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​1 - The Journey Perilous
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It seemed a difficult thing, to search the records of Hecval, Ragna, and the other Outer Kingdoms. They searched for any clue as to where Glorianna’s dragon gods, thought to have created the land itself and then gone down within it, might have descended into the dark depths. 

It seemed a difficult thing...because it was. Each day that passed felt like agony—agony because every moment Destrick needed to recover stole time away; agony because she didn’t know the servants’ language or the castle layout...agony because every moment away from Aetheria meant that the Archprelate had more time to consolidate his false reign and poison her people against her. The thought engendered her rage, forcing her to push the incendiary power in her down, back into her throat, her chest.

Amalia’s fork bent, and the plate holding her breakfast cracked under the force she hadn’t realized she was exerting. The attendants hurried to her side, speaking to one another in the Hecval tongue, which didn’t serve to soothe her, especially after the attempt on her life last tenday. It took great effort to keep from yelling.

“Can you please speak so I can understand you?” Amalia pressed her lips together. “No disrespect to your culture, but it’s important that I know what happens around me.”

The two servants paused, then the one on the right spoke, slowly, as if to an infant. “We are simply hoping to clear your plate away before you get shards in your food...your Majesty.”

That last struck Amalia hard, laced with anger and hatred, the type that went simmering because there was no outlet for it. They could not attack her, the Dragon Queen, and expect to live to tell about it, and this they knew, so they held it inside themselves. She knew the feeling too well.

“Pay it no mind.” Amalia waved them off. “In fact, you can leave me. Go about your day.” A moment’s pause. “I mean it. Go.”

The sound of feet shuffling across stone floor reached Amalia’s keen ears. Following their paths led them to heavy rugs—they had to pick their feet up to keep them from getting tangled in the fibers—then to the door, and in a few moments they had closed it behind them with a heavy wooden thud. Once on the other side, they began speaking to one another again in animated tones, the sounds slowly fading.

Amalia shoved her plate aside and rested her head on her arms. How much longer would she have to remain here, waiting? Without the system King Marcus had made to ensure his daughter could read, Amalia felt useless, waiting for someone else to find a clue, a lead, even a hint as to where the dragon gods could be found.

If they even exist.

She shook her head, trying to push away the doubts. That was Glorianna’s perspective, and Amalia’s draconic sister did not let them forget that she believed they were wasting their time.

“If they are not there, then the search is foolish.” Glorianna might spread her wings at this, as she had become more and more wont to do as discussions got heated. “And if they are, then you are asking for death. One does not beard a dragon in their lair, much less their gods!”

“But what choice do we have, if we are to bring them back to themselves?” Destrick, sitting at a table, or standing, or laying on a couch (as he was still recovering from his injuries) might retort. “You do want us to help them, don’t you?”

And, inevitably, Glorianna would shut down, grumbling about the idiocy of humanity, and open another book. Unfortunately, the books had not yet proved helpful, so Amalia had summoned the Praetor of Ragna, Carin, to discuss further steps and the state of their own dragons, on Destrick’s advice.

At first, Amalia had refused. “I can’t abide her. She betrayed us, would have handed me to Hecval and had you killed without thinking thrice.” A shaking head. “The only thing that stopped her was fear.”

“No one is asking for you to be friends. Or even for you to forgive her.” Destrick’s voice had soothed her nerves, as always, a balm to even her harshest rages. “But they know far more than we do about the dragon’s world and how they work. There might be something to learn there.”

Now she regretted agreeing. Speaking to Carin felt like another brick atop the horse, a stone weighing her down further...but she knew she must, and so, stomach empty and nerves frazzled, she pushed away from the table and gripped the wooden rod she used to navigate while Marchen healed. As her fingers touched the wood grain, she again felt a wave of guilt rush over her, drawing her face into a mien of worry. Marchen...

No time for that. Never time for that; the medici took good care of the hound, nursing him back to health, but his plaintive whines whenever Amalia left dug holes and cracks into her heart. Her own hands had done him harm, and though he didn’t seem to remember that, she couldn’t help but feel it whenever she touched him.

Amalia’s wandering mind kept her from holding her strength in check as she opened the dining hall doors, and she winced at the sound of them slamming backwards into the stone walls, the cracking of wood, the startled screams of three passers-by. Her breath came heavy and deliberate as she straightened her spine, and then, after a few moments, she turned to speak to one of them.

“Can you please find the Praetor and bring her to my suite?” Putting on a smile, Amalia nodded. “I’d much rather meet there.”

As she stepped off, tapping the stone floor to the side of the long carpet, Amalia counted her paces. “One...two...three...”

“Excuse me, Dragon Queen?” The voice echoed down the hall, and the sound of shifting mail followed. “Can I speak with you?”

Amalia stopped her careful stepping, tamping down her rising irritation at the title. Three. Remember three. She smoothed her face. “Yes, Elias. How can I help you?”

The guardsman she had promoted to captain came within three steps, but approached no further; still, the tang of steel and sweat reached Amalia’s nose.

“It’s the dragons, your Majesty.” Elias’s tongue passed across his lips. “They...they’re acting strangely.”

“I would ask that you pass this report to my sister, to Glorianna, unless there is some need for my immediate intervention.” Amalia’s head felt perched on the precipice of a splitting ache, just waiting for one more thing to push it over. “She knows better than I what should be done.”

“I see.” Elias’s gauntlet banged his chest in a salute. “I shall do so. Thank you, your Majesty.”

