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1-Dragon’s Flight




"How much farther, Destrick?" Amalia Therald,
recently deposed High Queen of Aetheria, wiped the sweat from her
brow, her fingertips rubbing the hardened scar tissue that covered
where her eyes should have been. "I want us to find shelter before
we encounter more hunters."

The knight sighed, and Amalia could hear the
effort he put into keeping his voice level. "Another three days,
maybe four. We aren't making good time on foot. It’s taken us ten
to get this far when it should have been two." His nails ran over
the skin at the back of his neck, a scraping sound that filled
Amalia's ears, before he continued speaking. "Are you sure
that—"

"Catlin is our best, and maybe only, hope,
and I think you know that." Amalia raised her head, pausing to
breathe, allowing the wilderness sounds to percolate through her
awareness. The surroundings were quieter than before the patrols
had forced them to abandon their horses, without the nickers and
neighs of the larger animals.

Though I would suffer those sounds a
thousand thousand nights, happily. Amalia felt her chest
tremble at the thought of Vivienne, and how the horse's mind had
searched hers for a reason for the abandonment. But there was no
choice.

“That’s not what I’m concerned about.”
Destrick shook his head. “I’m worried that we might be bringing the
tiger into his den prematurely. While his fortress might survive,
if the Archprelate is able to bring Aetheria’s army to his
doorstep…”

“He is our only option.” Amalia’s voice came
out clipped. “We have to set sail for the Outer Kingdoms, to Ragna,
to get aid. Lord Don said he sent word; we have to hope that it’s
true.”

A slithering sound, merged with knives on
dirt like a snake with claws, pricked her ears and made Amalia turn
her head. "Keep your eyes wide, knight." The speaker gave voice to
these thoughts in a low tone, scarcely audible even to the Queen's
prodigious hearing. "Taking to the air is too dangerous, even for
me. My scales are not yet hard enough to bear more arrows."

"My eyes are wide, though that did us
little good last time." Destrick snorted a laugh, then, seeming to
remember the danger the group was in, cursed at himself under his
breath. "It's hard enough to fight with my hands still injured."
Skin creaked and muscles flexed as he tested his grip, hissing,
then hair brushed against the armor he had stolen from the last
encounter. "If you hadn't gotten a clear shot at his throat—"

"Shhh." Amalia waved her hand at her dragon
sister, Destrick, and Marchen, a gesture that made the hound lie
down at once. "I hear someone."

As one, the trio lowered themselves down;
Amalia reached out to her side, hand touching the short fur of her
hound. "Marchen, stay quiet." She brought her lips almost to the
dog's ear. "Just let them go by."

Agonizing minutes later, hooves clopped
against the ground, muffled slightly by the dirt and grasses of the
terrain. Steel groaned against leather, and an acrid tang wafted
into Amalia's nose; for a moment, the smell of sweat made her
smile, thinking—How bad we must smell by now!—before she
brought a hand up to her mouth to suppress a gasp. What if they
can smell us?

"I don't see anything, Vik." A voice, strong,
projecting with power, burst forth about four paces to Amalia's
left. "You?"

"Nothin' over here, Han." Another voice,
probably older, farther away, slightly obscured by the wind. "Guess
we move back to the road, try a bit farther down."

Han didn't move at first, and Amalia could
feel the earth tremble as he stepped down from his horse. "I could
swear I heard something. This grass is pretty thick, Vik.
Maybe—"

"Hey, don't rhyme with my name!" Vik broke
out in a laugh. "I've talked to you about that!"

"It's not my fault you're thick and your
mother hates you." Han spat into the dirt, the impact resonating in
Amalia's ears like a catapult stone landing.

Keep still. Keep quiet. Amalia's
fingers crept away from Marchen's fur and wrapped around her
sword's hilt. And maybe we won't have to—

"Let me just walk a little farther in, yeah?"
Han raised his hand. "I'll just—"

As quickly as she could manage, Amalia rose
up and, in a single strike, brought her sword blade across Han's
throat, transforming his last syllables into gurgling gasps as the
soldier clutched at the lifeblood pouring from his wound with one
hand and reached for his weapon, feebly, with the other.

"Damn it!" Amalia pointed her weapon toward
where Vik's voice had come from. "Get him, quickly!"

"What the…?" The other soldier recoiled, his
horse stomping in alarm. "Han! No!"

A rush of wind passed by Amalia's head,
stirring her hair and sending her stumbling to the side. A snarl
followed behind the disturbance, then the sound of ripping flesh
and screams as Glorianna leapt onto Vik's face, shredding him to
pieces before he could so much as draw his sword or try to flee.
The horse beneath him panicked, as did Han's former mount, and they
bolted away, their hoofbeats fading into the distance.

