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Calluna bore the brunt of many wars as years passed and the country grew. There was none so great as the war against The Dark Hearts, where blood was shed with little regard. The Celestial Warriors amassed in huge armies to hold back the tide of violence that erupted on Calluna’s soil. All too many found defeat on the battlefields. In a strange twist of fate, the dark army that had rode rampant across Calluna’s turf began to turn on itself and the Celestial Warriors were able to defeat that which had been unconquerable. The land and people remained forever touched by what had occurred. Some Warriors, ever alert to the evil that had arisen, sought answers to what had transpired. The Journals were full of tales of heroics and heroes, but very few answers. Calluna had spawned an army that had descended in a black fury to all but wipe the Celestial Warriors from the face of the earth. The Journals of the Founders were freed from their sanctuaries for translators to pour over in the vain attempt to make sure that it never happened again.

 
—Excerpt from A Journal Of The Archivist of Dalor



 
Chapter One 

 
 The Collegium’s library was quiet. Only the occasional rustle of a page being turned disturbed the peace. Kincaid sat leaning against one of the library’s many bookcases. Both of her legs were stretched out before her in a pose of relaxation. A huge book lay open on her lap. Kincaid frowned as she read what was inscribed on the parchment. Her finger carefully followed along the sentence scrawled by an ancient hand. She tried to make sense of the writing and the translation that was eluding her. Tiredly she rubbed at her eyes then tried again. She fought the urge to curse the writers of the Journals, who documented Calluna’s rich history in such poor handwriting. She rested her head against a shelf behind her and for a moment let her eyes drift shut. She listened to the familiar sounds of the library around her. They were sounds she had grown accustomed to in the past five years. 
She had spent most of her waking hours amongst the Journals of the Founders and other texts the library housed. Her ears picked up the sighs and creaks of the shelving, groaning under the weight of the books they held. There was an occasional whistle, high pitched and eerie, as the breeze blew through a crack in the window ledge and announced a fault in the mortar. The bricks told their own tales and Kincaid listened to them absently, her mind painting pictures in her head of the words she had just been reading. She shifted a little, uncomfortably aware of the weight of the book resting on her and of her own body’s limitations. 

She bent her right leg carefully, the limb wasn’t the most cooperative at the best of times. Enforced inactivity caused her injury to act up even more. She laid the book on the ground, rubbing at her leg absently in an action all too often used. She grunted slightly against the pain that was sending a dull ache through her thigh and calf muscles. Trying to block out the pain that was massing, Kincaid fumbled for the medication in her britches pocket. She quickly stuffed the powder into her mouth and swallowed hard, trying not to balk at the bitter taste. Without water to wash it down, she had to fight against a gag reflex. She heard footsteps about to enter the library and a very loud voice making its entrance known first. Kincaid grimaced expressively glad that she was hidden from view, since she was unable to control her reaction to the pompous voice disturbing the library’s silence.

“So, my girl, here we are. The esteemed library of Keohane,” a man’s voice imported.

“Very impressive,” a quieter female voice replied.

Kincaid frowned at the voice she did not recognise. Her curiosity was piqued despite herself.

“This library has been here for centuries,” the man blustered on.

One hundred years, Kincaid mentally contradicted with a shake of her head at the blatant exaggeration.

“It is said to hold all the Journals ever written,” he continued.

Half of them, more likely, though some of them are lost forever, Kincaid lamented silently.

“And we have a very experienced archivist of our books. I expected her to be here, since she rarely leaves the library.”

Kincaid debated staying where she was in the vain hope that he would simply go away, but she knew better. She heard him take a deep breath, heralding what he was about to do. She was pulling herself up and grabbing for her cane as her name was bellowed almost loud enough to shake the books from their shelves. Kincaid cringed. She was crippled, not deaf. She limped over to lean against the first floor railing, making her presence known.

“There! What did I tell you?” The man said smugly, clapping a hand on the back of the young woman with him. She smiled but unobtrusively edged away from him.

Kincaid looked down at the flabby face of Tudar of Keohane, one of the Committee’s more self-serving members. She gripped her cane tightly and briefly wondered if she could hit him accurately enough with it from this distance if she tried. The temptation was staring at her with a supercilious grin on his face. She pulled her eyes away from the ruddy-faced man and turned her attention to the woman with him.

“What can I do for you, Tudar? Surely not a book, since we all know you have little time for the written word,” Kincaid said sweetly.

“My time is always filled with crucial Committee business. I am always so busy, busy, busy.” He puffed out his already ample chest importantly.

“Actually, I was referring to your three mistresses, but whatever.” Kincaid waved it away, secretly delighting in his bright flash of embarrassment. She also saw the humour glint in the younger woman’s eyes before she masked it.

“I have brought you a student, Kincaid,” he blustered, gesturing to the woman who was now staring up at Kincaid. 

“Student?” Kincaid narrowed her eyes slightly. “You have already gained your Crest Of Honour.” She nodded toward the tabard the woman wore over her jerkin. It covered the pale blue of the regulation jerkin, a straight cut tabard in a rich dark blue. Edged with silver braiding, the Celestial Warriors crest was stitched intricately on the front. What could be seen of the front, Kincaid noted, as her attention was drawn to the pair of daggers criss-crossed in their sheaths across the woman’s chest. This was no mere student Kincaid decided, leaning harder against the balcony, an eyebrow raised in disbelief.

The woman grinned, running a hand through the tawny-coloured hair that fell over her forehead, pushing it back out of the way. “I know, I do not look like the kind to be in need of studying. I want to broaden my horizons past the Warrior clan. I thought I might turn my skills to teaching when my agility and ability begin to fail.”

Kincaid tried not to laugh out loud. This woman could not be more than twenty years. She tried not to let her amusement show.

“And history fascinates me,” the woman concluded with a small frown at her.

Kincaid tried to remove the laughter that was obviously shining in her eyes.

“Then you are in the right place,” she gestured round the room. “Plenty for you to look into here.” Kincaid bit back a sigh at Tudar, who was patting the young woman on the back, almost bending her over with his heartiness. The younger woman favoured him with a smile, but from her vantage point Kincaid could see it was forced. She let a grin escape across her face.

“I will leave you two to get acquainted. People to see, busy, busy, busy…,” he stated jovially, brushing at his tunic, as if smartening himself ready for his next meeting.

“Thank you so much for bringing me here and for the tour of the dormitory, kitchen, war room, and your personal offices,” the woman said politely.

Kincaid immediately saw through her tone and hid her smile behind a hand. She was not surprised this female had been taken to see Tudar’s inner sanctums. The world revolved around him and his importantness. Tudar waved to Kincaid carelessly then slipped off, a major feat for a man his size. He left with a coy wiggle of his fingers at the young woman. Kincaid could see her twisting her fingers together as she held them behind her back.

“Keeping your hands from reaching for your daggers, Warrior?” Kincaid asked dryly. “Hold your ground, there is a growing line for the honour of ridding Keohane of his pompous self.”

“He is so…” The woman shuddered. “Greasy! If he had touched me one more time in the guise of helping me find my way, dignitary or not, I’d have taken my blades to his hands!” She turned around and smiled up at Kincaid. “Seeing as he totally lacks social manners, I am left to introduce myself.” She rested her hand over her heart. “I am Hickory of Kandaan, at your service.”

Kincaid all but nodded to herself. Kandaan, of course, she mused, her mind running through the endless information she had stored in there. That explained Hickory’s colouring. It was rare to see one with skin the colour of sweet honey. The woman seemed to be a softly muted gold from head to toe. 

Hickory bowed slightly from the waist in a short, sharp gesture. 

Kincaid nodded her head in acknowledgement. “Kincaid of Dalor, library hermit.” 

“Lieutenant Commander Kincaid,” Hickory corrected her.

“De-commissioned Lieutenant Commander. I got pensioned out. This is where old war horses go, Hickory, sent to pastures less than green.” She gestured round the room depreciatively.

“You are not old,” Hickory argued, mounting the steps to reach Kincaid. “You are what? Thirty eight, thirty nine years?”

“Oh, you are a charmer and no mistake!” Kincaid laughed. “How old are you, child?”

“Twenty five and I am no child,” Hickory growled.

Kincaid had to agree when Hickory reached the top of the steps and stood before her. Close up she was even more attractive. Kincaid mentally berated herself, I am old enough to be her mother! Still she could not help but admire the woman standing before her. She was the embodiment of a Warrior, tall, lean and very striking. And her eyes…. Kincaid held back a gasp. They were the palest blue she had ever seen, clear almost. She tried not to stare, but the uniqueness was breathtaking. I have never seen eyes so devoid of colour and yet so full of fire and spirit, Kincaid marvelled. This was indeed a mysterious Warrior in her library.

“Add twenty three years atop your age and there I am, beyond my fighting uses and consigned to translating history.”

“And you love it!” Hickory smiled.

“I love books, I admit. The age part I wish I could negotiate.” She leaned hard on her cane. “So, Hickory of Kandaan…,” she started to say something but stopped. “What kind of name is Hickory?”

“My parents were Plant Adepts; they named all of us after plants or trees.”

Kincaid blinked, then just stared at Hickory for a moment digesting this. “Intriguing concept,” she said diplomatically.

“It could be worse. My one sister is called Sassafras.”

Kincaid had to laugh. “But I am certain she is a lovely girl in spite of her unusual name,” she said sincerely.

“I am just glad I am the baby of the family. The last of eight,” Hickory confided. “They had run out of the more exotic names by then.”

“Are you Plant Adept?” 

“No, my three older brothers got that distinction.” Hickory’s eyes took in Kincaid’s cane. “War trophy?” She asked, turning the questioning to Kincaid’s obvious infirmity.

Kincaid nodded abruptly, but for once she did not see any insincere pity in the other’s eyes. 

“No Healers present?” Hickory pressed.

“No,” Kincaid said bluntly.

“None since?” Hickory pressed further, her tone not accusing as more astonished.

“None that I trust. I am keeping it as a reminder never to make the same stupid mistake again.”

“Which is?” Hickory asked, genuinely interested.

“Do not put your trust in an Adeptude to save you when you are in trouble.”

“That is a harsh lesson to live with. Could you not just have written it on parchment and fixed it to your wall?”

Laughter burst unexpectedly from Kincaid’s chest. Through her mirth she saw Hickory’s eyes alight with shared laughter. After a long moment, Kincaid wiped at her eyes, her shoulders still shaking.

“Why are you really here, Hickory? You are no Warrior in need of study time.”

Kincaid was pleased to see Hickory stiffen as if caught unawares. The younger woman bit at her lip and for a moment looked almost like a little girl.

“I upset one of the trainers at the Collegium and am being made an example of,” she admitted quietly. 

“Upset?” Kincaid prodded, despite herself.

Hickory blew out an exasperated breath. “He wanted to train me in things not on my curriculum and I did not want the extra merit! So I told him and told him again when he took that as a come-on. Then finally I had to threaten him with cutting off his teaching tool if he did not stop pestering me outside of the history class!”

“So you got sent here?”

“To learn Calluna’s history from text books instead of him.”

“The books will give you far less trouble,” Kincaid said. “They have yet to chase anyone round the library for favours!”

Hickory sighed. “That will make a nice change for me.”

“So does Tudar know your real reason for being here?” Kincaid inquired with a smile, remembering the man’s performance around Hickory.

“No, he believed the ‘broadening my horizons’ speech I was told by the head trainer to tell people. But seeing as his eyes very rarely left my chest area,” she sighed again. “For some men, my being a lesbian is seen as a challenge not a put-off.”

Kincaid grinned. “I am glad I never had that problem. My looks alone told men where my interests lie.” She gestured vaguely to her face.

Hickory smiled. “You are very handsome. The women must be lined up outside the library.”

Kincaid laughed at her. “I have never been pretty by any standards was the comment I was making. But I thank you for your courtesy and rich fantasy mind!” Her eyes shone at Hickory’s sincerity.

The younger woman stared at Kincaid for a long moment then lowered her eyes. Kincaid felt herself warm under the scrutiny of those pale eyes that had, for a moment, seemed to bore a hole into her soul.

“So, Young Warrior, what are you here to learn?” Kincaid asked, turning her attention back to the books behind her.

