bit.” He looked back down the street. “And I need to give Memfis the same courtesy.” He turned back to Del. “Is that why you asked? To point out what I was doing?”

“No,” Del answered. “I asked because you were the only one in the Palace who didn’t. You never did. You even played along with the whole ridiculous slave idea so that I wouldn’t panic.”

“It worked,” Mannon pointed out. “That means it wasn’t ridiculous.” 

Del grinned “Maybe. Maybe not. Thank you.” He looked up. “Let’s go. I’m supposed to meet Owyn after this.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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The healing complex was more crowded than usual. Del waved to the attendant at the desk as he and Mannon entered the building. It was Tancis, one of the newer healing students. Which meant that he was probably on punishment detail again, and Del wondered just what he’d done this time. 

Mannon looked around and whistled low. “More refugees than I thought,” he said. “Is there enough room for them all? Do you know?”

Del nodded. He’d spent enough time helping Owyn and Marik that he knew how much space there was above ground. And for anyone who wished it, there were the underground caverns. Some of the refugees had opted for those, which had surprised Del. He knew that the Air tribes made their homes in caves up high in the mountains. He didn’t know there were entire Fire villages that lived in caves, too. 

“There’s room underground,” he signed, turning toward Mannon. As he did, he saw a woman staring at them. Maybe she’d never seen water signs before? “I’ll show you later, if we have time,” he continued. Mannon nodded. He turned toward the corridor that led to Jehan’s office

The woman screamed.

“It’s him!” she shrieked. “It’s the Butcher!” She pointed at Mannon, who went pale. The people around her jumped to their feet, all of them staring at Mannon and Del. The woman kept wailing. “He’s here to kill us all!”

The crowd shifted. Men moved toward the front, some of them carrying walking sticks. Del put his hand on Mannon’s arm, feeling the fear rising, feeling the cold panic threatening to lock him in ice.

“Go,” Mannon whispered. “Go to Jehan. Just...go, Del.” He held his hands up. “I’m not here to hurt anyone.”

There was a low growl, and one of the men stepped forward. “It is you, isn’t it? Mannon the Butcher.”

“Not anymore,” Mannon said. “I am nothing now. I surrendered to the Heir. My fate is in her hands now.”

The man snorted. “She ain’t here now, is she?”

“Actually, I am.”

Aria moved through the group, and stopped next to the man who had spoken. “Were you intending to violate the healer’s peace, Jassic?”

Jassic blinked. “You remembered my name?”

“I only just met you an hour ago,” Aria said with a smile. “Of course I remember.” She looked at Mannon. “Were you helping Del deliver the invitations?” 

Mannon nodded. “I wanted to spend more time with my son. Apparently, that was a mistake.” He sighed. “I’ll go. I’ll go back to the house.”

“He gets to walk away?” Jassic demanded. “Why ain’t he in chains?”

“Because I do not wish him to be,” Aria answered, her voice calm. “That is reason enough.”

Jassic growled. “Not reason enough for me,” he snapped, and lunged toward Mannon, who dodged, moving away from Aria and Del. Del grabbed Aria and pulled her the other way, toward the corridor. His back hit the wall, and he froze – he couldn’t move, couldn’t protect his Heir, couldn’t get them away from the ugly roar of angry men as they surged forward.

A sound broken by the furious roar of one particular angry man.

“What the absolute fuck is going on out here!” Aven’s voice cut through the din. “Stop!”

There was enough command in Aven’s voice that most of the men did stop. But Jassic didn’t — he snarled and went for Mannon again...and dropped like a stone when Aven swung his walking stick, hitting him in the back of the head. 

Aven turned, glaring at the assembled refugees. “Anyone else want to try to break the healer’s peace?” he demanded. 

“What’s going on out here?” Jehan demanded, coming up behind Del quietly enough that his voice made Del jump. He rested a hand on Del’s arm, dispelling the fear. “Sorry. What’s the riot?”

“It was just that,” Aria said. “Or near enough.”

“Fa, I need to put Jassic’s skull back together,” Aven called. “Will you talk sense into these idiots?”

Jehan’s brows rose. “Tancis, help Healer Aven move the patient. And someone explain to me why you’re brawling in my healing complex?”