"Damn, that was sudden. I barely knew what
was happening before it was all over." Destrick got to his feet,
voice low. "Last time, we had a plan, but—"

"There wasn't time to make one." Amalia
flicked the blood off her blade, then brought out the stained cloth
she had been using to mop the excess. "I was hoping he would just
leave." Her lip quivered, and she took a breath to steady herself;
her shoulder ached as the sword suddenly felt like lead in her
hand. "How many more will it have to be?"

It's kill or surrender,
Amalia. Glorianna coasted toward her, the presence of her mind
a comforting strength, a pillar supporting Amalia's faltering
courage. And I'm not in the mood to
surrender.

"Of course not." Speaking aloud, to include
Destrick, was not something that Glorianna had taken to doing yet.
"I just... these are my people. I don’t want to have to kill
them."

"The same for me, your Majesty." The knight's
stolen armor creaked and groaned as he approached. "I’ve trained
with these men, and now we have to slay them to survive. It leaves
a bitter taste in my mouth."

It's as if you don't even hunt for your own
food, can't feel the blood dripping down your claws. Glorianna's
contempt came through the Link like the sun shining at noon.
Survival demands killing. There's nothing else for it.

Amalia shook her head and secured her weapon,
kneeling to pet Marchen. "We aren't having this debate again with
cooling corpses lying nearby." Then she stood. "Come on; we have
little time before nightfall, and their deaths will bring others,
as usual."