“Whatever I can,” Hickory said, her pale eyes once again resting on Kincaid.

Kincaid could not bring herself to return the gaze. She concentrated on the wood grain beneath her hand.

“Then feel free to browse to your heart’s content until you find a subject that catches your attention. If you need any assistance, give me a yell and I will help you as best I can.”

“I will do that,” Hickory nodded, her eyes finally leaving Kincaid’s face to look around the balcony she now stood on. “So much to choose from. How do you keep track of it all?”

“I have translated half of this room, I know every book and binding in this library. You need to remember one thing. Everything in the shelves on this side is in its original Calluna dialect. Over there is where it has been rewritten in our common language patterns.” Kincaid gestured from left to right of the balcony with her free hand.

Hickory turned her attention to the right hand side of the balcony. “I will stick to this side then. I never did very well in classes with old Calluna!”

Kincaid smiled. “Whereas I excelled at it. My tutor told me I was born in the wrong era.”

“So you should have been around in the times of the Celestial Warriors riding the pathways round Calluna as guardians? Fighting giants and…”

Kincaid interrupted her. “That is not historically true.”

Hickory looked puzzled. “What is not?”

“Celestial Warriors never fought giants. With them, yes, but never against them,” instructed Kincaid to her incredulous audience of one.

“I was being facetious! I know giants never existed!” Hickory laughed.

“Actually, they did.” 

“What?” Hickory blurted, her face losing its humour.

“There is textual proof that giants did exist on Calluna. Some even aided Celestial Warriors.” Kincaid was enjoying the look of incredulity that began to light up Hickory’s pretty face.

“What children’s tales are you translating there, Lieutenant Commander?” The young woman folded her arms and treated Kincaid to a belligerent look, belied somewhat by her smile.

Kincaid pushed herself away from the railing. “This way, Hickory. Time to broaden that narrow mind of yours.”

Hickory padded silently behind Kincaid, Kincaid could hear her chuckling to herself. Kincaid manoeuvred down an aisle, scanned the brightly bound books and picked one out. She twisted round to Hickory in a smooth move and handed the book over to her. Hickory stared at the book as if expecting it to bite her.

“The Tales of the Chestnut Warrior,” Kincaid told her as if that explained it all.

“Sounds fanciful enough,” Hickory teased, not quite letting go of her disbelief.

“You will find your giant reference in there.” Kincaid limped past her and left the woman staring after her in awe.

“One book out of literally hundreds and you knew exactly which one to pick?” Hickory marvelled.

“I am the archivist here. It is my place to know what every book contains and where it rests,” Kincaid tossed over her shoulder.

“That is some talent,” Hickory said, following after Kincaid to lean against the balcony as she watched the older woman descend the steps. Kincaid stopped and looked back up at the bright face grinning down at her.

“It is more passion than talent. Now, go start your studying. Broaden those horizons of yours. Then we will talk of giants.”



 
Chapter Two 

 
 Kincaid was seated at the large wooden table that dominated the lower floor of the library. Her quill was poised over a half written page as she translated from the original text, written in one book, to the more modern text Calluna now employed. She tested the tone of the sentence in her head before she wrote it down. She prided herself on being thorough in her translating. She did not want to change the course of history by misplacing a word or not deciphering it correctly. She lost herself in the writing, the history spilling off the page and running through her mindscape. Kincaid loved the past, was fascinated by the history that shaped the island of her birth. She dipped her quill into the inkpot before her and began to inscribe. The library was silent, save for the soft scratching noise of the nib across the coarse parchment. It was not long before she lost track of the fact there was someone else in the library with her. 
Kincaid all too easily got immersed in what lay before her. She was currently translating the birth of The Committee with more care than she usually demanded of herself. She had had dealings with the exalted Committee of Calluna. She wanted to make sure that if history spoke of them in their true colours that she could record it word for word in all its glory. She knew some of the Journals were prone to exaggerate, glossing over the more controversial dealings the Committee had a hand in. The Leaders were spoken of in glowing terms. Kincaid knew from past experience, one man’s hero was another man’s tyrant. She liked the tone the current Journal she was translating took. It was precise and prone to revealing both sides to every story. Kincaid found herself fascinated, reviewing wars long since fought and the Warriors long since buried and forgotten. Except in the Journals, Kincaid acknowledged, where if Warriors showed themselves exceptional in their fighting craft, their names would find their way into posterity through the written word. Kincaid wrote with due care, her penmanship clear, the translation working itself across the page.

It was only much later, when the words started to blur across both pages she was working on, did she realise how long she had been writing. Kincaid lifted her head up gingerly and hissed as a muscle popped with the sudden use. She twisted her neck round, trying to loosen the aches from where muscles had locked in place. Leaning her head back she caught sight of Hickory leaning against the balcony looking down at her.

“You still here?” Kincaid asked, honestly surprised.

“I could ask the same of you. When you start working you do not look up for a moment, do you?” Hickory rested her chin on her hand and grinned down at Kincaid.

“I always fear I might miss something important.” Kincaid kneaded at her neck with fingers cramped from too much writing.

“Do you not worry you might miss something happening around you with your head so firmly stuck in your books?”

Kincaid narrowed her eyes at her, partly through the pain in her neck and at the assumption Hickory was making. “You have been here less than a day and already you know the ‘Kincaid Chorus.’” She closed her eyes at the ache in her neck. “All I ever hear from people is that I should get out more, take my nose out of my books and get a life.” Kincaid spat the last out somewhat bitterly.

“Do you heed their advice?” Hickory trotted down the steps, her daggers glinting slightly in the light shining through the coloured windows.

“No,” Kincaid replied bluntly. “I have found I am more interested in the words I am translating than what spouts from their mouths!”

“Could I tempt you from your translating?” Hickory queried, coming behind Kincaid to lightly tap her hands away from her rubbing. Kincaid stiffened at the unexpected touch of Hickory’s hands on her neck. She was about to rise but instead moaned in appreciation as Hickory’s fingers worked at the kinks in her neck and shoulders.

“You truly missed your calling, Warrior. You would be an excellent Healer,” Kincaid mumbled.

“I lack the Adeptude, otherwise I would have loved to follow that calling. I cannot stand to see people suffering.”

“You are soft hearted for a Warrior. You will have to be mindful.” Kincaid’s voice was soft and low, lost in the rhythm Hickory’s hands were working on her muscles. The massage was almost making her drowsy.

“Why so?” Hickory asked quietly, leaning down slightly to brush Kincaid’s ear with her breath.

“Kind hearts do not win the laurels in battle.”

“Then I am grateful we are not at war,” Hickory replied lightly.

“Everyday be grateful. Battle is no place to be if you can be any place else.”

“How many years were you at war?” Hickory asked.

“Sixteen in total over time,” Kincaid replied, wearily.

“You fought in the last battle here?”

“It will not be the last. There is always another war just waiting to erupt.”

“I meant the last war we suffered.”

“Yes, I went up against the Dark Hearts.” Kincaid let out a deep sigh. “The Celestial Warriors were so very nearly defeated. Finally, though, fate proved us victorious and Calluna returned to a peaceful island once more.”

“Strange how the war began.” Hickory moved, rubbing a hand up into the silver hair that grew at Kincaid’s neck.

“A small spark can grow into an inferno with just enough fuel added to start the fire.” Kincaid laid a hand over Hickory’s fingers. “Thank you, but if you continue I will fall asleep where I sit and will have to face everyone with ink stains tattooed upon my face!” Kincaid had felt her own long dormant fire spark to life under Hickory’s gentle hands, her arousal had soon started to smoulder, and she really did not need that particular fire to start burning! She had had to stop Hickory touching her before it became too much.

“Might be difficult to explain,” Hickory teased, “but you would make unique reading matter!” She removed her hands gently.

Kincaid felt the sudden chill at the lack of warmth from Hickory’s hands on her flesh. She shuddered slightly.

“Can I tempt you then?” Hickory stood before Kincaid, arms casually crossed over her chest.

Kincaid took a moment to gather her thoughts, she felt strangely languid from the manipulation of her muscles. For once the pain in her neck had been taken care of. She wondered at the last time she had no aching in her muscles there. She could not remember a time. She looked at Hickory. 

“Tempted to do what?” She asked a little nervously.

“To eat!” Hickory’s smile grew at Kincaid’s confusion. “I know the dining hall is hardly the most exciting of places, but I know for a fact you have not eaten in hours. Well, neither have I and my stomach is starting to protest.”

Kincaid reached for her cane and stood up. She leaned heavily against her support as pain seared through her leg with its familiar bite. Hickory never said anything. Kincaid could see it in the younger woman’s eyes to ask but Kincaid was impressed at her silence.

Well, what do you know, Kincaid thought, someone who is not going to keep asking me if I am all right, do I need help, can they do something. She patted Hickory’s arm in gratitude, tickled to see Hickory’s face crumple into a shy look.

“I guess I could eat,” Kincaid announced looking up at the woman by her side. She feared she would put the crick back in her neck. “Are all your family so tall?” she asked with a grumble.

“I am the baby, so I am the shortest!”

Kincaid’s eyes widened. “And you doubted the existence of giants! No wonder, you obviously grew up surrounded by them!” She teased her gently, shaking her head at the thought of so many people of height just like Hickory. She could not help but wonder what it would be like to grow up in that kind of family. Kincaid just about reached to Hickory’s shoulder. She felt dwarfed in comparison to the younger woman. She was still looking up at the younger woman and was surprised to catch Hickory tense suddenly. She was obviously reacting to something Kincaid was unaware of. The younger woman then released a soft breath, barely audible but for the fact Kincaid was standing so close to her. Kincaid frowned a little, wondering what had disturbed Hickory, when she heard a discreet cough from over by the door. Kincaid gave Hickory one last look, but Hickory’s attention was now focused on the visitor at the library entrance. It had all happened so quickly Kincaid wondered if she had even witnessed Hickory’s hesitation. Shaking her head a little, Kincaid directed her attention to where Hickory was staring. She found Rosario standing there, looking for all her worth like a suitor visiting her beloved’s dwelling. The woman hovered at the door, hesitant to enter. Kincaid smiled widely at her friend.

“Rosario! Get in here! Come meet Hickory.” Kincaid waved her friend in.

Rosario walked with a grace that belied her girth. Kincaid smiled at her oldest friend, Rosario the ever cautious, ever watchful. A skilled Warrior of times past. Rosario was the same height as Kincaid, but carried much more weight. It rounded out her stern facial features. Her black hair was cut shorter than on anyone Kincaid had ever seen before, almost brutally blunt. Kincaid knew it was because Rosario tried desperately to eradicate the curls that would have waved through what hair was left on her head.

“Hickory, this is Rosario of Dalor, my dearest friend,” Kincaid introduced.

“I am honoured,” Hickory said, reaching out to clasp Rosario’s arm in greeting.

“You are of Kandaan?” Rosario asked returning the arm clasp. Hickory nodded at Rosario’s astuteness. “You are a long distance from home.”

“She has been sent here to study Calluna’s history,” Kincaid interjected with a grin, remembering exactly why Hickory was there. Rosario frowned.

“A student?” She gave Hickory a disbelieving look, her tone more than a touch suspicious.

Hickory laughed softly. “It is a long story.” Her eyes shone at Rosario’s disbelief. “Suffice to say, I am being made an example of by one of my trainers.” She looked at Kincaid. “What is it about older Warriors that I cannot get anything past them?”

Kincaid laughed. “Years of training and being lied to,” she said dryly.

Hickory laughed with her then looked around the library. “I wager I may have gotten the better end of the deal than my trainer expected. Flinging me to the far reaches of Keohane as punishment might not have been the trial he envisioned for me. There is plenty for me to learn here.” She gestured toward the balcony brimming with books. “I am sure I will learn my lesson well!”

Rosario looked at Kincaid, who was giving her a ‘behave’ look.

“You will have a good teacher here,” Rosario said, flashing Kincaid a look of her own. “What Kincaid does not know about the history of Calluna is not worth knowing.”

“So I was informed; her reputation preceded her,” Hickory agreed.

Kincaid ducked her head under the scrutiny both women were giving her. “Enough! You will back slap me so hard I will topple over under your praises!” She pushed Rosario into movement. “Lead the way to the dining hall, Rosario. Young Hickory here needs to cleanse her palette of the dust she has no doubt swallowed from all the tomes she’s been looking at.”