“And Elias. Please.” Amalia shook her head as she started to walk again. Four, five... “Don’t call me ‘Dragon Queen.’”

~~~
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“Perhaps we can speak to them.” Amalia sat across from Carin, this time the unwilling hostess, even as the very castle around her still felt, smelled, and tasted so unfamiliar. Marchen laid beneath her feet, and she leaned down, scratching his ears and smiling at the soft, happy sounds even as worry for his health gnawed at her. “Your dragons might know better than Glorianna where their gods have gone to ground.”

“The Brethren do not speak to us.” Carin shook her head, sighing across the table, making it creak under her weight. “I think we mentioned to you that none of us had been able to Speak to one of them in many generations. Their wisdom is trapped within themselves, and they only deign to acknowledge us when it suits them.”

“These obstacles you present to me are of no moment.” Amalia clenched a fist, bringing it down...and the wood began to crack, reminding her that she must control her strength. “We have been searching the texts for weeks and found nothing.”

“Hecval has no histories?”

Amalia bit back a biting sarcasm. “Oh, they have them. Destrick, Glorianna, and some of the castle attendants and workers have been going through them by the day. But they are all...” Amalia made a circular motion with her hand in the air. “...a waste of time. Blathering, obsessive about the dragons, yes, but not seeking any real information, not asking any questions nor providing answers.”

“Well, if Hecval has been diluting their blood so far, as you have said...” Carin tapped her two fingers to her lips, leaning her elbows onto the table. “Then they may not have this information to give. Their historians would not have been able to ask, and now their Brethren are too weak and befuddled.”

“Have you seen them?” Amalia put her left palm on the table, the grain tracing patterns on her skin. “They are little more than cattle, beasts of burden, save for the magnitude of their strength. Their eyes are dull, oblivious, unaware.”

Carin nodded, breathing out hard. “We saw some as we came to the gates.” She paused. “We did not examine them closely, but I admit...I did attempt to Speak with one.”

“And?” Amalia sat forward, her voice urgent. “What did—?”

“And it is as you said. Nothing. Not even a rebuff or rebuttal; simply an empty wall, like I was looking at a blank painting.” A hint of remorse entered Carin’s voice. “Forgive me, I—”

Amalia leaned back in her chair, putting up a hand; she had long since grown accustomed to accidental visual metaphors. “There is no need.” She frowned. “I feel that I must seek out other dragons, to speak to them. If they will not speak to me, perhaps they will speak to Glorianna.”

Carin’s clothes shifted as she shrugged; the sun was beginning to creep upward, pouring from the window onto Amalia’s face. The warmth grew, pleasant and soothing, dancing across her skin, but in her current state, Erasminos’s gentle touch irritated her more than comforted.

“I hope that they will. But, again, I cannot be sure where any are, especially those of the neighboring kingdoms. If you wish to visit Ragna again, of course you are welcome, but it is quite some distance from here.”

“Yes, I traveled for a long time under the influence of that...venom.” Amalia shuddered as she remembered how her muscles had gone fully immobile, but she had been unable to sleep or rest; in an attempt to comfort herself, she reached down again and buried her fingertips in Marchen’s fur. “I am surprised that you made the journey yourself.”

“When the Dragon Queen calls, I am sure to answer.” Her voice teased, but then returned to seriousness; perhaps she saw Amalia’s tightened lips and decided against further humor. “But I owe you a debt that I am not sure I can repay. You could have slain me; you were within your full rights to do so.”

“I do not treat life so lightly. Spilling blood is...something I have become more accustomed to than I ever wanted.” As she said this, Amalia’s thoughts did not travel to the King, whom she had slain in this very castle, nor to Greagor, whose head she had removed with her blade, but to the hound at her feet. Even though she had been possessed by something—Destrick claimed that it had called itself a god, though Glorianna imagined that it was likely attempting to seem more powerful than it was—when she had struck Marchen down, she could imagine the thoughts that must have gone through his trusting heart, and it brought her to the brink of sobbing each time. Although he had survived it, it had been a near thing, and she did not wish such trauma on anyone.

So she pushed it down, again, and straightened her posture. “But again, I do appreciate your journey and your efforts to assist.”

“I am...curious, about one thing, your Majesty.”

Amalia frowned, then gestured to indicate that she should speak further.

“Why are you dedicating yourself to this...this project, if I may?” Carin’s finger tapped four times on the now-cracked wooden table. “It is not that it is unbecoming or not honorable, but...I believe you have a kingdom of your own...Aetheria? Have you forsaken that land and decided to rule Hecval instead?”

“Certainly not.” Amalia shook her head. “I have no desire to have dominion over this nation. But its military might is something that I expect to need when I fight to take Aetheria’s throne back.” She pressed her lips together. “Do you remember when you told me of the Sword?”

“I do.” Carin nodded. “A terrible weapon indeed. I pray that it is only a myth.”

“As do I, but I fear that this may be part of the reason that the Archprelate wished to take control of my throne...well, besides the fact that he is a despicable human being, scarcely worthy of the air he breathes, and I hope that, when he passes, he finds himself up to the chin in Nome’s piss-water.” 

Carin hissed a breath, and it took Amalia a moment to realize that she was trying to hold in laughter. The Queen smiled, despite herself, but managed to keep from laughing until Marchen’s head snapped up, and his voice joined in, barking loudly. That set her off, too.

“I did not know you indulged in such colorful blasphemies, Amalia!” The laughter continued for several more moments, the two of them feeding off of one another’s mirth. “I’ve never heard that one before!”

The laughter didn’t stop until Amalia heard the second knock at the door—the first hadn’t been enough to register. She coughed, fought to compose herself, and then turned toward the door, still in her seat.

“You may enter.”

The door creaked open, scraping slightly against the stone, and then she heard the familiar footsteps of her consort, though one side seemed heavier, as if he was carrying something large.

“Amalia, is everything all right?” His voice came with a note of concern. “I thought I heard you...well, not screaming exactly, but...”

Carin’s posture shifted, her seat scraping the stone. “It’s my fault, Lord Destrick. I laughed at one of the Queen’s comments, and her hound took that to—”

“I can speak for myself, Praetor.” Amalia’s voice took on a razor’s edge, softening like warm butter when she addressed the knight. “I am well, Destrick. Thank you for your concern.”

Several moments of silence passed; Amalia could imagine Carin’s face in a multitude of ways; would the other woman be glaring at her? Chagrined? Did it matter? 

“Ah.” Destrick cleared his throat in an unsubtle attempt to banish some of the awkward silence. “Well, my ladies, I do have something which I wanted to share with you.”

“Oh?” Interest sharpened Amalia’s tone. “What is it? Did you find something in the books? Or did Glorianna? Or—”

He shifted, and a small brush of air passed by Amalia’s face as he raised his hand. “Do you need to read my mind? Or should I tell you with my words? I know the first is faster, but I can’t be sure Carin will understand without speaking.”

Amalia felt her skin flush, and she bowed her head, then stood and dipped into an overdone bow. “Of course. Forgive my impatience.”

Destrick waved it off. “It’s fortunate that the Hecval guards are willing to help us translate some of these texts, because more than half of them are written in their own language.”

“Why do they have a different tongue?” Amalia turned toward Carin. “It’s been most bothersome to have to ask that they speak so I can understand. Do all the Outer Kingdoms have something like this?”