"At your command."

~~~

Amalia's feet burned as she sat down and took
off her leather boots. I wish we could have had time to supply
ourselves adequately.

Amazingly, those who called you to task for
being in thrall to dark forces didn't seem inclined to let us
casually visit your bedroom. The reply, dark and sardonic, made the
Queen snicker. If you would like, we could take it up with your
Archprelate. I don’t suppose that your silly title would get us an
audience?

I suppose not. Or maybe it's simply that
we didn't ask. Amalia rubbed her feet, attempting to ease some
of the aching and burning; her face contorted into a grimace as her
fingertips brushed the open blisters at the heart of the problem.
But even if it would, I’m not inclined to be kind to the one who
cast me out.

"I think we can make it there by midday, your
Majesty, if we hurry." Destrick's voice came from high up,
startling Amalia and making her head swivel on her neck as she
sought the exact spot. "I can see the border post from here, on the
river."

She pursed her lips. "Are you in a tree right
now, or have you learned to fly?"

A laugh. "The former. Although, watching
Glorianna, I admit I wish I could experience that myself,
sometimes."

A pang of loss reverberated through Amalia's
chest, heavy and dark, as she remembered the feeling of flight, of
wind rushing across her face and of watching the landscape rush
below her. "Better tomorrow than several days from now.” Then a
heavy sigh. “There is much to say for how she sees the world, but
better to keep ourselves on the ground for now. Did you notice any
soldiers or seekers?"

"The road seems clear, though the post is
manned." Leaves rustled as the former knight-captain adjusted his
position. "And heavily, if my eyes aren't lying to me. Glorianna,
do you want to check me on this?"

See? He's learned so much already.
Amalia sent out warm thoughts to her sister through their Link.
You should be proud of him.

I'll be proud of him when he
earns it. Glorianna's scorn, mixed with amused laughter,
returned. But this is a step.

With a leathery flap and burst of wind, the
dragonling took to the sky and perched atop the tree Destrick had
climbed. Her claws scratched and dug into the wood, and small
clatterings of bark rained down from the treetop.

A large gathering, he's right. Concern and
worry, orange and grey, tinged the communication. They must have
figured out we're heading this way. It could be why we haven't seen
anyone for the last three days.

"They mobilized the group here, where we have
to cross." Amalia leaned back, rubbing her forehead with both hands
as she tilted her face toward the sky. "Because of the ones we've
killed. We've been leaving a path."

Destrick groaned. "Like an animal, leading
hunters to its lair." Then he swore. "Damn it, I should have
thought of that. It's one of the things they teach in basic combat
training - always mask your movements."

Amalia's lips curved in a half-smile. "Don't
blame yourself for our failings. Consider your condition, your
hands. We're fortunate we've made it as far as we have."

"That isn't encouraging, Amalia." Destrick's
tree branch creaked as he lowered himself back to the ground. For a
moment, Amalia imagined him moving, and the image was incongruous;
with how badly the Archprelate’s minions had shattered his bones,
how was he managing the climb? "We need to have a plan. I think we
should go around the checkpoint, avoid confrontation
altogether."

The wind ran through the grasses and leaves,
rustling Amalia's hair and bringing the scents of opening flowers,
honeysuckle, and lavender into her awareness as she considered
Destrick’s words. They fell away from her mind as she took a deep
breath, feeling the aromas tingle in her nose. The smells reminded
her of home, of her warm bed, and she could almost feel the silk
bedsheets on her skin.

"Did you hear me?"

"Hmm? Yes, I heard you." With effort, Amalia
brought her wandering mind back to the situation. "The border is a
river, isn't it? Falor is separated from Aetheria's lands by the
Gurdwar River."

"Yes. And it's supposed to be legendary for
the difficulty in crossing it." Destrick sank onto his haunches.
"But I don't see an alternative."

"We could...strike from surprise."
Glorianna's voice drifted from the tree Destrick had recently left.
"Come at them before they know what's coming. Narrow their routes
for counterattack, then conquer."

"You're the only one who could come from the
other side, though." Metal squealed, and Destrick's hair swayed as
he stretched his neck. "And we're outnumbered four-to-one. With one
of us being basically useless in a fight." The last words came out
bitter, angry.

Amalia reached out, putting her hand over his
wrist, then moving her fingers down over his hands, feather-light.
The bones felt misshapen under his skin, broken in several places,
with bulges and divots where none should have been. "I agree that
we shouldn't try to take them head-on. But I don't know how we'll
get over the river. We don't have a barge or a bridge. And we can't
swim the Gurdwar."

Then she sighed, settling herself on the
ground...before her face creased and she turned it toward Destrick,
beside her. "How far across is the river?"

"I don't…" Destrick hesitated, and Amalia
could imagine his features changing as he pondered her words.
"Maybe ten, twelve paces at the thinnest parts? It's not a small
river, not at all, but it isn't so large that a bridge couldn't be
built, obviously."

"Ten paces." Amalia nodded, pressing her lips
together. "That's a long way. But if you took off the armor…"

"Wait, what are you getting at?" Destrick's
hand shifted and laid over hers.