Hickory easily fell into step with Kincaid, noticeably matching her long stride to Kincaid’s shorter faltering gait. She kept up at Kincaid’s side, Rosario sauntering on her left as they walked down the corridors to the dining hall. Kincaid smiled to herself as she watched Rosario’s rotund form beside her. Not a sound emanated from her footsteps on the stone floor. Her tired mind never registered the fact that the only footsteps audible on the stones were her own. Kincaid loved Rosario dearly. She was the best friend she had ever known. She knew many had wondered about the nature of their relationship, but Kincaid and Rosario were too much alike to ever be anything more than friends. They had fought beside each other in the last war and faced terrible times together. Kincaid would give her life for Rosario and knew from experience Rosario would have no qualms about sacrificing the same. Friends like this one were few and far between.

“So, Rosario, how went your day?” Kincaid asked, starting up conversation.

“Fair, but the meal tonight had better be fit for a king because I am starving.” Rosario made such a pitiful face that both Kincaid and Hickory laughed.

“Poor old thing, have you been assisting in the paddocks again?” Kincaid wrinkled her nose at her friend.

“I have that horsey smell, do I? I washed most vigorously before I came to find you!” Rosario sniffed at her clothing and sighed. She picked out a piece of hay from her jerkin and tossed it aside. “The stable folk had a horse that was being very aggressive. It kicked one man clear across the paddock, but I missed that.” 

Her tone was so despondent at missing that particular event Kincaid stopped in her tracks and stared at her. “You are so sadly lacking for entertainment that watching some poor man get kicked by a horse is sport to you?” 

Rosario shrugged. “Might have raised a chuckle or two,” she said and carried on walking.

“You need to get out more, Rosario!” Kincaid muttered, resuming her pace. Hickory fell back into line with her.

“Hello, cauldron calling the kettle black!” Rosario tossed over her shoulder with a small grin.

Kincaid barely resisted the urge to trip Rosario up with the tip of her cane. She did not want to give Hickory a bad impression. “So, did you come to their aid?” 

“Firstly, I told them, calling a huge black stallion ‘Flight of Fancy’ was not helping in any way. Shortening it to ‘Fancy’ was just adding insult to injury.”

Kincaid chuckled. “Nothing more disparaging to a horse than to have his masculinity called into question by a flowery name.”

Rosario nodded, her usual quiet nature getting a little more gregarious as she warmed to her subject under Kincaid’s genuine interest.

“So?” Kincaid pressed.

“I had someone chase around the paddock after him to catch the brute for me,” Rosario sniggered.

“That was cruel,” Kincaid chastised. Rosario raised her hands in defence.

“They said they did not want me running around and getting all out of breath,” she snorted. “So I rested my ‘old bones’ on the fence and watched them try to rope ‘Fancy,’ who was not in the mood for anything by this time.”

“You could have just whistled him, saved them their trouble,” Kincaid noted.

“But where would the fun have been in that? I am nearly fifty years old, not rotting in a field somewhere. But if they cannot see beyond the lines on my face then who am I to teach that elder does not mean unable?”

“How long did they give chase?”

“I gave them an hour before I tired of it. I called the horse to me and asked what was chaffing his saddle,” Rosario said sweetly and pulled open the door that led into the dining hall.

“Damn,” Kincaid cursed. Hickory looked at her. “I was mentally wagering two hours.”

“I was hungry and could not be bothered waiting any longer,” Rosario said with nonchalance and a sly grin. She quickly found them a place to sit at the long tables that were lined up in rows in the hall. Rosario snagged them a table just being vacated. Kincaid sat down with a grateful sigh at taking the weight off her leg. She rested her cane beside her against the table. Hickory eased in beside her and Rosario sat opposite them both. Rosario waved over a server and soon steaming plates were placed before the three women. Rosario began tucking in immediately, barely pausing for breath. Kincaid ate at a more leisurely pace, scooping up some of her potatoes and putting them on Rosario’s plate for her to eat. Hickory reached for the jug of water on the table and filled everyone’s mug. Rosario grunted her thanks. 

Kincaid grinned at Hickory. “You know the old adage, the way to a woman’s heart is through her stomach? It is Rosario’s mantra!” Hickory laughed softly and began her own eating. Before long Hickory began curiously looking around at her surroundings.

Rosario, mouth full of food, caught Hickory’s attention by waving her knife. She pointed upward to where pennants hung from the rafters, crests of all colours and designs decorated the ceiling. “That is my family crest there,” she mumbled then began stuffing her face again.

Hickory’s gaze lingered on the flag. “Is everyone’s crest hung?” 

Kincaid answered, “No, only those who distinguished themselves in war.”

Hickory looked around, craning her neck, then turned her pale eyes back to Kincaid. “Which one is yours, Warrior?” She asked with quiet knowledge.

Kincaid waved a casual hand. “Over by the window being sun-bleached.” She continued eating, savouring the crust from a very tasty pie.

Suddenly onto their table appeared two large brown rats, scrabbling with their nails to gain purchase on the wood. Hickory jumped up in surprise and reached for her daggers immediately. Just as swiftly Kincaid put her hand over Hickory’s chest to halt her in removing her weapons.

“They are friends,” Kincaid told her and patted one of Hickory’s hands over the dagger in a soothing motion. “No killing rats at the dining table. There is plenty of meat to go around!” Kincaid waited until Hickory stepped down from her defensive stance. When Hickory moved her hands away from her daggers, Kincaid eased her hand away from Hickory’s.

The rats, initially freezing in position at Hickory’s threat, burst into movement and scampered up onto the table fully. They cuddled around Rosario, who patted them and tickled them and spoke to them in a series of low-pitched squeaks. Kincaid carried on with her meal once the commotion was over. Hickory, sitting back down in her seat with a thump, watched Rosario and the rats with fascination. Kincaid watched from the corner of her eye as realisation dawned on Hickory.

“You are Animal Adept,” Hickory said incredulously, shaking her head. “That is why you were working with the horse.”

Kincaid paused in her chewing. “You have never been around an Animal Adept before, Hickory?” Kincaid was amused by the younger woman’s fascination with Rosario’s connection with her familiars.

“No,” Hickory replied. “We had none with such a Talent at our Collegium either.” She stared at Rosario, and her bright face creased into admiration. “You really can talk to these creatures! I had heard tell of such wonders but…” she broke off, lost for words.

Rosario nodded, trying to talk to the rats, greet them with cuddles and eat at the same time. She was failing to do all at once. She sighed and laid down her utensils. “Rufus, Rifkin,” she quietly got the rats attentions. “Say hello to Hickory.”

The rats stood up on their hind legs and squeaked at her, whiskers twitching and paws raised. Rosario stroked the bigger of the two rats. “This one here is Rufus. He is the elder of the pair and is no stranger to the joys of food.” The rat was foraging off her plate once the introductions had been taken care of. Rosario handed him a piece of cheese off her side plate and he took it eagerly in his small paws. He gnawed at it swiftly. “And this guy is Rifkin,” Rosario pointed at the smaller brown rat. “He is the younger twin. But do not let his smaller size fool you,. He is very strong.” She also handed him a piece of cheese, which the smaller rat took. Then Rosario went back to her own meal.

Kincaid absently stroked the rat nearest to her, so used to having them around her when Rosario was near.

“Amazing,” Hickory smiled. “My apologies for nearly decapitating them over the table! I claim sheer ignorance.”

“Your daggers would never have touched them. They have highly honed reflexes. You would have hit wood more than rat,” Rosario boasted shyly, eyeing her rats with a proud gaze.

Hickory turned to Kincaid. “Speaking of highly honed reflexes. You were awfully quick in stopping me, Kincaid. I did not even get my daggers clear of their sheaths before your hand stayed my reflex.”

“I am crippled, not incapable,” Kincaid said bluntly. Hickory blinked at her harsh choice of words.

“I was in awe of your speed, Kincaid, not bringing into question your fleetness of foot.” Hickory’s voice was markedly hurt.

Kincaid berated herself for biting where no need had been present. She raised her eyes to find Rosario staring at her, a worried look in her dark eyes. Kincaid turned to Hickory and smiled wanly.

“I request forgiveness for my rudeness, Hickory. I am a frustrated Warrior who still has the ability to react to danger, but not the ability to run from it.” Kincaid ran a hand through her silver hair. “Forgive me, please.”

Hickory nodded, accepting the apology graciously. “No offence taken, Kincaid. I cannot begin to imagine how many limitations you have had placed on you by ignorance. You will have to be patient with me. For I see only the Warrior and the deeds that are legendary concerning you. The disability I have yet to recognise.”

Hickory’s words were so sincere that Kincaid found herself unable to do anything but stare at her. She was both surprised and subdued by her words. Rosario’s chuckles shattered her stunned silence.

“I can tell you all about legends!” She favoured Kincaid with a mischievous look.

“You dare and your rats will be without their Adept!” Kincaid warned with a fierce glare.

“You know they become yours if anything happens to me,” Rosario said cheerfully, scooping up a big piece of her dessert pie and stuffing it into her mouth inelegantly.

“That threat will wear thin one of these days,” Kincaid muttered and reached for her water mug. Rifkin stretched up to lean on her hand as she gripped the mug’s handle. His big black eyes blinked beguilingly at her as he rubbed his cheek on her wrist.

“You are cute, I will grant you that,” Kincaid told him. “Your Adept must have inherited her sweetness from you pair.”

Rosario spluttered in her desert. Hickory sniggered into her own food.

“Welcome to Keohane, Hickory. You will lean more here than your trainer ever expected, I will wager you that!” Kincaid said with irony. She raised her mug to propose a toast. “To Hickory, may she find everything she seeks here and use it wisely on the world.”

Rosario raised her mug and clanked it along side Kincaid’s. Hickory raised her own and knocked it against theirs.

“Here is to gaining more wisdom,” the younger woman said. 

Rosario nodded. “Hear, hear! And here is to more pie!” She smiled winningly at her friend who handed Rosario her plate with her own dessert pie on. “Many thanks, dear friend!”

Kincaid shrugged at Hickory’s look. “Wisdom takes many forms. There are those who seek knowledge, those who gain knowledge and those who know where to get extra pie! Rosario is a master of the last two of these!”

Rosario raised her fork in salute then went back to eating. Kincaid just smiled at her. Her attention caught Hickory’s eyes gazing up at the banners flying above their heads. Kincaid had to admit that this younger woman was beautiful. In profile she resembled a golden statue, eyes caught searching the heavens. Kincaid gritted her teeth as a bolt of pain shot through her leg and shattered her fanciful thoughts. She thanked her body for reminding her of her age and infirmities. All the more reason why someone like Hickory would not consider someone like her as romantic material. Kincaid sighed and reached for her cane. Time to head back to her library, back to her books and her solitude.

Kincaid decided to gather up the book she was working on and take it back to her rooms. She was surprised to have company to walk her there again. Hickory and Rosario both cleared their plates in preparation to accompany Kincaid back to get what she had left behind. The rats scampered ahead, their little noses checking out every nook and cranny as the women toured the corridors. In the library, Kincaid put the books she was working on into her old battered backpack, which she slung over her shoulder. She locked the library door behind her.

“I had better head back to my dormitory,” Hickory said, shuffling from one foot to the other as if undecided what to do now the library was closed for the night.

“I will see you tomorrow, Warrior.” Kincaid waved her off in a shooing gesture. “Go find some people of your own age to talk the present with, save you being surrounded by the past with us two!”

Rosario raised her eyebrows at Kincaid’s tease. “I am not old, merely well-seasoned!” She said archly.

Hickory sighed. “You are not old, Kincaid. You lean on that excuse as you do your cane.”

Rosario gulped audibly then began to laugh quietly, her shoulders shaking with her mirth.

Kincaid stared at Hickory’s stern face. “Are you denying I am older than you?” 

“No, but that does not mean I cannot learn from you, and maybe, if you are fortunate, you can learn from me!” With that, she turned on her heel and began to walk off. “See you in the morning, Lieutenant Commander. And let the lessons commence!”

Kincaid and Rosario watched her walk off down the corridor in shared silence. Kincaid’s head was full of blustering sounds that she was grateful were not making their presence known through her mouth!