“We do.” A pause, and then Carin spoke in a series of syllables that, to Amalia’s ears, sounded both extremely jarring...and yet, somehow familiar. Then she resumed in speech understood by Aetherian ears: “We learned it from the Brethren, long ago. When we left Brandil and were driven off by the Uniter, the Brethren taught us their tongues. Of course, not all of us speak them, but it has been long enough that most of us, even those without the Blood, know at least enough to get by.”

“Hmm.” Amalia considered this for a moment, then nodded to Destrick. “Go on. You found another Hecvalian text?”

“Yes.” She heard him bring around the object that she had surmised he was holding, then walk by her and place it upon the table. It hit fairly hard, but sounded like leather on wood rather than something more rigid. 

Likely a book, of course.

“They translated this to the ‘Encyclopedia of Dragons.’” Destrick opened the book, and the musk of old pages wafted into Amalia’s nose—it was an aroma that she could bathe in, practically, as when she smelled it at home it always meant something exciting was about to unfold, be it new learning, an exploration of history, or an engrossing tale...though now it also held the seasoning of uncertainty within. “It has descriptions of the different dragon clans and their preferred types of land. For lairs, and such.”

“Ah.” Amalia stood, almost knocking her chair to the side, grimacing with annoyance at herself. “So, the Red clan preferred to lair in mountainous areas, so they found one on an island near the coast. The others have their own environs?”

“That’s what this says, as far as we’ve been able to make out.” His finger traced some of the book’s pages, skin scraping against vellum. “The dragons here, the Night clan, prefer swamps and overgrown areas, with fetid water surrounding them.”

Amalia wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Why?”

“I don’t know.” He seemed confused by the question. “I ran over here to tell you about this as soon as we figured out what it was. I didn’t have our aides run through every paragraph to piece it together.”

She sighed, wishing that, for once, things could just be solved rather than require endless interpretation. “I understand. Continue.”

“Of course.” Destrick paged through a few more places. “Anyway, he says that the descriptions here might help us find one in a neighboring land, if they prefer to stay hidden as much as the Praetor here suggests.”

“They do.” Carin gave a sort of sad chuckle. “We thought, all of us, that Hecval would easily overwhelm us because their Brethren were so numerous and so visible, that they had somehow leveraged them to actively assist. That was what had us so panicked, Amalia.” She reached across the table and touched Amalia’s hand with her own. “I hope you can understand that.”

“I can. You thought your people were in danger, and you were willing to do whatever it took to protect them.” A small frown crept across Amalia’s lips. “Please, though, don’t do it again. It will not end as well for you if you should.”

“I swear it, on the Blood in my veins.” Carin pulled away, overture of peace made. “What now?”

“We now have what we need in order to proceed.” Clapping her hands, Amalia couldn’t help but smile as plans began to unfold in her mind. “Thank the Nine. I’ve been on the verge of madness for weeks.”

Destrick chuckled “I could tell. We worked as quickly as we could, but—”

An inhaling hiss stopped Destrick’s words, instantly transforming Amalia’s feeling of triumph to one of worry and fear.

“Destrick, are you sure you’re well?” Amalia turned toward him, putting her hands on his shoulders, then moving one to his abdomen, where his stab wound was still bandaged. “I don’t want to undertake a long journey without you, so we won't leave if you’re in danger of further injury.”

“I’m fine, Amalia.” Destrick took her hand in his, then slipped it under his tunic and the bandage. Amalia’s hand could suddenly feel his skin, the dimpling of the scar, and it brought the fire back into her thoughts...but this fire was not the inferno of destruction, but the flame of passion, almost as uncontrollable. On its heels came the awareness of being watched, of Carin’s presence, and it damped the fire like wet leaves. Steady. Bank the flames. Not now.

“Do you feel? It’s almost completely healed now, and it doesn’t hurt at all anymore.” He covered up again. “Well, not much. Only if I move wrong.” Cloth shifted and moved. “The medici here are knowledgeable, at least; only a month to recover this well. I would have expected twice that.” Amalia heard the smile on his lips. “Isn’t it impressive?”

“I...it is.” Amalia nodded, then stepped back, hoping that she hadn’t moved too quickly or been too obvious. “If you say you’re well, Destrick, then I must concede the point. I don't imagine that you would lie to me about something this important.”

He shook his head, hair moving across his shoulders and brushing his collar. “I wouldn’t, no.” Then Destrick’s voice became more serious. “Praetor, if I may—”

“You are the Dragon Queen’s consort, Lord Destrick. You may call me by my name, if you wish.”

Amalia’s head was still slightly bowed, and she allowed herself a smile as Carin said the words, knowing the Praetor would not see it. It was one thing for her to call Destrick by that title, but another for others to acknowledge it as so...even if it came with the other, less-desired one. 

Glorianna’s thoughts broke into her own.

Why do you dislike it so? Is the idea of being Queen of Dragons frightening, repulsive to you?

Amalia fidgeted with the folds of her dress as she considered Glorianna’s question. Destrick, unaware of her distraction, responded to the Praetor’s assertion. “...Thank you. Carin, then.” He cleared his throat. “Where would you recommend we travel?”

No, sister.  I dislike the veneration, the near-worship some ascribe to it...and I do not rule dragons, nor do I wish to. Now please. I need to focus.

“You should travel to the northlands.” Carin’s fingernail began to trace across the table. “If we were here, then we would go north, along the river Fen. It should be swampy along much of its length, probably because, if that book is correct, the Brethren here preferred it that way before they lost their consciousness.”

“As we go north, will it become colder?” Amalia put her hands on the wooden surface as if she were overlooking a map. Her thoughts felt more focused than before, now that they had an objective. “We’ll need to be dressed for that.”

“Colder and windier. There is a great mountain range that separates Hecval from Snowfeld, but an easy pass runs through it.”

“Why north?” Destrick shook his head again, taking a step closer and putting a hand on Amalia’s shoulder. His fingers tightened and she covered them with her own, smiling softly at the open display of closeness and affection. “Wouldn’t another direction be easier?”

“The other nations around us were staunch allies of Queen Marle and King Horatio.” Carin clicked with her tongue, breathing out through her nose. “Unless you want a pitched battle or plan an invasion, I suggest we avoid them. Snowfeld, though, doesn’t care to dabble in our southerner politics.”

“They’re the smart ones, is what you’re saying?” Destrick’s comment threatened to make Amalia laugh, but she stopped herself quickly. “But that does make sense. No reason to trigger a war.”

“I’m not sure of the extent of the alliances made and promises given.” Amalia laced her fingers together as she leaned forward. “These separate kingdoms are very unlike the vassals of Aetheria. Are Hecval’s allies likely to know what has happened here already?” She tapped her fingers against her lips. “Would they launch an attack while we’re away?”

“They could.” Carin sucked air through her lips, considering. “But it isn’t particularly likely. You see, if they’ve heard, and they probably have, then they would know that the Dragon Queen destroyed the castle and brought down Horatio and Marle.” She gave a small chuckle, but it didn’t amuse Amalia. “It would seem folly to attack so soon, without knowing what happened, exactly, and how powerful the adversary is. They may be beginning to make plans to that effect, absolutely, but I would not expect an assault.”

“I shall hold you to that.” Amalia raised her brow, nodded, and then raised her voice. “Then so be it. We prepare for a journey to Snowfeld. It’s best if we remain unnoticed, but if we can’t, then we shall parley with them.” 