"It would be undignified, certainly, but…"
Amalia's skin flushed red. "I might be able to throw you
across."

The words hung in the air for several
moments...then Glorianna huffed out a laugh, with a plume of smoke
bursting from her mouth, making Amalia wrinkle her nose in
displeasure at the smell.

"Throw him? We have to try this, simply so I
can watch him tumble through the air. Whether or not he makes it,
it'll be worthwhile!"

"Feel free to be a little less enthused by
the idea of my tumbling to my death in the Gurdwar." Destrick's wry
tone made Amalia smile. "But I think...I think the idea could work.
If half of what I've seen is true, you're certainly strong enough.
We just need to find the right place to do it."

His acceptance of her half-baked idea caught
the High Queen by surprise, and she regarded him, speechless, as
her mind tried to catch up with what was happening. "You're
serious. You're going to let me...throw you across the river?"

"I don't see another option." Destrick's
voice gave away the grin Amalia could now picture on his lips - the
one he gave when embarrassed or nervous. "None that we could manage
in any amount of time. The only other crossing is at Priamos—"

"And that is no option at all, you're right."
Amalia shuddered at the thought of what King Joram would do to her
if he caught her, exiled and helpless, on his lands. "It'd be
better to just be executed by the Archprelate."

Glorianna exhaled, the warm breath stirring
Amalia's hair.

"I agree. Let's not talk about being executed
until we stand at the gallows or the block." Destrick forced
himself onto his feet with a grunt of effort, his feet shifting to
catch his changing center of balance. "And the faster we move, the
safer we'll be. We should get a couple of miles downstream."

"Wouldn't upstream be better? So they can't
use watercraft to catch us?" Amalia stood as well, her mind
reaching out with all senses to catalog and orient her — Marchen
there, Destrick here, Glorianna in the tree, with the wind in the
leaves, the path that way…

"It would, except the river comes down from
the mountain." A creaking of steel told Amalia that Destrick was
pointing to her right. "Mount Terraam. And from there, it's the
Sea. So…"

"So not better at all." Heat flushed Amalia's
cheeks as she turned away. How did I miss the mountain? Did I
genuinely pay that little attention when Gorman was instructing me?
"Downstream it is."

The group gathered their meager belongings
and set out down the Gurdwar River; their footsteps joined with the
rough strains of water slipping over rocks and frogs and toads
croaking out their challenges. The sun rose in the sky, sending
more heat down on the quartet, and soon enough, Destrick had to
call for a rest.

"I'm sweating like mad out here, it's so
hot." The knight sat down heavily. "I'm so thirsty."

"The river's nearby, Destrick." Amalia crept
closer to him, trying to stay low. "Are we far enough downstream,
do you think?" Her head tilted, trying to hone her hearing toward
the water. "We've been walking a while."

"The heat doesn't affect you, does it?"
Destrick laughed a little, a dry, weary sound. "Or the
fatigue."

"I…" Reflexively, she patted herself down as
if feeling her muscles and bones. "I've felt overheated before.
And…"

But not recently. Not since
you came back into your own flesh, from mine. Glorianna's
mental transmission carried with it a mixed feeling of respect and
... something else. Your blood strengthens.

"Maybe it has something to do with your
dragon blood." Destrick's voice echoed Glorianna's assertion. "It
might be getting more powerful than it used to be."

The High Queen raised her chin and nodded.
"That can only serve us well." Despite her brave words, Amalia felt
her heart quicken and sweat grease her palms. "But we can have more
time to discuss it later."

Why does that scare you,
sister? Glorianna's head came up on Amalia's side, opposite
Marchen.

"Yes, absolutely." Destrick nodded, shifting
again as he craned his neck to see the river. "We've made it, what,
two miles? Two and a half? We're still in sight of the top of the
checkpoint, but I can't see any of the people."

"What?" Amalia shook her head, torn between
two voices; reaching out, she touched Glorianna's head. "I'm sorry,
Destrick, I missed that."

A pause. "I think we're safe, Amalia. Far
enough away that being seen is unlikely."

But we should wait until dark. Make our
enemy's blindness our ally.

A nod from the Queen. "Glorianna thinks we
should wait until it's dark, so it's even more difficult for them
to see us." She turned her face toward the knight. "What do you
think?"

"That's a good idea, Glorianna." Destrick's
feet crushed into the soil, tearing up small roots with a low
ripping sound. "I just wish I could get something to drink."

Stop your puling, man. The
words and tone of her thought were harsh, but Amalia thought she
could sense something else beneath her sister's irritation.
Wait here a moment.

"Where are you—"

Before Amalia could finish, the dragonling
slipped through the grass, parting the greenery with a prolonged,
low zipping sound, a blade drawn from the scabbard.

"...going?" Amalia huffed in annoyance, and
Marchen whimpered at her distress, nosing her hand and making her
scratch the top of his head reflexively. "She's gone."

"I'm sure she'll be back, your Majesty."
Destrick sat down, coming off his haunches and stretching his legs
out. "She's very loyal to you."

"We're sisters." Amalia said the word as if
it meant little, but even now, the idea of having a sibling was
strange, like a new food she wasn't yet used to. "She doesn't
really have anyone else."

A low sigh. "No, I suppose not."