“Found yourself a charge, eh, Kincaid?” Rosario commented. “An eager ear to hang onto your every word.” Rosario turned and had to rush to catch up with Kincaid who had already walked off at a faster pace.

“She is but a student, who will be here long enough to learn what is required of her and then she will leave. She is a Warrior, she is not going to stay in the library once she has fulfilled her penance for turning down some grubby little...” Kincaid held her tongue as the fury coursed through her. “Can you believe they had her sent here because of some lust-filled trainer who…,” she growled at Rosario. “Give me one minute in a room with him alone and I would show him what this cane could do!”

Rosario grinned at her friend’s ire. “Punished for not putting out? Good for her.”

“I believe Hickory is destined for greater things than what can be found in the round-walled library.”

“She is very attractive,” Rosario said soft-voiced, turning round to look back to where Hickory was fading from view down the long corridor. Kincaid laid her cane just behind Rosario’s heel and the larger woman toppled backward, missing her footing.

“Hey!” she grumbled, tugging at her tunic, trying to restore her dignity. The Animal Adept quickly glanced around as if making sure no one had seen her stumble. “I was just…”

“You were just hoping for one last peek at the roll in the young Warrior’s hips,” Kincaid said sternly.

“You noticed it too, hmm?” Rosario grinned. “Quite a wiggle.”

“I agree she has a very intriguing walk.”

“Sexy more like!” Rosario nudged Kincaid gently in her side.

Kincaid stopped to look at her and said mournfully, “I had noticed that too!”

“Been a long time since you noticed anyone.” 

“So why did I have to start now! I am old enough to have given birth to her, Rosario!” Kincaid bit her lip in consternation.

“So? She seems very taken with you.”

“She is no doubt blinded by the ‘honour and glory’ she has seen attached to my name.” Kincaid gripped her cane tightly. “Some honour and glory wielding this thing.”

“Maybe she will see past all that and find the true you.”

“And if that does not send her running for the hills, nothing will!” Kincaid said self depreciatively.

Rosario tutted at her. “Always the jokes at your own expense, Kincaid. You are worth more than that.”

“At the moment I do not feel worth very much at all.” She rubbed at her leg with a forced smile. “I need to get up to my room and go put my overactive imagination to other uses. Uses other than mooning over a young woman, emphasis on the young, whom I only met today!”

“Left quite an impression though, did she not?” Rosario commented airily, flashing Kincaid a sly look.

“Did you see her eyes, Rosario? I have never seen eyes so pale,” mused Kincaid. 

“Is she an Adept?”

“I do not know, but there must be some explanation for her to have eyes so clear. They are the colour of the hottest flame, for all their paleness. Fascinating.” Kincaid shrugged her pack a little higher on her shoulder for comfort. “On that note…,” she had reached the first step that led up to her tower rooms.

“You want company, old friend?” Rosario asked, her frown growing at Kincaid’s faltering steps.

Kincaid shook her head. “No, your rats eat me out of home and larder!”

Rosario grinned. “If you need me, you know where I am,” she pressed.

“I know, now stop worrying about me. Go now, and take your boys. They have had enough excitement for today.”

“She reacted very fast for a student,” Rosario commented. Kincaid heard something in her tone.

“Stop jumping at shadows, Rosario,” she sighed. “She is a trained Warrior.”

“But…,” Rosario began to argue but Kincaid forestalled her with a raised hand.

“Good evening, Rosario,” she rumbled darkly.

“Good evening, Kincaid,” Rosario relented. “Be careful,” she called as Kincaid began climbing up her steps.

“Always has to have the last word…” Kincaid called after Rosario’s retreating form.

“Yes, I do!” Rosario shouted back, making Kincaid chuckle. 

Kincaid gripped at the rail that ran the length of the steps up to where she lived. Rosario had been constantly at her because of the steepness of the climb and the infirmity of her limb. Kincaid had retorted that she had not yet fallen down the steps in the whole time she had been ensconced in her tower. Kincaid had not been prepared to live at ground level because of her injury. She liked the solitude the tower afforded her. Kincaid smiled to herself as she hitched herself up the stairs. She knew every inch of the wooden rail that Rosario had fixed to the wall for her. Kincaid could not have found it in her heart to be angry at her friend’s presumption. She had returned one day from the library and the rail was there, a tangible act of love.

Kincaid ran her free hand along the rail, tugging herself up the steps with its aid on one side and her cane on the other. She had been loathed to admit that she needed the extra assistance getting up the steps smoothly. Rosario’s gall had saved her pride. Her battle-scarred hand ran along the railing, enjoying the smoothness of the wood beneath her palm. With a final tug, she reached the top of the steps. She dug into her pocket for her key and unlocked the heavy wooden door at the top of the stairs. It protested at being moved, but Kincaid ignored it, grateful to put the day to rest. She closed the door behind her, locked it again, and limped into her main living quarters. 

She shucked the backpack off her shoulders and drew out the Journal. Reverently she laid it on the table and sat down in front of it. Once again she set herself to the task of translating the curious words inscribed on rough parchment. The lamps burned deep into the night as Kincaid unveiled stories and deeds left behind by Calluna’s founders. Not until her eyes blurred so badly she could not see clearly anymore did she call a halt to her work. Night had long since moved on to herald a greying dawn light. Kincaid washed tiredly in cold water, shivering as the stinging water startled her from her drowsiness. Pulling off her clothes haphazardly Kincaid finally fell onto her bed to sleep for a few hours. She knew it would only be for a short period before she was awake again. Lack of sleep, like the pain, was a constant companion. Kincaid rested her head on her pillow, her head full of words in curious tongues and tales of days long past. So many words, the answer is in one of them, I can feel it, Kincaid thought to herself sleepily, I just need to keep reading. She sighed and muttered, “So many words, so little time.” Sleep claimed her before she could dwell any longer on time wasted in slumber.



 
Chapter Three 

 
 Kincaid was surprised to find Hickory sauntering down the corridor at the same time as she was heading toward the library.
“Good morning,” Hickory greeted. “I trust you are well rested?”

Kincaid bobbed her head indifferently. “Good morning to you, Warrior. So eager are you to start your training?” Kincaid unlocked the library door and pushed it open with a flourish, gesturing for Hickory to enter before her.

“The sooner I start, the sooner I fulfil my obligation being here. Besides, if the library has kept you here for so long, it must be a fascinating place. I might find what it is that you find so compelling in here.” Hickory breezed in, her hands clasped behind her back, long tawny hair swinging behind her. Kincaid rolled her eyes.

“There is nothing compelling about it. This place merely keeps my sanity in check.”

“So close to losing your grasp, are you?” Hickory turned to fix Kincaid with a steady gaze.

“Some days I feel the need to let go just a little more urgently than others!” Kincaid admitted, sitting down in her usual seat, carefully removing the lid from her inkpot.

“Then I hope this will always prove to be your sanctuary, Kincaid. I would hate for you to be lost in the realms of insanity.” Hickory began climbing up the stairs to reach the bookshelves. “Although,” her voice sounded clearly from atop the steps, “were I to have spent more time in the company of Master-Wandering-Hands Tudar yesterday, I think I could have quite cheerfully gone insane!”

“Are you still thinking about him?” Kincaid chuckled.

“He leaves such a slime trail behind it is hard to rid my mind of him!” Hickory answered back. “Not even thinking more than a dozen happy thoughts has been sufficient to wipe him from my memory!”

“Then I recommend you find a nice thick volume and immerse yourself in that. You will either get caught up in the writing or be so brain-numbed, no other thoughts will manage to seep into your brain!”

“You have translated all these books?” Hickory’s voice rose a touch with her surprise.

“Yes, so I am a master of knowing what brain-numbing tedium is all about. Some of the Founders were intensely boring!” Kincaid began opening her book ready to work. “The Founders were excellent at their job. They built Calluna from its barest beginnings. But their talent was sadly lacking in some volumes when it comes to telling us the how’s and where-fore’s!”

“Makes you thankful for the books with giants in them, eh, Kincaid?” Hickory teased from behind a bookshelf.

“Immensely!” Kincaid pulled the book on the table closer to her. This was a Journal that was considered to be safe enough to be left out over night in the library. She was translating history at its basic form from this particular volume. The dry texts of who did what, how they did it, and why they did it. Kincaid could have translated it in her sleep. For a moment, the older woman closed her eyes and watched the words form themselves on the parchment before her. Words and writing changed and shifted their patterns and began to come together in a readable sentence. The writing speeded up, faster and faster the words flowed, until Kincaid felt dizzy from it. She really needed to get more sleep, she thought wryly and opened her eyes. 

Something bright caught her attention and she looked up to the balcony. The sun was shining through one of the windows, catching Hickory in a beam of light. Her hair resembled a mane of amber, lit by a golden flame. For a moment Kincaid was captivated, staring at the woman bathed in a golden light, her whole being incandescent. Kincaid’s eyes ran over the unsuspecting woman. Hickory’s hair framed the most expressive of faces Kincaid had ever seen. She watched as the younger woman leaned on the balcony railing looking through one of the books. Hickory’s eyebrows seemed to be raised in a permanent arc on her forehead. Kincaid had noticed that it meant everything looked like it was greeted by a trace of irony in Hickory’s expression. Her mouth was always curved in a smile, as if Hickory found something in life a constant source of amusement. As for her eyes, Kincaid marvelled at the pale eyes that seemed to know how far to penetrate to look inside your very soul. Kincaid slowly came to the realisation that Hickory was talking to her. She hoped that the totally clueless look she was no doubt wearing was not recognisable from where Hickory stood.

“Are you listening to me?” Hickory asked when Kincaid finally got her senses back.

“I am sorry, can you repeat that? I was, um,” Kincaid held a hand up to shield her eyes, “distracted by the sunlight.”

Hickory looked behind her at the light through the window then back down to Kincaid. The older woman hid a smile at the higher arch of an eyebrow.

“I asked if there were many writings concerning the war against the Dark Hearts?”

Kincaid froze. “Not many,” she managed to grit out as a pain inside her chest suddenly made her stiffen in her seat. She willed it to go away.

“Did you not think to write of what happened? I am certain that the facts would have been gratefully received.”

Kincaid had to force herself from not laughing out hysterically at the innocent words. “Sometimes, Hickory, the bare facts after a war are the last things anyone wants to hear.”

“Why so?” Hickory asked, coming back down the stairs.

Kincaid steeled herself from panting at the pain that was ripping through her chest. She turned in her chair so that Hickory could not witness what was affecting her.

“After defeat, and make no mistake, we were defeated. We won only by default. The other army retreated and just never returned. After a defeat like that, no one wants to dwell on what really happened. There were too many factors, hidden meanings and messages in the Celestial Warriors going up against the Dark Hearts. No one will ever be able to decipher them all for them to make sense of it. It will no doubt go down in history as the war that nearly silenced the Celestial Warriors.”

“Are you a translator who could not write her own story of these times?”

Kincaid breathed easier as the vice around her heart eased and she was able to breathe again. She looked up to find Hickory seated opposite her, staring at her intensely.

“I told my tale at the Committee hearings. Once I was well enough to stand again, I was brought before the Committee and made to speak of what I had seen. It was considered enough.”

“But we need to know what happened. You are a witness, a voice to speak of what you saw.”

“Maybe I do not want to relive it again any more than I already do.”

Hickory bowed her head in conceding that point to Kincaid.

“And maybe, Calluna is not ready to hear what happened in those years,” Kincaid said bitterly. “The Committee made that very plain.”

“You were told not to speak of it?” 

“I cannot say,” Kincaid replied, staring at Hickory.

“They cannot silence the truth,” Hickory growled.

“No, but they can silence the one uttering it.”

Hickory’s eyebrows rose another inch up her forehead. “Kincaid!”

“Young Warrior, please read the book you have in your hands.” Kincaid reached into her backpack and pulled out a small bottle. She popped out the cork and drank a little too deeply from it. “There will be no more talk today of the Committee.” Kincaid stopped the bottle back up. She caught Hickory’s steely gaze. “Do not worry, this is not ale! I will not become intoxicated in the library so you have to carry me from it!”

“It is a medicine?” Hickory asked perceptively.

