The Declaration
by Johne Cook

I gently stroked the sweaty, copper-colored hair from the face of my war wife as we lay tangled up together and drowsing.  She was snoring lightly, although she would never admit to such an unfeminine thing, and I would never reveal it.  Polite fiction is one of the keys of a strong relationship, knowing what--and what not--to reveal.

It was just one of a thousand little things I longed to share with her, but we had too little time together as it was, and I had other, more important things to say on the occasions we could steal away and be together out from under the glare of Beladrian society.

She was a remarkable woman.  I will never know what she sees in me that persuades her to risk everything just to be with me, a Knight of the House of the Dove, a monogamous man in a city of socially-expected sexual ‘sharing’.  I was a strange sort of rebel, a warrior priest hiding my fidelity from society.

As if to prove her exceptional worth, her sea-green eyes fluttered open at just that moment, and her eyes focused on me, and met my gaze.

She gave me a sultry smile and nuzzled my neck, and then she laid her head on my chest.  "Ok," she said.  "Now tell me about it."

Timing is another of the keys to a strong relationship, knowing what to say and when to say it.  Except that this wasn't the right time to say what must be said, and I didn't know the right way to say it, and I was out of time.  

So as we lay there tangled up together, I told her everything: about the Vulgarian fleet scudding up the coast, raping, burning, killing, leaving nothing standing or alive; that they were implacable, invisible, inscrutable, heretofore unstoppable.

Her reply was thoughtful.  "If they are sailing North along the coast, what is the problem?"  She was playing the straight one with me, and I loved her the more for it.

Not that her cooperation made what I had to say any easier.

I thought for a moment and attacked it from a tangent.  "You know I pray," I said by way of preamble.

"Yes!" she said enthusiastically, smiling widely and kissing my chest.  "That is what brought you to me," and her tongue flitted out, licking lightly, playfully.  My God was not her God--yet--but she approved of everything He had directed in me thus far.  I knew from experience that it would not always be thus but didn't have the heart to ruin the moment in that way.  Besides, I had entirely too many ways to ruin this moment, and I knew I would not avoid all of them as easily.

It was difficult to focus on what I had to say next, and I picked my words carefully.  

"I have had an answer to my prayer," I said. "I have received confidential information from a source that no sensible person would believe.  I hardly believe it myself.  However, now that I have this inside information, I believe this knowledge could well determine the future of Beladri."

Looking at her, I could see she was puzzled, that she was trying to understand my statement but didn't have the appropriate spiritual framework in which to understand.  How do you describe the genuinely supernatural to a superstitious pagan?

I couldn't blame her, remembering what it was like for me when I received knowledge from beyond myself.  

She moved and laid her fiery head on her pillow so she could meet my gaze.  I knew she was superstitious, and she knew I was not.  It was a language that she understood, however, and she gave me time to work it out for her.

I tried again from a direction that she was more likely to understand.  "Think of it as an ironclad premonition," I said, and her eyes flashed enticingly to hear that sort of language coming from me.  

"And...?," she said, and her blind acceptance and frankly cooperative tone of voice made me want to hunt her again right there.  It took a superhuman effort, but I stayed on the trail.  

However, the truth of it was bitter, and was like ash on my lips.  "I believe the Vulgarians will turn back South," I said.  I should have stopped there, but could not in all good conscience.  “I believe they are coming for us.  I believe they mean to take us.”

I didn’t have to spell that out. Given the oneness, the rightness of our recent coupling, the implied violation of our city hit her in a way that was almost physical.  

She withdrew, shrinking away from me, from those words.  She clutched the tangled sheets and tried to cover herself.  It was watching a person deflate right in front of you.  The effect of my words was painful to see and a kinder man would have stopped there.  

I could not be that man.  

"I believe they will come here," I continued, doggedly, "and if left unchecked, will attack Beladri."  I wanted to stop, but there was one last thing, and distasteful as it was, once I started something, I always saw it through.  "It will be the end of our way of life."

And there it was, ashes all around.

She wept then and covered her face.  I was helpless to interject.  I wanted to touch her, to comfort her, but I controlled myself with an effort, waiting.  This was something she had to work through by herself.

Then, when her tears were spent, she brushed back her hair and looked at me again.  The little girl was still there, fearful, but it was the woman who spoke.  "What will you do?", she asked.

I was so proud of her in that moment.  Despite her fear and her singular danger at allying herself to me as my war wife, she set aside her desire to keep me for herself.  In that moment, she released her right to my safety and gave me back to the city.

I moved closer to her until our noses were almost touching.  I looked deep into her hers and I breathed my declaration, so softly that only she could hear me, so gently that I almost didn't get it out: "I cannot assume that anyone else has this 'knowledge'.  I think it is up to me to raise the alarm, to mount a defense."

Her eyes were large with unshed tears.  I felt tears pushing at my own eyes.  I screwed up my courage for the last thing I had to say.  " It would mean a great deal to me if you prayed with me before I left.  While I am pursuing this task, I will not be able to return to you lest I draw attention to our love.  I would not do that to you.  When I leave here today, I will not return until the fleet is thwarted."

She looked at me for a long moment and I realized that I was holding my breath, such was the power of this woman over me.

She gently framed her hands on both sides of my head looked me square in the eyes.  She spoke slowly, measured, determined, less a conversation than a pronouncement: "May your god take you and be with you.  May your god work through you to save our land.  If your god returns you back to me, I will love you, and through you, him," she said.  

I didn’t know then that her proclamation would be shared with other war wives and their knights, that it would, indeed, become enshrined as a manifesto of monogamy, faith, and love, a testament to rightness in a hopelessly twisted society.  All I did know was gratitude, empowerment, love, and—yes—desire.  

Fortunately, I was not the only one.  With a feisty grin, she threw off the cover and rolled over on top of me, and we expressed our wordless prayer all that night there together.  In that moment, she joined her fate to mine and covered me in tears, and kisses, and her copper-covered hair.