~~~
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Amalia’s proclamation didn’t do much to make Destrick’s life easier. 

While it was true that his wound had healed sufficiently for travel, the Queen had never had cause to plan a trip like this. She had always had a plethora of servants to prepare her for any journey farther out than the grounds around her castle...and, of course, when they had to flee Aetheria, there was no time to pack or plan for anything.

So now that they needed to prepare for their voyage north, Amalia had no idea what to bring other than knowing they would need warm clothes, survival gear, and plenty of food. Exactly what clothes and what food they would bring...that was left to him.

“Do you need to check every pack they bring you, knight?” 

Glorianna lay perched on one of the rafters, watching as the castle staff bustled back and forth, bringing in items for Destrick’s inspection before stacking them against the wall.

“I do.” He unfolded another bundle, this one a collection of salted meats and dried fruits. After examining them closely, he nodded and the servant rewrapped them. “It would be foolish not to. We’ve been here more than a month. We had one assassination attempt. I’m not likely to give them another opportunity to harm Amalia, if I can help it.”

Glorianna yawned, a smell like brimstone wafting down from above. A couple of sparks flew from her mouth as she closed it, sizzling through the air before extinguishing themselves halfway down. “It is unfortunate that you don’t have a dragon’s stomach. We consume everything that we eat; nothing is left to harm us. It is fuel for our fire.”

“Hmm.” Destrick nodded, as if not really listening, but the arrogance in her tone rankled him. He’d seen the same thing in recruits time and time again. Maybe she needs perspective.  

He glanced up, feigning curiosity. “What about the dragons that don’t have fire? Like the ones here?”

“I...” Glorianna narrowed her eyes, the red glow diminishing. “What do you mean? They...” She trailed off. “I suppose I don’t know.”

Raising his brows, Destrick turned back to his work. “Huh. Interesting.”

“What are you insinuating, knight?” Glorianna opened her wings and dropped to the ground, beating them once as she approached the floor to slow her descent. “That I don’t know my own kind?”

“Is that what you think I’m telling you?” He didn’t look up. “Or is that what you’re telling yourself?”

Glorianna growled, smoke seeping from her mouth, from between her sharp teeth. “You know that I don’t appreciate wordplay. Say what you need to say, if you have something worth saying.”

“Only that there may still be surprises, even for one as worldly as yourself.” Destrick looked at her without turning his head from the latest package, a collection of water and drinking vessels. “Just a reminder not to think that you know everything about anything. I certainly don’t.” Then he scratched the back of his neck. “Nine, I know I don’t.”

Glorianna huffed, turned her head, scratched her nails against the stone floor, then huffed again, the smoke dissipating. “Yes. You’re right, of course. It’s difficult for me to remember that there are other dragons, other clans, and that I know so little about them. Even your new protégé, he sees one of them dripping acid from their mouth and thinks that something is amiss, and I can’t be sure that he’s wrong.” Now she turned her eyes on Destrick, dark green gleaming through the scarlet. “It seems to me it might be like, for you, thinking you are familiar with long-dead family, then being transported back to see them and realizing they are not what you thought they were.”