Kincaid wondered just how much she had seen. She nodded once.

“You are hurt more than just what is visible, yes?” Hickory asked.

Kincaid started at the truth falling from Hickory’s lips. “I have to take many potions, yes.” She skirted around Hickory’s question.

“Yet you will not trust a Healer?”

“I will never trust a Healer again,” Kincaid drawled.

“Care to tell me why?” Hickory asked, leaning across the table a little more.

“No,” Kincaid said honestly.

“You are a difficult woman to understand, Kincaid of Dalor.” Hickory sat back in her chair and puffed out an exasperated breath.

“What is there to understand? I am a translator. Nothing more.”

Hickory leaned forward again and fixed Kincaid with her pale gaze. “Oh no, Kincaid, nothing more does not even begin to describe you, I would be willing to wager!”

Kincaid stared back into the most unusual eyes she had ever seen and wondered what seer’s eyes lay beyond the pale.



 
Chapter Four 

 
 Kincaid began to recognise a growing pattern in her daily routine. Every morning, for the past several weeks, she arose early only to find Hickory either outside the library door or walking down the corridor to greet her. The days were then spent with Kincaid translating and Hickory studying whatever Journal took her fancy. They took their meals together, sometimes joined by Rosario in the dining hall, and then spent further time together talking over what each had been working on. Kincaid had begun to enjoy getting up in the morning to see what inquisitive frame of mind Hickory was displaying that particular day. The days felt like they were meshing into one, Kincaid thought, as she shrugged on her jerkin and reached for her britches. She cursed the instability of her leg, as she did every moment of the waking day, and fastened her clothing to her. Reaching for her cane she limped out of her bedchamber and into her living quarters. 
Her eyes, as every morning, were drawn to the view from the one window in her tower. From it she could see the mass expanse of fields and hills stretching off to a horizon she had yet to explore. What caught her attention was the eerie sight that touched the lake visible from beyond a grove of blossom trees. A white mist hung over the lake, but spread nowhere else. It seemed to shroud the water in a secretive covering, obscuring the water from view. Kincaid rested her arm on the window’s ledge and marvelled at the contradiction before her eyes. The sun was making its appearance; it was going to be a pleasant day. Yet the river had thrown a blanket over itself in hiding from the dawning day. Kincaid wondered what secrets it shielded from prying eyes. She also imagined that maybe that was what the ones lost to this world walked through to find their peace in the next life. She sighed loudly as she stared for long moments at the mist. “I will test your barrier soon enough,” she whispered, “but not today. Things to accomplish today.” She pushed back from the window and scooped up her backpack, settling it easily on her shoulder.

 
The library was curiously silent. Kincaid stopped in the doorway, at first strangely disturbed at not finding Hickory waiting for her as was her custom. Kincaid hesitated then noticed the library door was already open. For a moment, so thrown from what had become routine and commonplace, she felt increasingly uneasy and, she admitted to herself, nervous. She shook her head disgusted with herself and pushed open the door to peer inside. 

“Good morning to you, Kincaid!” Hickory greeted her from up on the balcony.

Kincaid’s eyes flew up to meet shining pale ones.

“I thought I would just come right in, get an early start.”

Kincaid frowned but continued forward, her eyes never leaving Hickory’s face. “I was of the belief that the door was locked,” Kincaid said carefully.

“Really?” Hickory breezily replied, her eyes swiftly looking away from Kincaid’s scrutiny.

“Hickory, I may be advanced in years but I am not senile yet. I lock the door every night and have done so for every day I have been an archivist here. I did not forget to do so this past evening,” Kincaid said a little harshly.

Hickory leaned on the balcony rail and looked down at Kincaid. “You are right, and I apologise,” she said softly.

“Care to explain?” Kincaid leaned back against the solid table, crossing her arms and fixing Hickory with a steely glare.

Hickory bit at her lip a little before speaking. “I was waiting outside for you to come let me in as always. I heard something. So I listened at the door, heard it again, and decided I had better get in to see if maybe someone had gotten in and was wrecking your library.”

Kincaid’s eyebrows rose in disbelief.

“On my honour, Kincaid!” Hickory put a hand to her heart. “I heard a noise. I got the door open and…,”

“How?” Kincaid asked. “You have no key.”

Hickory had the grace to redden. “I used my dagger’s tip to spring the lock.”

Kincaid rolled her eyes. “Oh noble Warrior training!” she muttered. Hickory continued on, quickly, over Kincaid shaking her head.

“I used my dagger to gain entry, but no one was here. I looked around just to make certain but found nothing.”

“Your daggers’ tips are too broad to fit in the lock,” Kincaid argued, still on that tack.

Hickory smiled apologetically and reaching down, unsheathed a long and thin pointed knife from her boot. She held it up for Kincaid to see.

“How many weapons are on your person, Hickory?”

“A few,” Hickory admitted noncommittally.

“I am in the library with a one woman armoury,” Kincaid sighed. She looked around the library with an experienced eye. “If someone was in here,” she said, mounting the stairs, “they had a reason and must have left some clue as to why they were here. None of us walk through life without leaving something behind.” Her eyes scanned the room with familiarity, catching sight of the windowpane just before it released a squeak of protest at a fault in its glass. She ambled over to it, pushed at it with her finger and the glass moved as if it were a swing door. “I would wager we had a small feathered friend come visit the library through his own little entrance.” She picked up a small fuzzy feather from the windowsill. She twisted it before Hickory’s face. “Do not always expect the intruder to be human, Lieutenant. Not everyone enters the library because they are fascinated in the Journals!”

“I missed that,” Hickory grumbled mournfully. “What kind of a Warrior misses a feather?”

“One who was too busy looking for larger foes,” Kincaid replied easily, and gave Hickory the feather. “Why do you carry so many knives?” Kincaid’s question was asked conversationally but Kincaid wanted an explanation.

“They are my speciality so I like to be well armed.”

“Against what?” Kincaid asked with a touch of incredulity. “Birdies?” She gestured to the feather with a wry grin.

“To whatever comes my way. You can never be too careful,” Hickory argued softly.

“You have drawn your daggers on rats and now you are terrorised by sparrows.” Kincaid chuckled to herself as she clambered back down the stairs. “You cannot be too careful when it comes to the wiles of the animal world pitted against the Celestial Warriors!”

“You are not humorous, Kincaid of Dalor!” Hickory growled, obviously embarrassed by her oversight and Kincaid’s less than subtle teasing. “It could have been a band of marauders, then where would you have been?” she argued.

“Knee deep in feathers!” Kincaid replied quietly, her back to Hickory.

“I heard that!” Hickory called to her.

Kincaid sniggered. “Glad to know you can save me from wild birds,” Kincaid shouted back over her shoulder. “Next time I am out in the courtyard, I will be sure to call on your talents to save me from a pigeon or two!”

“I am not rising to your bait!” Hickory’s voice sing-songed at her. “I heard a noise, I investigated, and you walked into a safe library. Except, if you keep plaguing me I will be inclined to throw a book at your head,” Hickory threatened.

“No throwing the books, you might lose the sparrow’s place!”

“Will you shut up?” Hickory grumped. She disappeared off into the bookshelves and Kincaid could hear her mumbling to herself. Kincaid chuckled than began to whistle a soft trilling warble.

Hickory’s voice came out from behind a bookcase. “What are you doing?”

“Just whistling a happy tune!”

“That is a bird call!” Hickory accused.

“Glad you recognise it, I would hate for you to be a Warrior unprepared in the big bad world!”

“I have a really large book just inches from my hand! I am told I have an excellent aim!” Hickory growled.

Kincaid sniggered to herself. There was something strangely satisfying about getting a rise out of the usually so-sure-of-herself young Warrior.

 
It was a long time before Hickory re-emerged from the balcony and took her seat opposite Kincaid.

“I was beginning to fear you had gotten lost up there,” Kincaid said as Hickory slipped into her chair.

“Carried off by birds, no doubt?” Hickory countered and Kincaid looked up to see the younger woman grinning at her.

“That thought never crossed my mind,” Kincaid said sweetly. She put down her quill for a much deserved break and stretched her arms out in front of her. “So, my gallant defender,” Kincaid was tickled to see Hickory’s colour rise again, rose gold coloured her cheeks. Kincaid found it extremely fetching. “I have a question if you would care to satisfy my curiosity.”

“If I can,” Hickory replied.

“Your daggers. You have them placed on your person in a very unusual manner. It intrigues me.”

Hickory glanced down to where her weapons were crossed across her chest. The hilts of the blades faced downwards. To remove them, Hickory had to cross her hands across her torso and whip the sharp edged blades down and away from her chest. Kincaid had witnessed her do this, and it was an amazing sight. One she had never seen for all her years as a Warrior in the field.

“My weapons master found that I had an affinity for the smaller blade than for the sword Celestial Warriors usually handle. My speed and agility suited the daggers. I am proficient with a sword but the daggers quickly became my choice of weapon.” Hickory carefully drew one of the blades free from its sheath and flipped it around to hold it out on her palm, handle away from her, for Kincaid to take. They stared into each other’s eyes for a silent moment before Kincaid took the offered dagger. Trusting someone with your weapon was the ultimate honour. Kincaid nodded to Hickory in recognition of the privilege she was showing her. Kincaid tested the weight of the dagger in her hand and gasped.

“Weightless,” she said in awe, “but balanced and,” she ran a fingertip along the blade and watched a bead of blood erupt on her flesh, “lethal.” She handed the blade back to its owner who replaced it in its sheath.

“Fortunate for you I do not dip my blades in poison!” she remarked cheerfully making Kincaid pause in her sucking of her fingertip.

“That was foolish of me, was it not?” Kincaid admitted frowning deeply, annoyed at her own stupidity.

“I think you and I have just met our stupidity quota for the day!” Hickory grinned at her, reaching over to snag Kincaid’s hand to look at her fingertip. She rubbed her thumb over the cut gently and for a moment, Kincaid thought that she was going to raise it to her own mouth. Kincaid found herself holding her breath but then her hand was freed and she started breathing again, albeit a little faster.

“You wear your daggers like someone of legend, I am sure of it,” Kincaid said, hastily finding something to fill the awkward silence with.

“The legendary Titiana,” Hickory confirmed. “I read tales of her and her prowess, and when I started to be trained I was thrilled to find that the best way for me to wear my daggers was how it was written she had. She was my heroine as a child, the woman who could use any weapon given her. I started at a very early age wearing a wooden sword across my back and practiced drawing it.” She rubbed ruefully at the back of her head. “I knocked myself out on a few occasions trying to get that action right!” She grinned at Kincaid. “I got better as I grew up and wore the sword at my side but I still was not proficient enough. Then the weapons master gave me my first set of daggers and it was as if I had been born with them in my hands. And wearing them like this I not only honoured Titiana but found a way to prove my own worth as a Warrior.”

“You are extremely fast with them,” Kincaid acknowledged.

“What was your weapon, Kincaid?” Hickory asked, resting her chin on her hand.

“Sword, same as Rosario, although, I was pretty handy with an archer’s bow and arrow. But I can no longer wear my sword thanks to …” she gestured vaguely to her leg. “Can not exactly swing a sword when you have to use a cane.”

“You do not need a sword now, Kincaid; the battle is done. You have proved you are worthy of having the name of a Celestial Warrior.”

“At what price, Hickory?” Kincaid asked bitterly.

“You are still alive, living and breathing, and I for one, am thankful for that.”

Kincaid raised blue eyes to capture pale eyes. “Thank you for reminding me.”

“May I always do so when you need it.”

“You are not going to be here long enough for that task!” Kincaid teased, not so much in jest.

“You never know what the future holds, Kincaid. It may surprise you,” Hickory said enigmatically.

Kincaid shook her head. “I have lived through enough of life’s little surprises, I do not think I could handle anything else it has to throw at me.”

“Still, you may be surprised.”

“I continue to be so every day when I awake to a new day,” Kincaid replied with a small smile.

 
“Is there a reason why you perpetually have your eyes fixed on parchment?” Hickory asked as the afternoon wore on and Kincaid had been inking her way across a great many pages.

“I like reading,” Kincaid replied, not lifting her head from the writing she was doing.