Jehan walked past Del and Aria, wading in to the group of refugees as they all started talking at once. Aleia took his place next to Del and Aria. She rested one hand on Del’s shoulder and squeezed. “Are you all right?” she asked Aria.

“I am fine,” Aria answered. “I thought they would stop—”

“Angry men don’t always listen,” Aleia said. “And they all have good reason to be angry.” She looked past them, to where Mannon rested with his back against the wall. “And are you all right?”

“I’m getting old,” Mannon grumbled. “Once upon a time, I’d have been able to take a brawler like that.”

“It wasn’t just one,” Del signed. “Could you have taken all of them? And protected Aria? You know I’d be no help.”

Mannon scowled. Then he deflated. “No,” he admitted. “No, I couldn’t. Aria, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t...I’ll go back to the house. And stay there.”

“I’m not ordering that,” Aria protested.

“I am,” Mannon replied. He sighed. “I’m putting myself under house arrest until it’s time for us to leave. It’s not fair to them.” He gestured widely, taking in the room full of refugees. “And it’s not fair to you.”

“Fair?” It was the woman who’d screamed, who was close enough to hear Mannon. “You’re talking about fair?”

Mannon looked at her. “I was wrong,” he said softly. “I know that. I learned that from Yana. Trying to fix what I’d done only made things worse. So I surrendered to my Heir. And when the time comes, if she tells me that I’m to be executed because of my crimes against the Mother, then I will go gladly. But until then, I am her servant.”

The woman’s eyes widened. “What d’you know of Yana?” she asked.

“I know...more than you would believe,” Mannon answered. He sighed and looked at Del. “I’ll see you at supper,” he signed. Then he bowed to Aria, turned, and left the healing complex.

“What did that mean?” the woman asked. “My Heir? What did he mean?”

“We weren’t introduced,” Aria said. “What’s your name?”

“Afansa, my Heir,” she answered.  

Aria smiled. “Afansa, would you have believed him if he’d told you that he was Yana’s Air? That he bears the gem still?” Aria asked.

“He...no!” She looked toward the door. “Really?”

“Yes,” Aria answered. “I have seen it myself, and I know it is truth.” She rested her hand on Del’s shoulder. “My Del is Yana’s son.”

Afansa stared at Del in wide-eyed wonder. “Oh! But why...what will you do with him? With the Butcher. After everything he’s done—”

“I know what he has done,” Aria said. “And I know what he is doing, which I think you and your people do not. He is trying to make things right. He has stepped down. He has risked his life to save mine and the lives of the people I love, more than once.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t balance. I know. None of those things would have happened if he had not made the choice he did. But for now? He has surrendered. He has abdicated, and sworn his fealty to me, and I have chosen to believe him. At the moment, he is... useful to me. So I must decide on his fate. And it is my decision. Not yours. Not his.” She pointed in the direction that Aven and Tancis had taken Jassic. “For now, I have not yet decided. And when I do decide... then it is my decision.” She raised her chin slightly, and met Afansa’s eyes. “We’ve had enough of people deciding to work against the Firstborn, have we not?”

Afansa caught her breath. Then she nodded. “We have, my Heir. We have.”

Aria smiled. “Thank you, Afansa. I hope you’ll be happy here in Terraces, until we are able to rebuild in the Fire tribe lands. We were discussing that this morning. Mannon has some good ideas that I think we will have to explore further.”

Del grinned. Now he could see what Aria was doing. He took his tablet out and wrote, “He’s always been better at organizing than ruling. He says it himself.”

He handed the tablet to Aria, who read the note aloud. “Does he really say that?” she asked. “Well, perhaps I’ll keep him to organize things for me. I’ll be busy enough as it is.” She nodded and handed the tablet back to Del. “Thank you. Now, you were busy. As was I. Let’s be about our day. Grandmother is with the children, and I should join her.” She leaned closer and kissed his cheek. “I will see you later.”

She turned and made her way through the crowd, and Del turned to face Aleia.

“What are you so busy with today?” she signed.

“Aria will be calling a Council meeting tonight,” Del answered. “I have invitations for you and the Senior Healer.”