“I can imagine that.” The servants kept giving Glorianna sidelong glances, and it occurred to Destrick that they had probably never seen a dragon acting as anything other than a semi-mindless beast. “Please, don’t take offense at my little joke. It’s just an important lesson, I find.” 

“I shall not...though I recommend limiting yourself to one such lesson at a time.” Glorianna showed her teeth in a wide grin, startling the woman who had just handed Destrick a thick roll of wool for sleeping as she turned around. “After all, one never knows when a dragon’s patience runs out and you turn from conversation companion to snack.”

Smiling, Destrick shook his head, put up a hand, and then beckoned the next servant over. He enjoyed the banter, now that he expected it. “Come on. She’s not going to hurt you.” Then, to Glorianna: “I’ll do my best to remember that.” 

When no one arrived, he looked up to find that he had gone through the entire queue and no one was waiting in line for his attention. Standing, Destrick found that his back and neck were very stiff, and he rolled them around, bringing up one hand to massage his shoulder. That, in turn, set off a renewed burning in his still-healing injury, one that he did his best to ignore. While he hadn’t been lying to Amalia about the extent of his healing...pain had become a well-worn companion, one that he refused to let get in his way.

“Nine, I’m glad that’s over. I truly hope this journey is not longer than we’ve planned for.” He walked over to the supplies against the wall, still rolling his shoulders. “I would not appreciate being caught in a frozen wasteland without food or warmth.”

Glorianna started to laugh, throwing her head back; small flames puffed from her mouth upward into the air. Destrick turned, frowning and with his brows knit together. 

“What? What did I say?”

Glorianna kept chuckling, but she brought it under control enough to speak without setting him, or the room, on fire. “Knight, I will say this one time, and please do be respectful enough to listen.”

Instead of responding verbally, Destrick crossed his arms and nodded.

“You will not freeze to death, you fool.” Glorianna enunciated each word, slowly, carefully. “Not only do you travel with a dragon that breathes fire, you are mated to my sister. Her blood runs hotter than any snow can take from you.” She arched one of her brows, the scales moving like liquid magma. “If worse comes to it, just stay with her in your bedroll until the air warms enough for your human flesh to tolerate.”

“I...” Destrick found himself caught out; his ears flushed, his tongue thickened, and his heart did a triple-tap of embarrassment. He floundered, scratched the back of his neck, and fumbled for his words. “I...we...I don’t...”

“Fire’s tongue, are you that dense? Not even granite burns less than what’s between your ears, Destrick!” Glorianna stood fully upright, taking a step toward him and staring into his eyes. “She has named you her consort. You have confessed your love for one another on multiple occasions. And whenever she touches you, she gets the same stupid look on her face that you have now, all pink and cattle-like.” Sitting back on her haunches, she shook her head. “I don’t know what human mating rituals are like, but if I had met a drake who made me act the fool as you two do, we would be sharing a cave already and enjoying one another’s company nightly.”

Destrick laughed, the nervousness and embarrassment burning brightly in his face. “You don’t hold back, do you, Glorianna?”

“You made me admit an uncomfortable truth, so I returned the favor.” Striding toward the door, Glorianna turned her head back to say one more thing, her voice low. “Destrick. It can all vanish, so quickly. My entire clan, destroyed. Amalia’s father, her mentor, gone. Your kingdom, taken. It only lasts so long. Don’t waste it.”

Before he could respond, Glorianna had turned away again, pushing her way through the door and out into the hallway, where a servant spilled a bucket of water in his efforts to avoid her. The man spouted a subdued litany of what were surely expletives under his breath.

Destrick stood there for several moments. To an outside observer, it might have seemed that he was staring at the door, but that was only because his thoughts were moving so quickly that he could not muster the mental energy to change his gaze.

Is it so simple? He ran through scenario after scenario in his mind, not for the pleasure of it but from fear.  Just...just approach her? Say it?

Something deep in his heart swelled at this idea, at his imaginings. He yearned to follow through, but still...

“Lord Destrick?”

The voice broke him out of his thoughts, and he tried his best to collect himself before responding. “Yes? What is it?”

“The Queen asked me to find you. She wishes to speak to you about something.”

His breath caught a moment, requiring him to force the air out to talk again. “Did...did she say what about?”

The servant-girl wrinkled her face in confusion before recovering and smoothing it out. “I did not ask, my Lord.”

“Of course.” He laughed at himself through his nose, then glanced back at the pile. “Thank you. I shall attend the Queen at once.” As he stepped out of the room, he drew out a key and locked the door. “Which way?”

“She is in the observatory, my Lord. Do you need directions?”