“Not good enough, Kincaid,” Hickory said, leaning back in her chair and folding her arms across her chest. “There is enjoying, and then there is obsession. I would say, after witnessing you for a while now, that you border on desperation.”

Kincaid raised her eyes slowly and fixed the younger woman with a steely eye.

“Really?” she drawled, laying down her quill with a measured hand.

“The history texts are still going to be there tomorrow and the day after and the day after that. The words are not going to magically disappear if you do not translate your day’s worth. These Journals will be here long after you are gone, and if you do not finish the translation, someone else will take up the mantle. The fate of Calluna’s Journals does not rest upon your shoulder’s alone.”

Kincaid’s eyebrows raised at Hickory’s impassioned speech. “I enjoy what I do,” Kincaid argued back quietly.

“But you do very little else! You rarely have a break from your library, getting you to have a meal with me is a triumph!”

“I am not your concern, Hickory,” Kincaid grated.

“You are wearing yourself out with your endless translating. I am surprised some days that you are able to pick up your quill.”

Kincaid flexed her fingers at Hickory’s admonishment, aware of the stiffness in her joints. “I have many years on top of yours, my hands are not going to be supple now.”

“Your many years are not the cause of your hand cramps, Kincaid! Your endless writing is!” Hickory grabbed a handful of her long hair dramatically. “You are driving me to distraction! You do not look after yourself; you are tired but will not rest. You have shadows under your eyes adding testament to the fact you never sleep. Let me do something to help.” Hickory flung hers hands across the table, reaching out to Kincaid. Kincaid’s eyes rested on those strong hands.

“I do not need your help! I am perfectly capable of translating what I want when I want to. I do not require a babysitter to watch over my every twinge and grimace. I am an archivist, and I am translating the Journals so that we can learn from them.”

“Learn what?” Hickory asked quietly.

“That which has been hidden,” Kincaid bit out then cursed herself for revealing too much. She sighed gustily.

“Are you looking for something in particular, Kincaid?” 

Kincaid grinned to herself. She was all too aware how rapier sharp Hickory was.

“Just searching for answers, Hickory. Is not everyone in life?” Kincaid shut her book forcibly with an audible thud. “But I think I have done enough for today. If it is all right with you, I am going to retire to my rooms. There I will eat, bathe and sleep. Does that meet with your approval?”

“I just…” Hickory began.

“Just can not keep from interfering, yes, I am being made daily aware of that.” Kincaid slipped her book into her backpack and stood up to swing the pack over her shoulder. Releasing her hold on the table Kincaid reached for her cane. “I bid you a good evening, Hickory.”

Hickory moved to stand up but Kincaid laid a hand on her shoulder and Hickory subsided back in her seat in silence.

“I do not need an honour guard to walk me down the corridor to my tower. Just lock the door when you leave. You will be here before me in the morning no doubt; you can open up for me.” Kincaid could not resist making a comment about that fact once more.

Hickory’s eyes held Kincaid’s for a long moment. Kincaid again marvelled at the clarity of her eyes, the palest blue just making itself known in Hickory’s iris. She watched as it deepened very slightly, a flame igniting. Blue fire, the hottest flame to the touch. Kincaid found it hard to break away under the stare.

“I…” Hickory started but her words fell away and a look of exasperation chased across her face. “See you in the morning, Kincaid,” she finished lamely.

Kincaid squeezed her hand on Hickory’s shoulder and limped out of the library. As she climbed the steps to her tower she could not help but wonder what Hickory’s words had intended to be before something obviously made her hold her tongue.



 
Chapter Five 

 
 Just after dawn streaked across Keohane’s sky, Kincaid awoke in agony. She gasped aloud as she was pulled from her slumber by a pain so intense it nearly made her scream. Kincaid’s arm thrashed about for the herbs she kept on the table by her bedside. Fumbling to gather them up, she nearly scattered the little packet’s contents to the floor. She gritted her teeth against the furious chest pain she was experiencing and grabbed for the packet. With a desperation born of need, she stuffed the whole packet into her mouth and only then began to pull aside the paper covering. She could feel the herbs react quickly on her tongue and gagged. She could not raise herself from the bed to reach for her water jug and so she just lay there. The pain rolled through her with such force she broke out in a drenching sweat. Tears forced their way from her eyes, and she sobbed as the pain rolled through her and over her like a stampede of horses. She clutched at her heart as if that would calm the ferocious pounding banging through her rib cage, deafening her ears, and shaking her bodily. She wrestled against her body to drag herself up in the bed and the movement made her sick. She vomited up what little meal she had eaten the night before along with the herbs she was trying so desperately to get into her system. Kincaid ended up with her head hanging over the side of her bed, looking down at the contents from her stomach on the floor. She closed her eyes and wept tired tears. Exhaustion finally dragged her back to sleep in the uncomfortable position. 
When Kincaid awoke again the sun was already heralding the morning. She groaned as she tried to right herself in the bed, feeling the blood rush from her head from its dangling position.

“Oh, bright stars!” She moaned and laid herself on her back and stared at the ceiling. “One more night like that and I am not going to greet the following day!” She ran her tongue around the inside of her mouth and grimaced. “Herb breath!” She tried to swallow what little saliva she had left in her mouth. It was a lost cause. Gingerly, stepping over where she had been sick, Kincaid shuffled into the bathing area and splashed water on her face. 

When she caught her reflection in the reflective surface on the wall she smiled slightly. “Good morning to you. We survived another one!” She swilled out her mouth. Her stomach rebelled at the water she swallowed. “Survive being a relative term,” she muttered and held herself up on the table where her water bowl rested. Another wave of nausea rolled through her. She rubbed at her eyes tiredly. “I had better clean my room up and then myself. I do not want to keep the young Lieutenant waiting,” she mumbled. “And she thought I looked bad yesterday!” She chuckled, allowing her humour to try and dispel the fright she had just gone through. She rubbed at her chest gently. This is happening with more regularity, she mused. I need to get back to my books.

After she was dressed, Kincaid limped her way down her tower’s steps and was startled to find Hickory seated at the bottom of them. The young woman was stretched across the length of the step, resting her head against the wall.

“Have you been waiting long?” Kincaid asked as Hickory watched her in silence.

“Long enough,” Hickory replied in a subdued voice.

“Was there no excitement in unlocking the door with the key?” Kincaid joked, but hushed when Hickory stood up and her features looked sombre. In fact, Kincaid thought, the younger woman looked almost pale and drawn.

“I was concerned, you are, to my knowledge, never late in the morning.” Hickory stood at the bottom of the steps, leaning against the wall watching Kincaid descend. “You are not well.” 

“It is safe to say I had a very poor night,” Kincaid admitted.

“Is it your leg paining you? You look worse than I have ever witnessed.”

“I have a fair amount of pain but I can cope with it now.” Kincaid paused on the step above Hickory. For the first time they were eye level with each other.

Hickory looked at her quietly. “You have silver flecks in your eyes,” she whispered. “Pale blue shot through with silver. It is a fitting match for your hair.”

“And you have the barest hint of blue in yours. I have never seen eyes so pale,” Kincaid countered.

“I unnerved a lot of the children at school when I was younger,” Hickory admitted. “They called me ‘white eyes’ for ages.”

“They failed to see the true colour there,” Kincaid said. “It is like looking at the warmth of ice.”

“Most would consider ice cold,” Hickory argued with a smile.

“No. Ice, when touched, burns.”

Hickory swallowed visibly. “No one has ever noticed that before.”

“I am certain you have had compliments about your eyes before.”

“Well, yes. But not by someone who has looked beyond my face to do so.” Her face creased into a large smile that lit up the stairwell.

Kincaid found herself helpless before it. She smiled back. She all but had to shake herself free from the contented silence surrounding them.

“So, do you want the library today?” Kincaid asked.

“Huh?” Hickory inelegantly replied.

“You need to move if I am to get down the steps.”

Hickory hastily stepped back out of the way. Kincaid limped down the last step and reached ground level. She let go of the bar and swayed a little. Hickory reached out but stopped just before she touched Kincaid’s arm.

“Why do you persist in pushing yourself so hard, Kincaid? I know some Healers…”

“No,” said Kincaid bluntly. “But I thank you for your concern.”

“Kincaid, please.” 

“I have no trust in Healers. I could not let them within sparring distance let alone touch my flesh.”

“But you could be so much better.”

“What? Is my limp not rakish enough?” Kincaid teased.

Hickory sighed. “You are very dashing, Kincaid, with your silver hair and handsome features.” Hickory’s eyes ran over Kincaid boldly.

Kincaid ducked her head in sudden shyness at Hickory’s frank and obvious appraisal.

“I just cannot see why you would let yourself continue in such pain.”

“Sometimes, it is not so easy to solve all the puzzles life throws at us.”

“You are an enigma, that is certain,” Hickory sighed.

“No, I am all too easy to understand. But you, young Warrior. Now you are a puzzle.”

“Why so?”

“One who is highly skilled with daggers and obviously has a brilliant mind. Yet your Collegium chose to banish you and not your trainer.” Kincaid enjoyed switching the tables round on the younger woman. For a moment Hickory looked discomforted then she shrugged.

“He is the husband of the Commander who ran the Collegium. I had no chance of being treated fairly there.” Hickory cocked her head to one side. “Do you not like me being here?” She asked swiftly.

Kincaid grinned. “I like you being here just fine. I just think you should be continuing your training where your talents can be employed to the fullest, instead of mouldering away in a library reading through Journals of deeds long past.”

“I find it refreshing, and history is fascinating when you can read firsthand accounts.”

“Do not get too caught in the past that you lose hold of the present,” Kincaid said.

Hickory stopped walking right in front of her. “Like you do?”

Kincaid felt anger begin to stir up inside her, but it dispersed just as quickly at the light shining from Hickory’s eyes.

“Your point was well felt, young Warrior.” Kincaid bowed her head in acknowledgement to the well-aimed remark.

Hickory grinned. “So, do something different today. Break out of your confines.”

“I am not held against my will, Hickory. I choose to work.”

“I know, but,” Hickory tapped on Kincaid’s sleeve in exasperation, “Spend the day with me, outside.”

“Doing what?” Kincaid asked, intrigued against her will.

“Indulging in a picnic by the lake not far from here.”

Kincaid sighed as she considered the request. “I fear I would not be able to walk that far, and my days of horse riding are long gone.”

“I can borrow the Collegium’s horse and cart from the livery stable. I know the girl there,” Hickory offered innocently.

“You have all this worked out, do you not?” Kincaid was impressed.

Hickory shifted uncomfortably. “I just want to take you away from your library for one whole day. Please,” her pale eyes implored Kincaid’s blue, “spend the day with me.”

Kincaid acknowledged her aching head and tired body. She recognised that the change would do her good and the company even better. She chastised herself for being so fickle to choose a pretty girl over her translations. “I will not be expected to climb mountains or anything?” she asked wryly, already caving in.

“We will just sit by the lake and watch the water drift lazily by,” Hickory promised with a growing smile.

“I think that sounds very acceptable then.” 

Hickory’s face burst into a wreath of smiles, and she grabbed Kincaid by the shoulders excitedly. “The cart is waiting outside, let us go!”

“You have everything planned and ready? What if I had said no?”

“But you did not, so I anticipated well! I even have extra food prepared in case Rosario’s rats make an appearance!”

Kincaid’s thoughts drifted to her friend. Rosario was off doing some research of her own. They would not be seeing her today. She turned her attention back to Hickory, who was fairly bouncing on her toes to get them started.

“Lead the way, Warrior. I believe my carriage awaits!” She waved Hickory on, but Hickory stayed by her side and escorted Kincaid out to the courtyard.

Kincaid tried not to betray her surprise at finding the horse and cart waiting so obviously for them in the yard. Hickory just flashed her a look with those expressive eyes and then led the way round the rear of the cart. Kincaid was silently stunned when Hickory lifted her up into the cart without even pausing in what she was doing. Carrying her weight as if Kincaid was no more than a child, Hickory carefully placed her on the backboards and let Kincaid ease herself further into the cart. Then she carried on about her business, passing Kincaid the picnic basket then returning to the front of the cart. Hickory settled herself into the front seat and picked up the reins. 

“Get yourself comfortable, Kincaid. The lake is a fair jaunt from here, but worth it I am told,” Hickory instructed as she clicked her tongue and started the horse moving.