A few more moments passed. Amalia tried to
track her sister by hearing and Link. Still, she got nothing more
from their telepathic connection than Glorianna's continued
presence, which made her furrow her brow in confusion. Is she
hiding from me? Why would she do that?

"Is something wrong, your Majesty?"

"Destrick, please stop calling me that." A
head tilt brought Amalia's right ear back in line with the knight.
"I've endured it long enough. Do you really need to be that formal
with me, at this point?"

He licked his lips. "I don't…what do you
mean?"

"Well, I'm not a Queen anymore. Not really."
She gestured toward the way they had come, the capital and castle
they had been forced to flee. "I'm in exile, running away from my
throne."

"Y...Amalia." Destrick's hand came out,
tapping the back of hers with two fingers, then spreading out to
cover it. "You are the High Queen of Aetheria. The usurpers who
forced you out have no claim to that throne. As the descendent of
the Uniter—"

"And dragons." She chuckled. "Don't forget
that."

"And dragons," he allowed. "You are the High
Queen. The fact that you had to flee to save your life doesn't
change that." His voice changed pitch slightly, becoming a little
more muffled as he tilted his head away. "I don't know much about
the Outer Kingdoms, but if what you've said is true, that they have
... people like you ... as their leaders, then it might even be a
good thing, just on its own."

"In what way?" Amalia leaned forward.
"Brandil, the whole continent, hates dragons."

"But we've been lied to, haven't we? For
generations." Letting go of Amalia's hand, Destrick stood ... then
seemed to remember their situation and ducked back down before she
could caution him. "Sorry, stupid."

Amalia reached out to grip the knight's
shoulder. "It's hard to stay vigilant."

Hair brushed against her hand as Destrick
nodded. "Still, I should—"

"Are you done?" The grass parted to reveal
the sinuous form of the dragonling. "Here."

A smell struck Amalia - not new,
exactly, but unexpected and closer than she thought it would have
been. Is that…?

The sound of fluid pouring confirmed her
suspicions. Water. You brought him water.

He's no good to us if he's dying of thirst.
Glorianna retreated from the pair again, backing up several paces.
It's not as if you'd leave him behind. You had the chance
already.

No, I wouldn't.

"Thank you, Glorianna." Destrick brought the
fluid to his lips, and Amalia could make out the tinny sound of
metal hitting his teeth. "This is exactly what I needed. But you
shouldn't have risked yourself."

"Don't tell me what risks to take, and which
to avoid, until you've learned that yourself." Her words came out
in a low hiss. "I wasn't seen."

Be nice.

No.

A snicker burst out from behind Amalia's
lips.

Destrick swallowed the drink of water
currently in his mouth. "Did I say something funny?"

"No, my lord. Not at all." Amalia squared her
shoulders, trying to banish the smile that betrayed her. "How long
until dark? It's hard to keep track of the time away from
home."

Destrick craned his head, his heels pressing
into the ground as his weight shifted, grass rustling and roots
snapping. "Another three, four hours? I haven't had to estimate
precisely in a long time, not since training."

A nod from the High Queen. "That'll do, then.
We need to get our rest while we can."

"Don't get too comfortable." Destrick turned
to face the outside, to their east, where the outpost sat. "We're
in danger every moment that we're here."

“I know.”

 



 


2 - Travelers’ Succor


The dawning coolness as the breeze began to
shift directions, toward the stream rather than away, heralded the
coming of night. The group waited a few more minutes as Amalia
listened to her heartbeat’s solid, metronomic pulsing.

“I suppose it’s dark enough now. I can still
see torches, though, so we can’t let our collective guard down.”
Destrick let out a heavy breath, ragged at the edges. “It’s now or
never, Amalia.”

“Such a trite phrase.” She let out a small
laugh, then winced at the sound of it. “Apologies.”

Be silent, both of
you. Disapproval flooded over the Link. Scratches in the
dirt rang in Amalia’s ears, tickling her senses. You’ll give us away before we even have a chance.

“I know we need to be quiet, Glorianna.”
Again, Amalia deliberately took the conversation aloud to keep
Destrick apprised of what was being said. “But they are at least a
couple of miles away, yes? And they’re just regular people. There’s
no way they can hear us unless we do something really—”

Destrick’s foot came down, hard, on a dry
tree branch, fallen only recently and still strong.
The crack echoed across the grassy field, like
the snap of a whip on a still day.

“...stupid.” Amalia couldn’t help but finish
the sentence she had been in the process of uttering. Everyone
stayed completely still; only her heightened, trained hearing could
make out the tiny squeaks of metal on metal as Destrick’s muscles
quivered. Only her nose could pick up the acrid, sour smell of
nervous sweat that had sprung up suddenly. 

There was no outcry or sudden gathering of
forces — at least none she could hear. Only the frogs, the
crickets, and the rustling of wind disturbed the area.

Amalia released her breath, feeling it leave
her lungs in an outpouring of tension. “I think we’re all
right.”

“Seems so.” The knight’s defensive tone
threatened to make Amalia laugh again; the tension was so
oppressive that her nerves seemed to rebel against it, seeking ways
to break, as he answered the unspoken accusations. “I didn’t see
it.”

Glorianna moved closer to the group. “We
can’t use a light, or they will
see us.” She snorted, and a slight whiff of burnt