Aleia’s brows rose. “Come to the office,” she said aloud, and turned away. Del followed her down the corridor and into Jehan’s office. She closed the door behind him and gestured to a chair.

“Council?” she asked. “What should we expect?”

“Fa mentioned he was planning on leaving for the Palace, so he could arrange things for when Aria arrives,” Del answered. “She wants to go with him. Aven says that we need to consider the impact our leaving would have on everyone else, since we’ve all taken on important roles in Terraces.”

Aria nodded slowly. “And she’s listening. Good. She’s getting better at this.”

Del smiled and went into his pocket, taking out the last two letters. He handed them to Aleia. “Leaving will be strange. I’m not sure I want to go. Why can’t we stay here?”

Aleia sat down behind Jehan’s desk. She rested her elbows on the polished wood surface and studied Del. Then she said, “You tell me.”

Del grinned. He should have known that would be her answer — she’d said it often enough to him when he’d asked questions about the ways of the Water tribe. He considered it. Why go to the Palace?

“Part of it is probably tradition,” he began. “This is the way we do it because this is the way we’ve always done it.”

Aleia chuckled. “True. Lore has it that the Palace was built on the site where Axia settled with her Companions, where they raised their families. But it’s not the only reason.”

There was more? Del frowned. He’d lived in the Palace for years. What made the place special? Why did the Firstborn have to rule from the Palace, when they would be able to rule from literally anywhere else? He heard the door open behind him, but didn’t turn to look. 

Finally, he shook his head. “I don’t know. Why?”

Aleia smiled. “Access. The other reason is access.”

“Access to where?” Jehan asked from behind Del. “What are we talking about?”

“The Palace,” Aleia answered. “Want me to move?”

“No, you can rule the Earth tribe for a bit,” Jehan answered. “I need a break.” He came around the desk and shared breath with his wife. Then he kissed her before picking up one of the invitations and asking, “What’s this?”

“Aria has called a Council meeting tonight,” Del answered.

Jehan arched a brow. “Right. And combined with the conversation I came in on, that means she’s decided it’s time to move north?” 

“Maybe?” Del answered. “That’s what we’re going to discuss tonight.”

“All right,” Jehan said. “We’ll be there. So, what’s the question about access to the Palace. Context?”

“Why the Firstborn rules from the Palace and from nowhere else,” Del answered. “Also, why we’re not staying here.” He thought about it. “Access? But the roads are barely there any more.”

“But when they were, anyone could travel straight to the Palace gates, from anywhere in Adavar. There used to be regular caravans that carried passengers and goods between Forge, the Palace, and the Solstice village,” Aleia pointed out. “The harbor will hold practically the entire Water tribe. The Palace is located in the one place that anyone can reach without too much effort.”

Del nodded. “I understand. We’ll need to work on that, restoring access. Starting the caravans again.”

“We’ll add it to the to-do list. Which I think is now longer than you are tall,” Jehan said. He grinned. “Where are you off to next?”

“You were the last delivery,” Del answered. “I’m supposed to meet Owyn next, to help him with supplies.”

Jehan nodded. “Well, then. Off with you. We’ll see you later for Council.”

Del stood up. “Will Jassic be all right?”

“He’ll be fine,” Jehan answered. “And maybe now he’ll learn not to try and break the healer’s peace.”

“I somehow don’t think he was expecting a healer to come up behind him with a club,” Aleia said, her voice dry.

“Well, sometimes if you want someone to grow some sense, you have to crack their skull to let it in,” Jehan answered. He winked at Del. “Go on. Owyn’s probably waiting for you. And he’s probably already heard about the brawl. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was outside by now.”

“I’ll go see. And catch him if he’s not. See you later.” Del bowed slightly and turned for the door. 

***
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OWYN WASN’T IN THE entry hall, which was empty except for the attendant. Tancis waved at Del as he left. For a moment, Del thought about following Mannon. He said he was going right home, hadn’t he? House arrest? But if Owyn had heard about the fight, and Del didn’t come meet him as he’d promised, then Owyn would worry. He turned toward the dispensary. He’d go see his father afterward.

Owyn was waiting for him outside the dispensary, pacing back and forth. When he saw Del, he waved and hurried toward him.