Destrick shook his head, shuddering inwardly. “No. I know where that is. Thank you.”

~~~
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Amalia stood in the center of the observatory. Even with a month gone by and the work done to cleanse the place of its foulness, she could still feel what had happened. Every step, every sound, every smell reminded her of the terrible ritual enacted here, a ritual that had displaced her mind from her body and allowed another to invade. She had forbidden Marchen’s presence; the closeness to where he almost died felt too dangerous, too raw, as if it would draw back the other that had taken her.

And that other killed the conspirators who had summoned them. Her hand clenched on her walking stick, to guide her through the unfamiliar environment. They had proffered no gratitude, no compassion, no honor to the Hecvalians. Simply an emissary of death and madness.

She had tried asking Destrick what had happened before he had been able to break the thing’s hold on her, but he had been very vague about it. A god, it had called itself according to his story, but if so, which one? Which of the gods would want to be called forth in this way? It didn’t make sense...but what else could it be? Amalia knew of no spirits, no phantoms other than those. But to imagine that it had been a god...

Footsteps walking up the stairs below. Leathery-light, slow with trepidation. Someone facing danger.

Glorianna probably has the right of it. Amalia came to the wall, turned, and continued walking. Something pretending to be a god, aggrandizing itself in its ego. Her footsteps echoed loudly in the room, muffling when she reached the part of the ceiling that had been removed to allow for the viewing of the heavens. But what if it happens again? 

That was her biggest concern. Now that she knew such a thing was possible, she didn’t know for sure how to prevent it. Amalia was certain that whatever had occupied her flesh had only been driven off, not destroyed; she thought she would have felt it if it had died within her, but nothing of the sort had happened. 

“Amalia?”

The sound of her name made her turn to the entryway, and she smiled, his presence soothing her aggrieved thoughts. “Destrick. Thank you for getting here so quickly.”

“When you summon me, my Queen, I answer as soon as I can.” He moved to Amalia’s left, then down the steps from the landing to the observatory floor. “What did you need?”

At Destrick’s words, Amalia felt a warmth quite unlike the incessant low-burning flame trapped within her flesh, different from the ever-present dragon fire waiting for an excuse to burst forth. The tension in her muscles subsided and she felt herself relax...just a bit, but a welcome reprieve.

“I needed company, Destrick. Nothing more, and nothing less.” Amalia sighed, tapping her stick to make sure she was certain there were no obstacles between them before walking over to stand next to him. “I am alone far too often and am dwelling in my thoughts. As comforting as Marchen is, I don’t dare let him feel what is in my mind.” A pause. “And I am still worried for his health.”

He hesitated a moment, then took Amalia’s hand, calloused skin rubbing against hers and sending a tremor through her. “Let’s sit on the bench here. If you want to talk. Or if you don’t.”

The two went over to the northern wall, where a wooden bench sat underneath one of the small windows. Amalia practiced the mapping in her mind, and she reached the bench only one step after she thought she should have.

“Thank you.” She sat, propping the stick on the wall nearby and folding her hands into her lap. One breath, then two. “This was a good idea.”

“So...” Destrick let the word hang for only a moment, his grip firm, comforting. “What did you want to talk about? Was there something?”

“I...I don’t know.” Amalia took a deep breath. Her emotions, though very high at the moment, at least weren’t teetering into either breakdown or destruction territory; rather, they seemed like a current pulling her along, but she couldn’t quite tell where. “These last few days, while you have been working to prepare us for our journey to Snowfeld...”

A pause.

“I have had too much time to myself.”

Destrick gave a snort of surprise. “...I had not expected that.”

“Neither had I!” She threw her hands up into the air. “But there is nothing for me to read, because we are away from my home and my father’s system is not here. The grounds are too dangerous for me to wander alone, considering the assassination attempt, and I...”

“You may be being overcautious with him.” Destrick reached out for her hand. “He is a wonderful dog, and his health seems good now.”

“He has been my companion for over half of my life.” Now the emotions began to gain strength, and Amalia leaned back against the wall, trying not to devolve into a sobbing fit, trying to keep her words at least semi-coherent...but it was getting more and more difficult by the moment. She lifted her arms in front of her. “And...and I almost killed him. My hands, these hands, would have killed him.”

Amalia took a shuddering breath. “I know I wasn’t in control of them. I know it would not have been me who slew him.” Another breath. “But when I am alone, and left with my thoughts...they keep coming back to what happened here. How I was lost, trapped, and...”

She shook her head, tightening her hand around Destrick’s. “What if it were to happen again? It did not seem such a terribly difficult thing, did it? Capture Glorianna—I once thought dragons to be essentially invincible, but we’ve seen time and time again that it is not the case at all—and then use her to subdue my mind. I had no defense against it, Destrick, none.” 

Amalia leaned her head back against the wall. The tension would not leave her; it was as if she were fighting against the intrusion again, the violation...and it was not the first time her mind, or body, had been violated, was it?

No, don’t do that. She shook her head. Don’t do that, not again.

This time, Amalia successfully fought off the intrusive thoughts, the memories that waited to call her back to when Greagor had sought to subdue her under his will and under his flesh. 

This time.

“When does it stop, Destrick?” Amalia turned to face him fully, now, her voice no longer that of the powerful Queen that she tried to project. “When do I stop remembering and crying? When will it heal?”

“Amalia, I...” He began to speak, but then stopped, took a breath, and tried again. “I don’t know. I don’t know when it will heal.” He scooted closer and opened his arms, taking her in them, touching her shoulders first as a way to give her the chance to retreat.

She did not. Indeed, she folded within his embrace, hearing his heart pushing the blood through his body, listening to each breath filling the hollows of his lungs.

“I’m sorry you’ve been feeling lonely here.” Destrick’s hand caressed her shoulder, trying to comfort her. “I didn’t mean to leave you alone.”

“You aren’t my babysitter, Destrick.” Amalia’s voice came out in a rush, exasperated and frustrated. “You shouldn’t have to manage my well-being and my emotions.”

“But you have declared me your Consort, have you not?”

“...Yes.”

“And what, exactly, does that mean to you, Amalia?” He didn’t stop his physical comforting, and Amalia allowed herself to feel his warmth, the pressure of his embrace, as if she were wrapped by swaddling blankets. “That I am your Consort?”

“I...” It occurred to her then that she had not entirely considered what that meant. She knew the history of the term, of course, and the usage of it in the other, vassal courts, but when she had said it...

“It means that...that I love you.” Her voice pitched down as if she were afraid he would hear it—ridiculous, she knew, but... “And...and that you...”