sulfur drifted to Amalia’s nose. “But if you don’t quiet yourself
down—”

“You know that I’m aware of the danger.” He
said it as a statement of fact, not a question. “Let’s go.”

“Hmph. Yes, let’s.” And, without another
word, Glorianna slunk back into the brush, heading toward the
riverside.

“Marchen. Come.” The hound picked himself up
and crept to Amalia’s side. “Good boy. Let’s go.”

“I swear, that dog…” Destrick’s voice
breathed from behind her, keeping pace as the trio followed
Glorianna’s footsteps. “It’s as if he knows exactly what you need
him to do. How is he moving so quietly?

“He does know.” Amalia reached down to
scratch behind Marchen’s ears. “He’s the best there is.”

They broke into the cleared space around the
riverbank. The water’s rushing clarified and crystallized into a
constant drone, a blanket of noise whose constancy was only
reinforced by the variety of sounds, the splashing over the rocks
and across the banks merging into one. Now that she was paying
attention to it, she realized exactly how loud it was, and how much
water must be moving.

Amalia knelt beside her sister, pitching her
voice as low as she could. “Anything, Glorianna?” 

“They aren’t moving; at least, not this way.”
The dragonling lifted her head, then brought it back down. “As long
as he doesn’t scream on his way across, we should be able to make
it undetected.”

A grimace broke Amalia’s mien. “What a
wonderful thought.” She put her right hand up to her forehead to
massage some of the tension she felt bunching her skin. “Just
Destrick flailing in the air, screaming, then…”

You weren’t supposed to be
imagining it. Glorianna laughed internally while keeping
herself visibly composed. Now you’ve
got me picturing
it.

“Will you be able to carry Marchen all
right?” At the mention of his name, the dog snuffled up to Amalia’s
other hand, his nose cold and wet against her skin. “He’s fairly
large.”

“As long as I can wrap a claw around him, I
can get him there. Will he stay quiet?”

“I think so.” Amalia put her head against the
hound’s own. “Marchen, we need you to be completely silent.
Glorianna will carry you across the river, and then I’ll join
you.”

Quiet. No sound. No bark, no whine.
Quiet. Be quiet. Good dog. Marchen’s mind felt subdued,
keeping his thoughts as low in volume as the group was trying to
keep their sounds. Do good. Be quiet. Hide from bad
people.

“That’s right, Marchen.” Leaning back from
the dog and putting a hand on his head, Amalia turned her face to
her sister. “Okay, Glorianna. Take him up.”

The dragonling’s body heat baked into
Amalia’s skin as the dragon approached the hound; talon slid over
fur, and only the slightest whine escaped Marchen’s muzzle as
Glorianna’s wingbeats began, great gusts of wind pushing Amalia’s
hair back and flooding her ears. 

Please be safe. A deep, heavy
weight filled the Queen’s chest as Glorianna piloted the hound,
escorting him across the river. I can’t lose anyone
else.

“They’re staying fairly low.” Destrick’s
voice came from behind and slightly higher than her ears. “And
she’s not of a color likely to be seen in any light that Erasminos,
blessed be his name, can muster.”

“We can only hope.” 

Seventeen heartbeats later, a
muffled thump echoed in her awareness. She held
her breath, honing in on that stimulus, waiting for the telltale
signs of pain, injury, or, worse, an outcry from the
watchtowers. 

None saw us. Your animal is
safely across. 

And the breath flowed out, carrying with it
the weight. “Thank Junandar and the rest. The first part is
done.”

Destrick nodded, creaking. “Now for the next.
Help me remove this.”

“Hmm? Oh, yes, I suppose...yes.” Amalia found
herself flushing hot; even with all their planning, it hadn’t
occurred that he would need her assistance to remove the gear. “I
admit I hadn’t thought of that.”

Metal scraped, and leather squealed. “While I
have little doubt you could manage the throw, even with me encased
in steel, I’d prefer to give us the best chance of success.” A
momentary pause, a hissing intake of breath. “Also, crashing to the
ground in armor would be much louder than doing so in
gambesons.”

“Well said and well thought. I’m glad we
didn’t leave it entirely to me.” Rubbing her hands together, Amalia
moved toward Destrick as he finished unstrapping his last armor
piece. “Where...where should I…?”

“I’ve been thinking about that, too.”
Destrick’s hands touched her, no steel or leather between their
skin. She could feel the warmth, the broken bones, the forming
scars. “It would probably be best to grip at the neck and then at
my waist.” He exerted gentle pressure, guiding her fingers to the
sites he mentioned. 

“I’m... I’m not sure I can do this,
Destrick.” Amalia started to loosen her grip. “What if I miss? What
if you tumble into the river, or break something worse landing?
Maybe...maybe we should come up with a better way.”

“There isn’t one. At least, not one that
won’t take far too long and expose us to more danger.” He laughed,
four low chuckles. “I promise, it isn’t how I expected my day to
go, but it certainly isn’t the worst thing that could happen.
Right?”

Her throat and mouth suddenly dried as
nervous energy jittered along her veins. Amalia swallowed before
responding. “I suppose you’re right about that.” She took a deep
breath, then another, nodded. “All right, Destrick. Let’s walk as
close to the edge as we can get.”

The two crept forward, Amalia feeling the
foliage parting in front of her outstretched hand as she searched
for tripping twigs or roots with her feet, step by step. Her breath
sounded very loud in her ears, and she had to remind herself not to