Kincaid leaned her head back against the wooden slats skirting the cart. She bent her left leg up and rested her arm across it. She laid her cane down and closed her eyes for a moment, enjoying the unfamiliar feeling of the cart moving beneath her. She lifted her face up and felt the sun touch her skin. She opened her eyes again and looked at the Collegium windows glinting in the sunlight as they pulled away from the building.

Hickory steered the cart out of the courtyard and down a track marked out in the grass surrounding the Collegium. The path had long since been worn away by endless feet tramping toward the Collegium. They passed under a blossom tree and a low hanging branch caught the back of the cart and sprinkled tiny flower petals all over Kincaid. She sneezed explosively. Hickory laughed out loud.

“The great outdoors welcomes you, Kincaid! See, it scatters petals at your feet!”

“And pollen up my nose!” Kincaid rubbed at her itchy nose with her fist.

“How long has it been since you left the Collegium walls, Kincaid?” Hickory asked over her shoulder.

“Before last winter, I believe,” Kincaid mused, enjoying the warmth of the sun sinking into her clothing.

“A season past, you have been confined too long. I would have gone mad.”

“I had my translating to keep me sane, remember?”

“I think, knowing what I know now, if you had turned me down I would have flung you over my shoulder and strode out of the Collegium to expose you to the outside air!”

Kincaid snorted. “I can see you doing it. Your strength is deceptive, Hickory. You lifted me up with no strain. Not even Rosario has dared to do that without asking.” There was a hint on censure in Kincaid’s voice, as she did not appreciate being treated like a child.

“I did it without thought, Kincaid. I apologise if I made you feel incapable. I was just so excited I wanted you in the cart so we could go!” Hickory turned around in her seat. “I meant no disrespect by handling you so.”

“None taken.” Kincaid closed her eyes against Hickory’s earnest face. “No doubt I would have provided much entertainment to all had I tried to scramble into the cart by my own power,” Kincaid sighed. It had felt so strange, for a moment being strangely powerless in arms that held her close with such ease. Kincaid had always been proud of her strength, but in Hickory’s arms, she had felt an eclipsing power. It had given her pause for thought.

The steady roll of the cart rocked Kincaid gently and she grinned at the sensation. “I have not ridden in the back of a cart for more years than I care to count,” she commented airily.

“You are not prone to motion sickness, are you?” Hickory asked. “This track is less than smooth.” The tawny haired woman gritted her teeth as they hit another bump.

“I am enjoying the ride,” Kincaid appeased her. She was looking round at her surroundings, realising for the first time that she had been in the Collegium’s confining walls for far too long. She had forgotten how beautiful the surrounding landscape was. She brushed at a handful of petals that had pooled in her lap. The velvet of the blossom tickled her palms, and lifting them up, she was able to catch their lingering fragrance.

“You are quiet back there,” Hickory said softly.

“Just smelling the flowers, enjoying the sun. Hoping that last hole did not knock my spine out of alignment!”

“Sorry!” Hickory said guiltily.

“Not your fault. You may have commandeered the cart, but you have no say on the state of the roads here!” Kincaid chuckled. She closed her eyes and watched the light play against her eyelids. The light soon pulsated and fractured. Kincaid opened her eyes to see branches above her head, cutting out the sun. The leaves shone with a heavy green sheen.

“Summer is here with a vengeance,” Kincaid marvelled, reaching out to snag a leaf.

“Just how long have you been squirreled away inside that library of yours, Kincaid?” Hickory growled.

“Too long obviously!” Kincaid replied. “I think I missed an entire season or two.”

“You miss so much, Kincaid.” Hickory’s tone was mournful.

Kincaid smiled sadly, glad the younger woman’s face was turned away from her. “I will make sure I catch up on some today with you.” Kincaid noticed the large hamper beside her. “What is in the hamper, Hickory? Enough food to feed the elite Celestial Warrior forces?”

“Enough to satisfy appetites. I am always more hungry out in the sunshine,” Hickory replied.

Kincaid let her head rest on her chest for a moment, her eyes momentarily closing. She was warmed by the sun and tired by her night’s lack of sleep. She had no notion of the wagon coming to a stop, or of Hickory reaching past her for the hamper. Kincaid was awoken by a gentle hand on her arm shaking her.

“Are you ready to leave your carriage?” Hickory teased.

Kincaid rubbed at her eyes, slowly waking up. “Have I been out long?”

“Not really, but I have everything laid out for you and I started to worry that when you awoke there would be no food left!” Hickory flashed her teeth. “Also, I was getting concerned that your neck would stick in that position if I left you any longer.”

Kincaid stretched a little then reached for her cane. She turned to ease herself off the back of the cart and found Hickory waiting, unsure as to whether she should aid Kincaid or not.

“Chivalry is obviously your middle name, Hickory. Please, help me down.” She was instantly cradled in Hickory’s arms and her feet placed back onto solid ground. “Thank you.” She sorted out her cane and found Hickory waiting on her free side, her arm extended. Kincaid frowned a little then realised the gesture. “I get an escort to the picnic blanket, Lieutenant?”

“I aim on you having a day to remember, Lieutenant Commander, if it is in my power to do so.”

Kincaid halted Hickory’s pace. “Why are you doing this?”

“I wanted to spend time with you without the distraction of the Journals whispering in your ears.”

“Why?” Kincaid asked again, looking up to see into Hickory’s pale eyes. Hickory bent her head a little to look back into Kincaid’s own lighter blue.

“Because I find you fascinating, and I would like to spend more time with you.”

Kincaid sighed. “Hickory, I am not what you obviously think you see…” she started. Hickory cut her off bluntly.

“What do you think I see?”

Kincaid shrugged. “Some fascinating old woman who used to fight in the Wars. Believe me, it was really in no way romantic.”

“You think I have some kind of hero worship for you?”

Kincaid raised an eyebrow at her, daring her to admit it. Hickory burst out laughing. With Hickory’s obvious merriment, Kincaid was momentarily at a loss.

“No, hero worship is not what draws me to you. I admit I would love to hear your stories, because they involve you, not some foolhardy dream about the glory of war. I know that maybe in time, you will tell me what you saw and did, as you get to know me more.”

“Confident,” Kincaid teased lightly.

Hickory chuckled again. “Eternally hopeful,” she amended for her. “But for now I will settle for knowing other things.”

“Like what?” Kincaid asked, intrigued by the playful light dancing in Hickory’s eyes.

Hickory just grinned and turned away, wagging her finger and muttering, “Never you mind!”

The hamper and its contents had been spread out on a brightly patterned cloth. Kincaid shook her head, amazed by how fast it has all been arranged.

“It was the prettiest cloth I could borrow from the kitchens,” Hickory said gesturing to the feast laid out before them.

“It is lovely,” Kincaid said sincerely, seeing all the hard work Hickory had put into getting everything just so.

Hickory looked down at the ground with a frown. “Will you be comfortable on the ground?” she asked.

“I can lean against the hamper,” Kincaid said, lowering herself down to do just that.

“If it gets too uncomfortable you could always lean on me,” Hickory offered with a sly grin on her lips.

Kincaid shook her head slowly at her. “You are determined to make this a day to remember, are you not?”

“I want you to be comfortable. If you need to lean against me to achieve that, then I want you to be aware I am all right with that.” Hickory sat down on the cloth beside Kincaid.

Kincaid laughed at Hickory’s innocent expression. “Are you, by chance, flirting with me, Lieutenant?”

“And if I am?” Hickory asked boldly.

“Then I am seriously surprised because I am not what you need. Though I am highly flattered.”

“Not what I need? What do you think I need, Kincaid?”

“Someone vibrant, lively and able to keep up with your boundless energy!”

“Maybe I like a more sedate pace to walk through life to,” Hickory countered. “And only you are limited by your disability, I am not.”

“It affects whomever I am with. It is an impediment. Besides, you need someone to spend the rest of your life with.”

“Someone less in years?” Hickory hazarded dryly.

“Exactly,” Kincaid urged.

“What if the one I find the most fascinating to spend time with carries more years than I have lived?”

“Then I suggest you find new friends.” This bluntly said, Kincaid felt the pain in her chest start at the thought of Hickory leaving her presence.

“You are determined to push me away, are you not?” Hickory shook her head at her. “You forget, I am a Warrior. We are a tenacious bunch!”

“You can do much better than me,” Kincaid said with an air of finality.

“And if I chose not to?”

Kincaid looked up to stare at Hickory’s set face. “I…I…I honestly do not know,” she mumbled.

“Good!” Hickory clapped her hands together sharply and began to gather up food and put it on a plate. She handed a full plate to a stupefied Kincaid. “Here, eat. You have gone a rather fetching shade of pale!”

Kincaid dutifully took the food from her and looked down at it in silence.

“Is it so bad to know that I find you immensely attractive?” Hickory continued, picking up a tomato and squeezing it softly.

“You find me attractive?” Kincaid nearly choked on her first mouthful.

Hickory giggled. “Yes!” she said, as if explaining something to a simpleton.

Kincaid swallowed painfully. “I thought I was just fascinating. Fascinating and attractive are two different things,” she uttered, feeling stupid at voicing her thoughts.

“Your colour has changed. Now you are a very fetching red!” Hickory teased then reached over to lift Kincaid’s chin up with a gentle hand. “Why so shy, Lieutenant Commander?” She whispered.

“Because I never expected someone like you to notice someone like me,” Kincaid admitted quietly.

“Consider yourself well and truly noticed,” Hickory said huskily.

“We are different people, Hickory. The age thing aside for a moment. You are just starting out, and I have long since finished my tour of duty.”

“I do not care,” Hickory said, beginning to eat heartily of her food.

“I do,” Kincaid said softly, watching the golden skinned woman intently.

“I care about you more,” Hickory said determinedly with a mouthful of food.

Kincaid let out a big puff of air and a smile slowly eased onto her face. “You were sent to Keohane to study history. They meant the past, not the historian!”

Hickory chuckled with her. “I will study what I deem necessary. And you, my dear Kincaid, I am finding to be very necessary.”

Kincaid ate the food off her plate slowly, savouring the taste out in the open air. She was chewing carefully, fearful she would choke on the surprise still bubbling in her throat.

“Kincaid, I can hear your mind ticking over at a furious rate.” Hickory leaned forward to get closer to Kincaid. “Do not think, just feel.”

“I am too frightened to feel,” Kincaid admitted honestly.

“Did you truly not realise I was drawn to you?” Hickory asked softly, her fingers drawing patterns on the plate in her grasp.

“I thought it was just wishful thinking on my part,” Kincaid spoke without thinking. She saw the delight burst across Hickory’s face at her confession.

“I knew you felt something for me!” Hickory wrapped her arms around herself, hugging herself in delight. The gesture made Kincaid chuckle, despite her misgivings.

“The fact I find you desirable does not mean I am going to pursue anything with you, Hickory of Kandaan.”

Hickory got up on her knees and crawled over to Kincaid. “Why ever not, Kincaid? Afraid you would not be able to handle me?”

“I truly believe you would be the death of me!” Kincaid said straight-faced.

Hickory laughed, the mirth creasing her face into an adorable visage.

Kincaid felt her heart pang at denying what she wanted with this woman. Pale eyes caught her own darker shade and Kincaid felt herself fall deeper into trouble.

“I would make it a pleasurable way to go,” Hickory purred.

“Of that I have no doubt,” Kincaid said barely above a whisper, held motionless by the light in Hickory’s eyes.

“You know I am going to kiss you,” Hickory announced in a voice a tone lower than usual due to her desire.