“That I love you as well.” Destrick’s voice caught a little, but he was doing a much better job of projecting confidence than Amalia. “And I do. But is that all?”

“...Should it have meant anything more?” Amalia pulled away a little to address him more directly. “What do you want it to have meant?”

“I felt that it meant I was your companion. Not your caretaker, but...something akin to a squadmate in battle. Someone who would stand by your side, lift the burdens with you, and shield you when the blows are too many or too strong.”

“That sounds like what my father said he swore to my mother, when they were married.” Amalia laughed a little, the telling washing over her. “That he would be beside her always, no matter the forces arrayed against them.” The memory of her father’s betrayal rolled over her mind like brackish river water—still unpalatable, but with its horror diluted by time. “Though he didn’t end up fulfilling that oath.”

They sat together for a moment, neither saying anything. Amalia’s mood began to stabilize; she still felt the weight of recent tragedies, yes, but it no longer seemed so all-encompassing, so desperate, that she would never be able to get out of it. Destrick was right—Marchen had lived; they did have a plan to move forward. Perhaps it would be enough, after all...

Her head tilted forward slightly, and she felt Destrick’s hands squeeze hers.

“Amalia?”

“Hmmm?” She stirred, realizing that she had halfway fallen asleep, the release of tension having lulled her thoughts. “What is it, Destrick?”

Instead of answering immediately, Destrick pulled himself away from her, took both of her hands in his, and then brought them up to his lips, where she could feel his breath on her skin.

“Will you marry me?”
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​2 - Unexpected Occurrence
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Amalia’s heart dropped in her chest. She couldn’t breathe. Her pulse slamming in her ears, the scraping of Destrick’s skin against hers, even the susurration of wind against trees outside—everything suddenly seemed very loud. Her mouth dried, her brow creased, and her hands began to tremble.

“...What?”

“I want to be that man at your side, Amalia. Always and forever, to help you, to guide when needed, and to support when you can’t hold the weight up yourself.” Destrick adjusted the position of his hands, interlocking his fingers with hers. “And I don’t want us wondering where the other stands anymore. I am here, with you, because I want to be. I have wanted to be with you for years.” A moment’s pause. “I love you, completely and utterly. If...If that’s not what you want, then I understand and I won’t press the matter.” His head dipped, then straightened. “But Glorianna was right; it needed to be said, and I needed to say it before we left on this journey.” He was speaking more and more quickly. “What if something happens and I die, or you do, and we never know what the other one really wanted, really felt?” 

Destrick took two quick breaths, almost enough time for Amalia to think of something to say...or to lose any hope of that, as emotions shoved one another aside for dominance. 

“She was...she was right.” Destrick’s teeth scraped across his lower lip. “I had to, and now...now I’ve said it.”

Amalia just couldn’t bring her thoughts together. So many conflicting ideas and emotions bounced around behind her face, between her ears. Fear—what if she did lose him? Happiness, joy like the sunrise coming over the mountains to grow the harvest, that this long-desired treasure now rested in her hands, gleaming with more beauty than could be imagined. 

“...Yes.” She hadn’t really planned to say it, but when she heard the word coming from her lips, it felt right, and the nervous trembling stopped at once. “Yes, Destrick. I will marry you.” She stood up, and, when he followed along, she crushed him in an embrace, pressing her cheek against his chest and wrapping her arms behind his back. “If you will have me.”

“If...if I will have you?” Destrick shook his head without pulling away, though his voice sounded strained. “I think you have the roles reversed, don’t you? I’m the one who’s getting the better deal.”

“I will not tolerate my betrothed talking about himself in such a manner.” Amalia took a deep breath, then released him. For the first time in a while, the negative, intrusive thoughts nagging at the corners of her mind had faded. “What took you so long?”

In the back of her mind, Amalia heard a snigger. 

Are you listening right now?

Would I do something like that? The words came immediately, thick with amusement. I hope he’s saying it right. He seemed to be at cross-purposes with himself.

He’s doing fantastically, thank you very much.

“What took me...?” Destrick laughed, drawing Amalia’s attention back to him. “Fear, Amalia. Simple fear. You are a Queen; I am a knight. You are...magical. Mystical. A legend, unique, unlike anyone else. You could go into any of the kingdoms under Aetheria and find a dozen people like me, even down to the general appearance.” A snorting sigh. “How could I possibly think that someone like me could court you?”

“I imagine I didn’t give you enough encouragement. That fault is mine.” Amalia shook her shoulders. “I beg your forgiveness.”

You gave him plenty. 

Be quiet! It’s called politeness. Manners.

And that’s why it’s taken so long.

It hasn’t! We’ve proclaimed love on several—

Words and more words. Nothing but birdsong on the wind. Try action.

Amalia and Destrick stood in silence a moment more. The ricocheting thoughts in Amalia’s mind had become a single-minded focus on the man in front of her; her senses absorbed him, mapping him. She found herself listening to his breath, the flick of his eyelids coming up and going down. Amalia wanted to hold him again, but felt almost ashamed at that, like a child who doesn’t want to crush their new pet in their loving grip. Instead, she held her hands behind her, waiting, until Destrick spoke again.

“So...when will we be married?” He clicked his tongue. “And who shall perform the ceremony?”

Amalia considered this, the possibilities running wild through her mind, then gave a wicked grin as her cheeks blazed with her internal fire.

“Immediately, like in The Sun Maiden’s Dance. We’ll be in the courtyard, under Erasminos’s light. And we need no one to perform the ceremony except ourselves...though I should like Glorianna to be there, if she will.”

I’d be there even if you banished me from the realm. Another mental snicker. Though perhaps not if you serve that disgusting porridge.

Porridge?

Ask the chef. He’ll not prepare it again anytime soon.

“Immediately?” 

Destrick’s surprise came evident as he swallowed loud enough for Amalia to hear, which made her glad he couldn’t hear her nervous tics and gestures. 

He regained some of the verbal strength he’d lost in his surprise. “Well...yes, why not? We’re leaving soon; I would prefer traveling as your husband rather than your Consort.” 

“So be it.” Amalia took Destrick’s hands, brushed them with her lips, then let them fall, savoring the smell of him. “Then I will meet you in two hours, my love. Do not. Be. Late.”

She hoped she had made sure that he knew she was teasing by the smile she gave. He nodded, leaned over, and kissed her forehead. It felt warm and tender, and sent a spark up Amalia’s spine. 

“Two hours. I’ll be there.”

With that, he departed, the sound of his gait changing from a walk to a run the moment he passed through the doorway. Amalia laughed to herself, her mind floating, her now-buoyant mood untempered by even the ghosts still hiding in the room.