squeeze down on Destrick’s broken fingers. The rushing water
neared, closer and closer by the pace, and Amalia’s heart seemed to
match its vibration, trembling within her breast.

Calm yourself, or you will
throw him into the sky rather than across the
water. Disapproval and disdain oozed across the Link,
carried by Glorianna’s mind. What are you so
afraid of?

I’m completely lost. The
anxiety tumbled into their connection, threatening to overwhelm the
young woman even as she took another step toward the
stream. I have no idea where I am or what I’m doing. He’s
right; I’m a burden outside my comfortable castle grounds. If it
wasn’t for him and for you, I’d be dead a dozen times over, trying
this. A small bird fluttered its wings, disturbed by
Amalia’s movement. I don’t think I can make it.

Or you can stop clinging to
your foolish pride and use. My. Eyes. The final three
words slammed into Amalia’s consciousness like the blacksmith’s
hammer into steel and forge. 

She shook her head. “I can’t.” Whispered,
Amalia hoped Destrick would not hear the words, but she couldn’t
help but speak them. “You don’t understand what it does to me. What
it did.”

“Is something wrong?” Destrick brought his
head closer to hers, matching her low tone. “Did Glorianna sight an
enemy?”

Caught off guard, Amalia inhaled sharply and,
for a moment, knew that her despair and fear were apparent on her
face in the trembling of her lips. “No, nothing like that.
She’s...just wondering what’s taking us so long.”

“Better to take our time than give ourselves
away.” The knight-captain leaned forward, then released Amalia’s
hand to put his own on her chest. “Be careful; the ground is
turning to marsh here. This might be as far as we can go.”

The soil ahead squelched between exploratory
fingers as Amalia confirmed Destrick’s concern. “I suppose I should
want solid ground under my feet if I am to hurl you across like a
ball.” The absurdity no longer made her laugh; instead, she felt
weakness in her limbs as a thousand scenarios played out in her
mind — none good. 

“Maybe less like a ball and more like a
gentle butterfly.” Destrick moved closer, his hands moving in
stilted spurts toward hers. “Here, and here, then. I’m ready,
Amalia. Just let me know when you’re about to do it.”

She swallowed and nodded. As their skin
touched, Amalia caught a flash of Destrick’s thoughts: a glimmer of
worry, a deep sense of fatigue, and, above all, trust and love. The
sensation only lasted for the space between heartbeats, but it
would have driven her to tears if she could have cried.

I can’t do this. I’m going to kill
him. Her fingers curled around cloth, gripping garments
in preparation. I will miss and throw him onto a branch,
or into the river, or onto his head rather than the
ground. 

Then look and see what you’re
doing, woman. Heat and fire laced each word - indeed,
they were scarcely words at all, more an impulse, a flash of
frustration that took a semblance of shape in Amalia’s
mind. I’m staring at you. Right. Now. With a
moment’s effort, you can guide yourself. Do you truly fear whatever
it was more than losing him?

“I…” There it was, the choice she had buried,
shoved directly into her face so that it was no longer avoidable.
“You don’t understand.”

I know what you’ve been
thinking. Your fears are vivid. Challenging to shut out as they
pound at my own thoughts. And yet you bar the door to the one thing
that could ensure your knight’s safety, ensure that none of these
things come to pass. Both in her mind and across the
river, almost like an echo, Amalia could hear Glorianna’s rumbling
growl. I would call it cowardice if I didn’t
know you as well as I do. As it is, I am only confused. And
frustrated.

Amalia felt her hands quiver, felt her
muscles tremble. “Destrick?”

“I’m here.” His voice came at once, calm,
comforting. “What is it?”

“I am...afraid.” The word emerged as the
barest breath of air between her lips, forcing her to repeat it.
“I’m afraid. Of hurting you.”

“So am I.” 

“But then...why?” Amalia took a moment to
suppress the cracking of her voice. “Why are we doing this?”

“Because there’s no better way. Amalia, a
knight is always ready to give their lives for their country, their
Queen. A man is always ready to give that life for their love.”
Again, his hand came to rest on hers, awkward though she knew the
pose had to be. “If I am to die, it isn’t your fault. Nome would
have decided it was my time. But I don’t think it will be. I trust
you.”

In the face of that emotion, felt through his
words and their touch, Amalia threw her awareness toward her
sister. Just this once. I can’t lose him.

As you say.

With a feeling like slipping into a
comfortable, worn pair of leather boots, images appeared in
Amalia’s mind: the light cast by Erasminos’s nighttime visage, full
and round in the sky, was more than enough for dragon-sight to pick
out the individual stalks of grass and reeds that lined the rushing
river. Marchen snuffled beside Glorianna, visible out of the corner
of her borrowed vision, and she could make out herself, hair
plastered on her scarred forehead, facing the river with Destrick’s
clothes gathered in her hands.

She was again struck momentarily by how
lovely he was, even covered with dirt and his hair unkempt.

This area is clear, as you
can see. Glorianna’s smirk was unmistakable in her
thought-transmission. Don’t overdo it, and he
should be fine.

I do see. I… Amalia trailed off
and tilted her head. A high-pitched whine, almost like a buzzing in
her ear, made her shake and press that ear to her
shoulder. Do you hear that?

No. 

Maybe it’s an insect or
something. Amalia shook her head again to get her
bearings. “All right, Destrick. Are you ready?”