“What happened?” he demanded. “I’m hearing about a brawl at the healing complex. Are you all right?”

“One of the refugees recognized Fa,” Del answered. “And tried to go through Aria to get him. I got Aria out of the way, and Aven stopped him.”

Owyn frowned. “Stopped him how?”

“He broke the man’s skull,” Del answered.

“And now he has to go put him back together again?” Owyn asked. Del nodded, and Owyn sighed. “I’d wondered when that was going to start happening.”

“You were expecting someone to attack my father?” Del asked. “And you didn’t say anything?”

“I did!” Owyn protested. “To Jehan and Auntie Rhexa.”

“But not to my father?” Del signed.

“Maybe I should have, but I thought they would,” Owyn answered. “And maybe they did. I don’t know.”

“He never said anything to me. Not a word!”

“I don’t know,” Owyn repeated. “You’ll have to ask him. Now, I talked to Katrin. She’s putting together today’s supplies for us, and stuff for tonight.”

“How many baskets?” Del asked.

“Two. Maybe three.”

Del whistled. The usual supply baskets were large enough to carry a small child, “Can we handle three baskets?” he asked. “Or will we need another person?”

“If we need another person, we’ll find another person. There’s usually someone around to help.” Owyn dragged his fingers through his hair, pushing it back off his forehead. “I need to cut this,” he muttered. “We’ve got a few minutes to wait. Are you sure you’re all right?”

Del nodded. “I think so. I didn’t think anyone would do something like that in the healing complex.”

“I don’t think anyone expected that. But from now on, they might. Which might mean two people in the entry, and one of them a guard,” Owyn said. He looked up and smiled. “Is that Wraith?”

Del looked up, seeing the dark bird circling overhead. It was a familiar shape these days — before Del had arrived, Marik had befriended a shadow hawk from the northern mountains, and the bird had decided to stay in Terraces. “I don’t see Marik. But he’s around somewhere, if Wraith is circling.”

Owyn waved to the shadow hawk. “Marik is always around somewhere,” he said as the bird banked and flew off. “Now that’s odd. Wonder why he flew off like that?”

“Maybe he’s hungry?” Del suggested. “Saw something to hunt?”

“Or Marik called him,” Owyn added. “Yeah, it’s probably nothing. There’s Katrin. Let’s go get our baskets.”

***
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OWYN SOMEHOW MANAGED to carry two baskets, leaving the third for Del. It meant that they couldn’t talk on the way back to the house. At least, Del couldn’t talk. Owyn kept up a running commentary on what he was going to make for the evening meal.

“...Katrin said she had some nice venison, and some good wine. So what I’m going to do is get the venison cleaned up, and cut a bunch of little slits in it. Stuff garlic and herbs in the slits, and pour the wine over it. Then let it roast — yeah, I know I said I was making stew.”

Del almost dropped his basket. He stopped in his tracks, staring. Owyn turned and looked at him for a moment, then his eyes widened.

“I...I did it again, didn’t I?” he asked slowly. “But...you can’t have signed it. I thought I might have just been seeing it without noticing. But...your hands are full.” He licked his lips. “Were you thinking it? That I said I was making stew?”

Del nodded. Owyn looked down, then shook his head. “Once I get the meat in the oven, we’ll have a few hours. We’ll go talk to Granna. This...I don’t know what this is.”

“Useful?” Del thought.

Owyn’s eyes widened. “You just did it, didn’t you? I mean...I just heard you. How I think you sound, anyway. Yeah...yeah, it’s useful. Useful and scary.” He nodded. “Come on. Let’s go get this taken care of.”

Del followed Owyn back to the house, and put away their supplies while Owyn prepared the meat. 

Owyn washed his hands, then held one hand in the oven for a moment. He nodded. “It’s a good temperature. So, to explain, what I’m doing is starting the meat in the oven to roast. Then I’ll take it out, cut it up, and use the cooking juices from the roasting to help flavor the stew. It’ll sit in the oven for...maybe an hour? Then I’ll let it cool while I get the bread bowls shaped and put you to work chopping vegetables. Then get the stew in the pot to cook until dinner. Make sense?”