~~~
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As soon as Destrick left the room and turned away from the door, he began to run. He knew Amalia could hear him, but he didn’t, couldn’t care about that just now. His heart was beating at a thousand paces per second and his thoughts were following along like he was on the old training track from before he became a knight.

She said yes. Despite hoping that she would, there had still been a large part of Destrick that hadn’t believed she would, despite all their previous closenesses and shared moments. It felt like he had jumped off a cliff into the clouds, praying that something was there to catch him...only to find that the clouds themselves were not mist or vapor but instead feathers and down, suspending him with an airy lightness. 

She said yes.

Amalia had given him two hours. That was just enough time to panic, not nearly enough time to get as ready as he wanted. He had so many things that he needed to do—take a bath, get properly dressed and cleaned up, of course, decide...

I don’t have a bond-gift. Destrick stopped mid-stride as the realization struck. I asked for her hand and I don’t even have a bond-gift for her.

He leaned against the wall, feeling its cool surface through his clothes, and shut his eyes. Deep breaths, one after the other, helped to calm his heart, to soothe the torrent of thoughts rushing through him, though they did nothing to solve his problem.

“What sort of gift can I even offer her?” Destrick put one hand on his forehead. “Even if she wasn’t a Queen, we had to run away from Aetheria so quickly...I don’t have anything of my own to give.”

He turned and started walking, back to the rooms he had been using since they had arrived and taken Hecval’s capital. His head bowed, he tried to come up with something, anything that would be a worthy offering to seal them in marriage.

In two hours.

Destrick wanted to slam his head against the wall. How did this happen? How could he be walking on clouds one moment, and then falling into a pit of helplessness and despair the next?

Because you’re being an idiot. Just like Glorianna said you were.

Pausing, Destrick tilted his head as if he were listening to another voice, even though it was just a thought from within. 

The gift itself doesn’t matter. She already agreed to marry you. Why do you think you need to impress her more?

“Because...we’re supposed to—”

If she comes without a gift to the wedding, will you think ill of her?

He shook his head as he turned the corner. The door to his room was just up ahead, a little ways off on the left, and, flanking it, were two guardsmen, Neil and Randolf. He grunted to them as they stepped aside for him to enter, then he pulled open the door and headed inside the room.

“No, of course not. But—”

Do you think so little of her now that you believe she would judge you, in this situation, for such a thing? Is she that petty, that superficial, that the gift matters more than the promise?

Destrick sighed, sitting down on his bed and shaking his head as he laughed at himself. He really was letting his fear twist what he knew to be true into something that scarcely resembled reality, and it was foolish. 

Childish, even.

“Of course she isn’t so petty.” His head bobbed up and down as he talked to himself. “And she won’t care at all if I show up empty-handed with nothing but myself and the best preparation I can manage in two hours.”

As if on cue, the castle bell began to chime.

12th bell. He breathed out through his nose. On the 14th, everything changes.

~~~
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The bathing and grooming went about as well as he could have expected. The water was hot—something that served to endear him to this castle, as the travel conditions had stranded him with almost no water or soap to be had until they had arrived—and the blade he used to shave remained sharp. He glanced at his face in the mirror and nodded; he seemed presentable enough.

Not that she can see my face, but she might touch it, and I don’t want her to think that I don’t care how I look to others when I’m with her. 

Then it was time to choose clothes. This was more difficult, but Destrick had managed to send out a call through the guards for formal garments to wear. The one he chose was a simple longcoat, black throughout, but it had an attractive silver trim that he thought complimented his skin and dark hair well. The shirt and pants were the same color and pattern, combining to form an elegant but uncomplicated appearance.

The shoes were a little tight, though.

As the 13th bell rang through the castle walls, Destrick found himself again with nothing to do. He was dressed, clean, and now the terror was starting to creep back into his mind. It was the anxiety of an examination, or a formal event where he would be put to the test, waiting for his cue to come out and show that what he could do was sufficient to the task.

Erasminos himself told me that I was. Remembering the god’s words and his face as he had encouraged Destrick to push on made him smile. Erasminos had not seemed so much different from any other man he might have met in that position...but his cheer and kindness had come so effortlessly that Destrick had known them to be genuine. And so, knowing that the god of hope himself believed in him, Destrick had pushed onward into the tower, and helped save Amalia.

It was the thought that followed this memory which struck him. I know what the bond-gift should be. His eyes widened, and he smiled, dashing back into his room to find it.

It’s perfect.

~~~
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For her part, Amalia had much more support in preparing for her impromptu wedding than Destrick. Not only did she have the attention of several maids to help clean and choose a dress for her, but Glorianna watched over the entire proceeding, making comments with her typical sardonic amusement. Marchen, sensing the excitement, showed more energy than he had the last month, bounding carelessly about the room and making a general nuisance of himself.

Took him long enough to finally say something. The dragon snorted a laugh, making the maids jump. Amalia winced as one of them pulled her hair.

“Give that to me.” She reached up and plucked the brush from the startled maid’s grip. “I can do this part.”
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