“Of course not.” Through Glorianna’s eyes,
Amalia saw the knight turn his head toward her, and at the same
time, she felt the slight shift in his weight. “But do it
anyway.”

Pressing her lips together, Amalia nodded,
then tightened her muscles, bringing Destrick’s weight up. With one
further breath, she took a step forward, spinning at the waist and
suppressing a grunt as she hefted the young man through the air,
releasing him at the top of the movement. 

Destrick flew through the air, his trajectory
describing a low arc over the river. His hands and legs windmilled,
spinning in every direction, only ending when his body collided
with the ground. The wind drove from his lungs, and he lay still on
the dirt for several moments.

Is he all right? To Amalia,
Destrick didn’t appear broken, but he also wasn’t
moving. Is he hurt?

Calm down, hold
on. Glorianna sidled over to the stricken knight, each
step making him appear more prominent. Amalia could hear
Glorianna’s spoken words as the dragon approached. “Are you still
alive?” 

He coughed. “Yeah. I think so.” Another
cough. “I might have pulled something, though.”

He’s fine. 

That’s
good. Tension boiled away from Amalia’s
nerves, leaving her feeling light, almost giddy. I’m on
my-

Again, that buzzing sound in her ear made
Amalia tilt her head as if to shake the offending thing out, but
this time, it was louder, more insistent; her brows furrowed as the
noise grew, paining her sensitive ears before it stopped.

What was that? She touched her
forehead as if she expected to feel a fever or some other
indication of what had happened. You had to have heard it
that time.

Nothing. The
dragonling’s tail whipped through the grass, agitated; Amalia could
feel both the physical sensation and emotional
turbulence. Now hurry up and get over
here.

The Queen nodded and focused on her route;
through the dragon’s eyes, she could see herself approaching the
river's edge, getting close to the marshy soil at the sides. Her
feet confirmed what her sister’s eyes saw, the next step ending
with a slow, sinking descent into the muck.

That’s it, then. Amalia pulled
her foot up and backed up a full two paces. This is as far
as I can go and still have the ground hold me. Very
well. She leaned over, hands on her thighs, controlling
her breath, then used her heel to dig a small trench, a line, in
the grass. No time to waste.

Exhaling through her nose, Amalia retreated
further from the river’s edge to give herself running room and let
her get up to speed to make the jump as easy as possible. Her
breath was loud in her ears, her lungs filling with great gulps of
air. Nodding once to herself, she pushed forward, feet slamming
into the ground, sending reverberations up her legs and into her
bones. She watched herself approach, the mental image keeping her
on track until her foot grazed the trench she had made in the dirt.
On her next step, she ducked down, then pushed up, leaving the
ground and launching into the air…

Gods, what is that? Less than a
second after the leap, a screaming shriek, a breathy, thready sound
in the highest registers of hearing, pierced her ears and her
brain. The Link between herself and her sister sputtered and
shorted, the granted vision fluttering as if the dragon were
blinking erratically before finally fading out entirely.

Just as Amalia hit the water.

The shock of the cold river hit her skin,
soaking her clothes immediately and keeping her from reacting fast
enough to hold her head above the surface. The liquid engulfed her,
forcing its way down her throat and wrapping its tendrils around
her body, dragging her down to the river’s bottom where the sharp
rocks waited for her; as her hands flailed, stinging slashes opened
in her skin where fingers touched bottom.

Panic set in, with Amalia losing her ability
to distinguish up from down. The sudden disappearance of her
sister’s borrowed vision had sent her senses reeling. It set her
mind akimbo, spinning and trying to find its bearings. It wasn’t
until her back collided with the river bottom, drawing most of the
air from her lungs, that she managed to focus on a clear way
out...a clear path up.

Gritting her teeth, Amalia fought against the
current, the nigh-unstoppable force tumbling her backward over the
river bottom, trying to right herself enough to push upward. Pain
ricocheted from each collision, weakening muscles and screaming
across her nerves, along with the growing burn in her lungs - the
burn that heralded unconsciousness. Her feet couldn’t find
purchase, and the rocks were too slick and sharp for her hands to
grab hold. More than once, she found her legs tumbling over her
head, pulled by the current’s grip on her clothes.

Damn it! Her mind cried out as
a rock sliced into her forehead. You’re not going to die
in here, are you? Heart pounding in her chest against her
tortured lungs, Amalia curled into a ball, wrapping her hands
around her head as she tumbled. She felt the river bottom collide
with her back, forearms, and feet.

Now! Pushing up and extending
herself, Amalia launched upward, clearing the river’s surface like
a breaching fish jumping for a meal. Air touched her lips,
triggering the breathing reflex she had suppressed for so long,
letting her pull in the fragrant aroma of the water and grasses in
the same gasp that restored her strength. Her body reached the peak
of its momentum, then arced down, and she had time to hope that she
would hit land and not water again before she slammed into the mud
on the other bank. 

Again, she felt the air forced from her
lungs, but this time, the impact was sharp enough that
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