Del shook his head. “I’m taking your word for it.”

“Ah, I’ll teach you how to cook yet.” Owyn looked around and smiled. “Right. Let’s go see Granna.”

“You don’t need to stay with the roast?” Del asked. “I can go ask her to come back. It’s not far.”

Owyn looked at the oven. He nodded without turning. “All right. Yeah. Do that. I don’t want anything to burn. I’ll get the bread bowls shaped now.”

Del moved in behind him and slipped his arms around Owyn, pressing his cheek to Owyn’s shoulder. Owyn clasped his hands over Del’s.

“Thanks,” he murmured. “I just...this is a lot weird. I don’t know why this is happening.”

Del nodded, his cheek scraping against Owyn’s shirt. He tried to keep his mind blank as he let go — there was no reason to make Owyn even more uncomfortable. Owyn chuckled as he turned. 

“I appreciate that,” he said. 

Del groaned and rolled his eyes, making Owyn laugh. Owyn pulled Del closer, met his eyes, then kissed him on the lips. Del closed his eyes and slid his arms back around Owyn, enjoying the warmth of his body, the sweetness of his kiss. 

Owyn rubbed Del’s back. “You know, if you ever decide you want to explore the bedroom, between me and Allie, we could show you a few things.”

“Who’s between us?” Alanar asked as he came into the kitchen. “And what smells so good?”

“Del, if he wants, and that’s the venison for tonight’s stew,” Owyn answered. He looked over his shoulder. “Are you up for the day now?”

“I can’t sleep any more,” Alanar said with a grimace. “So I thought I’d get up and see what help I could be. I’m not on shift today. Neither is Treesi.”

“You missed the excitement at the healing complex,” Del signed. 

Owyn translated for him, and Alanar frowned. “What excitement?”

“Someone tried to go for Mannon,” Owyn answered. “Everyone is all right. But...yeah. There was a brawl.”

Alanar gaped at him. “A brawl,” he repeated. “In the healing complex?”

“Come sit and I’ll tell you,” Owyn said. He moved away from Del, going to his husband’s side and taking Alanar’s hand. 

“I’ll go and see if Lady Meris is back from the healing complex. I can ask her to come over,” Del signed. 

Owyn nodded, even though he wasn’t looking at Del. Del brushed past them, heading out of the house.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Karse met Del at the door. “You’re back again?” he asked. “Meris said you were here already with the invitations. Was the Council called off?”

Del shook his head and took his tablet out of his pocket. “Owyn needs to speak to Lady Meris, if she's here?"

"She just got back a few minutes ago. Is it important?" 

"Yes. If she can come to the house? He can’t come here. He’s started cooking for the Council meeting.”

Karse read the note and nodded. “Come inside.”

Del followed him into the house, seeing Karse’s husband Trey sitting at the table. Trey grinned at him around a mouthful of something.

“Good morning,” he called once he’d swallowed. “Do I get to come tonight, too?”

Del considered it, then nodded, wiping off the tablet and writing, “I don’t see why not. You’re Karse’s second. I think you should be involved.”

Karse read the note aloud, then added, “And any excuse to eat Owyn’s cooking?” 

Trey laughed. “Well, if you put it that way...” he drawled.

Del laughed. He wiped the tablet again and wrote, “Is Lady Meris here?”

“She went to take a nap,” Karse answered. “I’ll go see if she’s still awake.” He headed further into the house, and Trey waved Del over.

“Come sit,” he said. “Have you given any thought to my offer?”

Del shuddered. He had thought about Trey’s offer...for about five seconds. He cleaned off the tablet and answered, “I don’t want to learn to fight. If there’s a brawl, I’m hiding behind Owyn or Aven. Or Othi.”

Trey took the tablet and narrowed his eyes, his lips moving slightly as he read. “You can’t hide behind them forever. I’m not saying you need to be at the front of the battle, Del. I’m saying you need to know enough to keep yourself alive until someone gets to you.”

“I don’t go anywhere by myself,” Del scrawled. Not if he could help it.

“You came here alone,” Trey pointed out. “But Terraces isn’t as safe as you want it to be. No place is that safe. And before you tell me I’m wrong, we heard about the fight at the healing complex already. Someone recognized Mannon. How long before someone recognizes you?”

Del stared at him. Who’d recognize him? No one knew who he was. He certainly wasn’t anyone important. He wiped off the tablet and heard Trey sigh.

“You know, I never thought learning to read was important before I met you. Didn’t matter what Karse said, or Owyn. Why the fuck did I need to learn to read?” He snorted. “Listen to me. I sound like you. And the answer is the same. Why do you need to learn to fight? Because someday, it might be important, you knob.”

“Trey,” Meris said as she came down the corridor. “You don’t need to be rude.”

Trey winced. “Sorry, Lady Meris,” he called.

“I’m not the one to whom you were rude,” she replied. Trey looked sheepishly at Del.

“Sorry, Del,” Trey said. “I just...how is it going to hurt if you know how to use a blade?”

Del rolled his eyes. He picked up the tablet and wrote, then handed it to Trey. Who promptly handed it to Karse. Karse shook his head.

“It’s a good thing you’re good-looking,” he grumbled. “Because sometimes, you’re as dumb as a box of mice. Now do you believe me when I tell you reading is important?”

“Yes,” Trey answered. “Now explain to Del why it’s important that he learn to fight. It’s the same thing!”

Karse looked down at the tablet. “No, he might have a point here,” he said. Then he read what Del had written, “Handing me a blade will be dangerous for me and anyone around me. When I get scared, I panic, and I freeze. Which means that whoever is attacking me gets another weapon. I had weapons masters at the Palace. And Othi tried to teach me to use the spear he gave me. It didn’t work. So he told me to keep it for show, and to stay with Aven.”

Trey’s eyebrows were so high that Del couldn’t see them under his hair. “You could have told me that!”

Del growled softly, then signed, “No is a complete fucking sentence.” He got up, bowed to Lady Meris, then offered his arm. 

Karse handed him his tablet, then asked, “You going to translate that last one?”

Del shook his head and led Meris out of the house.

Halfway down the street, Meris tugged on his arm. “I realize you’re quite upset, but the pace is a bit much for me. If we could slow down?”

Del froze. He turned, feeling his face burning, and bowed.

“Now stop that,” Meris chided him gently. “Trey means well, but he can be somewhat overbearing. He tried to push me, much the same way he pushed you. And, like you, I had to be quite stern with him. Now, I am very much out of practice with Water signs. What did you say?”

Del’s face grew warmer, and he took his tablet out. “It was rude.”

“From the look on your face, I didn’t think it was anything but.” Meris smiled at him. “So?”

“I said that no is a complete sentence.”

Meris frowned slightly as she read what he’d written, then chuckled. “You censored yourself here, didn’t you? Because this is hardly rude.” Del smiled slightly and nodded, and she laughed and took his arm again. “Let’s go on,” she said. “Slower.”

They walked the rest of the way up the street at a slower pace, which gave Del the time to realize that he hadn’t even thought about checking on his father. He glanced back over his shoulder, but he could no longer see Seventeen North. He did, however, see Trey following behind them. 

“Del?” Trey called as he got closer. “I...did you tell me to fuck off?”

Del blinked. Then he shook his head. Trey looked confused.

“You didn’t?” he asked. “You should have. Karse says you should have.” He looked down, then sighed. “I just...you’re important to a lot of people who are important to me. And Owyn would be the first person to tell you that I try to take care of my people. It’s why I became a Guard.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “I’m sorry I pushed.”

Meris sniffed. “Perhaps you should volunteer to become his guard?” she suggested. “If you feel so strongly about it.”

Trey frowned. “Then who’ll look after you?” he asked. Then his eyes widened. “Oh. Am I...Lady Meris, are you telling me to fuck off?”

Meris laughed. “No, darling. I wouldn’t. However, you have this uncomfortable habit of trying to wrap me in padding, as if I were breakable.”

Trey swallowed. “I...I’m just...”

“Trying to take care of the people you love,” Meris finished. “I know. And I understand why, too.”

Trey winced. “I didn’t take care of Tacen, and Fandor did for him. He never even got a proper burning. I told you. I promised myself I wasn’t going to lose someone like that again.”

Del frowned. Who
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