Kincaid could hear her head fill with many arguments and orders to move but she stayed exactly where she was, pulled into the yearning that radiated from Hickory. For a moment Kincaid felt awash with feelings that seemed to knock the air from her chest. They wrapped around her and warmed her and left her curiously bereft when, just as suddenly, they were gone. Kincaid shook her head, confused by what she had felt. All her confusion melted away at the touch of a warm hand on her cheek. The hand held her still, cradled her face, and then soft lips brushed across her own. Kincaid’s eyes fluttered closed as she released a groan at the gentle touch. The kiss deepened and Kincaid reached up to clutch at Hickory’s shoulder for balance as her world tilted beneath her. The hand soon left its hold to run up Hickory’s neck to pull the younger woman closer. Then Kincaid’s traitorous hand slipped further to burrow into the glorious honey-hued hair. Hickory’s own hand had moved from Kincaid’s cheek into her short silver hair. Kincaid could feel fingertips massaging at her scalp, it released shivers down her spine. Hickory paused for a small breath, but did not pull away from Kincaid’s lips. She breathed in a long drawn breath, her lips still resting on Kincaid’s. The older woman opened her eyes and studied the rapt look on Hickory’s face. The young Warrior’s eyes were closed, light-coloured lashes fanned out against her skin. Kincaid felt Hickory breathe. With their closeness, Kincaid felt like Hickory was breathing her in. Hickory leaned in to continue the kiss, both of her hands lifted to run through Kincaid’s hair. Kincaid took over the kiss, turning the tables on Hickory who groaned and shuddered in Kincaid’s arms. Kincaid found herself being pressed backwards to lay back on the ground. Hickory lay beside her, pressing her chest into Kincaid’s. Kincaid began to chuckle, causing the younger woman to pull back a little in surprise.

“Laughter?” she asked, confusion colouring her tone.

“Your daggers are not the most comfortable things to be pressed against my chest, Warrior!” 

Hickory’s face displayed her horror then she pulled back off Kincaid.

Kincaid sighed. “Regrettable,” she muttered.

Hickory sat up and began to undo the buckles holding her weapons around her torso. Kincaid watched in fascination as the daggers were removed.

“Easily remedied,” Hickory said and swiftly returned to her place in Kincaid’s arms.

Kincaid gasped as the unmistakable feel of breasts pressed against her own.

“Much better,” Hickory mumbled, her lips back on Kincaid’s. For long moments they traded kisses, exploring each other’s mouths with heated tongues. Kincaid’s hand caught in the binding keeping Hickory’s hair tied up. Hickory reached up and pulled it open for her, freeing her hair.

Kincaid whispered, “Oh bright stars!” under her breath and ran her fingers through the now free hair. “Like a glorious mane,” she breathed. “A wild golden fleece.”

Hickory’s smile crinkled the corners of her eyes. “You like my hair, Kincaid?”

“I think it is beautiful, like you, wild and untamed.”

“I could be tamed by the right hands,” Hickory said, turning her head under Kincaid’s moving hands, searching for the touches with every movement.

“You are very bold, young Warrior,” Kincaid said, her hands still buried deeply into Hickory’s hair.

“I do not believe in wasting time pussy-footing around. If I see something I want, I see no reason to hold back.”

“And you want me?” Kincaid hated that her voice still had a trace of incredulity colouring it.

“I think that has been painfully obvious.” Hickory ran her finger around Kincaid’s eyebrows then traced a path down her nose.

“You deserve better, could find someone younger and fitter…,” Kincaid argued without much conviction in the light of Hickory’s stare.

“I am interested in you. Your age does not figure into it. As for the fit enough, you are breathing, are you not?” Hickory glared down into Kincaid’s face. Kincaid nodded at her. “Then that is fit enough for me! You can hold me in your arms and kiss me, your leg is not going to impede your lips or hands, Kincaid, is it? And I am not adverse to doing all the manoeuvring so that you can reach where you want to explore!”

Kincaid turned a violent shade of crimson at the pictures Hickory placed into her head.

Hickory chuckled and placed a hand on Kincaid’s reddened cheek. “So hot. I like your shy side, Kincaid.”

“I am not shy,” Kincaid gritted out. Hickory raised a golden eyebrow at her. “You just take me by surprise sometimes.”

“May I always have the power to do so.” Hickory said sweetly.

Kincaid momentarily looked up at the sky behind Hickory’s head then shook her own head at the grinning woman in her arms. “Did you plan this, Hickory? Bring me out here, away from my element to seduce me flat on my back with kisses more potent than the ale in that jug?”

“I will admit blatantly that my intentions were to spend time with you. But you pull me to you like no other, and I could not hold back any longer. I had to kiss you,” Hickory spoke unapologetically. “Are you sorry you accepted my invitation?”

“Not in the least, but I have reservations, and there are some things you do not know or understand.”

Hickory put a quietening finger over Kincaid’s lips to hush her. “We can deal with all that later. Here and now, I want this time together to be spent just learning about each other.”

“What do you want to know?” Kincaid asked with an audible swallow.

Hickory pressed forward again, resting her chest on Kincaid’s. “I want to know if you like to be kissed like this.” Her lips gently teased Kincaid’s. “Or like this?” She pressed a little harder.

Kincaid smiled under Hickory’s lingering lips. “Hard to decide. You may have to keep giving me more examples so I can make an educated choice!”

Hickory laughed against Kincaid’s mouth and began to kiss her in earnest.

Kincaid basked in the glory of Hickory kissing her, their bodies touching, moving against each other. She waited for a moment and then pounced, pushing Hickory onto her back and reversing their positions. Hickory’s eyes flew open in surprise.

“You may be younger, but I am older and wiser! I like the view from this position!” She looked down at Hickory smugly. Leaning down she whispered in Hickory’s ear. “I will admit I am more used to being on top,” she said with a small shrug.

“I can adjust,” Hickory said sweetly. “I am nothing if not flexible!”

Kincaid’s eyebrows rose up her forehead at the blatant double meaning. “You are too smart for your own good, Hickory of Kandaan!”

“I am smart enough for someone older and wiser than me,” Hickory smartly retorted back. Kincaid bowed her head at the remark. “Our differences will balance us out, Kincaid.”

Kincaid shook her head slowly, still surprised at the younger woman’s obvious attentions. “What do you see in me?” She asked softly.

“Someone I want to know more about, be it the Warrior or archivist. More importantly, the woman you are.” She ran her hands up Kincaid’s arms. “Such strong arms,” she breathed, feeling Kincaid’s muscles beneath her jerkin. “Strong enough to hold me close, Kincaid?” Hickory asked softly, almost hesitantly.

Kincaid eased herself down to rest herself gently into Hickory’s embrace.

“We shall see, Hickory. I cannot make promises. I would hate to break them and hurt you.”

“Then I will hold us close enough for the both of us until you feel that your embrace will not cause me pain.”

Kincaid hugged the younger woman closer to her. “You have turned my world upside down, Hickory. Let me find my footing on that new soil before we explore new territory together.”

“Are you asking me to slow down?” Hickory asked with a small smile of understanding.

Kincaid nodded then shook her head in a negative. “I do not know!” She admitted finally to Hickory’s delighted laughter. “I need some time to get my thoughts in order before I commit myself to what you require.”

“Again with what I need,” Hickory growled. “How about you, Kincaid? What do you need?”

“Time,” Kincaid said honestly. “I am in a constant battle with it. I do not intend to draw you into that particular fight.”

“I could stand by your side so we could fight it together.” Hickory’s face was earnest.

Kincaid’s heart ached at the sweet tone Hickory’s voice held and the sincerity she could read on her face. She had not seen such devotion written on a face in all her years.

“I would like the chance at a future with you,” Hickory whispered.

Kincaid felt her heart break open with a silent crack that shook her to her core. She lowered her head to hide her face in Hickory’s neck. She felt strong arms wrap around her and pull her closer.

“One day at a time. I can do one day at a time,” Kincaid muttered in a hoarse whisper.

“Then I will make the most of each day,” Hickory whispered back.

They remained in each other’s grasp long enough for the sky to darken above them. Their silence broken only by soft kisses and murmurings of promises they intended to keep.



 
Chapter Six 

 
 The cart ride back was mostly in silence. The afternoon’s light was waning faintly as the summer’s day refused to relinquish its hold to evening. Kincaid rested her head against the slats of wood behind her. She hoped that if they hit a big enough hole that the resounding crack of her skull against the planking would knock some sense into her. She was actually considering becoming romantically involved with a woman half her age. Someone who so obviously attacked life from a different angle than Kincaid ever had. Kincaid could not deny that from the moment she had laid eyes on Hickory her heart had taken to beating a new rhythm. She had found herself holding her breath over Hickory’s beauty. Kincaid groaned silently.
“Kincaid?” Hickory called softly and Kincaid started, banging her head against the cart in surprise. Kincaid hissed and reached back to gingerly touch at her scalp.

“You all right?” Hickory halted the horse’s progress and shifted around to look at Kincaid with a worried air.

Kincaid rubbed at her head. “I am fine, too busy wool gathering to pay attention to where my head is…literally!” She smiled up at Hickory. “I am fine.” 

“You certain?” 

“Yes,” Kincaid replied then looked up at her with a perplexed frown. “Who are you anyway?” 

“You are not funny!” Hickory glared at her.

Kincaid laughed to herself. “You can kiss it better when we get back to the Collegium.” Kincaid barely had time to blink in her surprise as Hickory vaulted down from her seat. She sauntered round to where Kincaid sat in the back of the cart.

“I am not waiting that long when a kiss has been requested!” Hickory carefully cradled Kincaid’s head and checked the back of the silver-haired skull. “The skin is not broken, but I can feel a bump.”

“That is my brain. Just push it back in!” Kincaid teased.

Hickory placed a tender kiss on the hurt spot. She then tilted Kincaid’s head up and placed a kiss on her forehead. “All better now.”

Kincaid got a sudden flash of how tender Hickory would be with children, and the wrench to her heart caused her to nearly gasp out loud in pain. Hickory frowned at her but Kincaid kept silent.

“You are not alone now, Kincaid. Please do not forget that.”

“It will take some getting used to.” 

“You will cope. I will see to it!”

Kincaid chuckled. “You are very determined.”

“I am the youngest of eight children. You have to be determined to be noticed.”

“I am certain they noticed you without any assistance; you are hard to ignore.”

“Is that a good thing?” Hickory cocked her head to one side, fixing Kincaid with a pale gaze.

“I am beginning to think so.”

That earned her another kiss.

“I had better get back behind the reins. I have kept you from your library long enough,” Hickory said with a sigh.

“I have not missed it,” Kincaid said honestly. Hickory gave her a big smile and her chest puffed out a little.

“Then I will have to coerce you into leaving with me again some time.”

“I will require very little coercion, I fear,” Kincaid mused.

“I like that!” Hickory said with a cocky twist to her lips.

“So do I,” Kincaid sighed, the lines fanning from her eyes as her face creased into a smile.

“I like those too.” Hickory touched at the lines with a soft fingertip.

Kincaid could do nothing more than stare at her. She felt herself be jostled as the cart moved. “Hickory, I think the horse is making his own way home!”

Hickory hastily rushed round to get back on the cart to guide the horse back to the Collegium.

“It is your fault,” Hickory accused. “You distract me!”

“Yeah, yeah,” Kincaid muttered. “Tell it to the horse!”

 
The kiss that Hickory had left her with had caused Kincaid to sit down with a solid thump on the steps at the base of her tower. She watched Hickory bounce off down the corridor. There had been an unrepentant glint in the younger woman’s eyes as she left Kincaid totally undone and aware of it. Kincaid rested her elbows on her knees and sat there in stunned silence.

“I am way too old for this,” she breathed. She ran her tongue softly over her lips, still feeling the warm touch left behind. She allowed herself a moment to revel in the feelings coursing through her body. The flash of arousal surprised her and warmed her to her core. She remained motionless for a long moment, waiting for the feelings to subside. Once she was assured that her knees would no longer buckle beneath her when she stood, Kincaid made her way slowly up to her tower. She had a feeling that embarking on a romance with the young Lieutenant was going to be more of an adventure than any battle she had partaken in previously.

 
In the library, Kincaid’s book lay open but untouched. She twirled her quill between her fingers, the ink long since dried. The words hidden in the Journals held no sway over Kincaid, who was too busy trying not to react to the magnetic presence of Hickory. The golden-haired woman had moved seats and was sitting closer to Kincaid. The older woman found her infinitely distracting. She was just grateful of the fact that her own presence near Hickory seemed to distract the younger woman just as much.

“I cannot read this book,” Hickory said with a long drawn out sigh. She placed it on the table and raised pale eyes to Kincaid. “I read the words and all I can think of is how you feel in my arms.”

Kincaid’s body flared with heat. “The library is not the place for such talk, Hickory,” she muttered. “Someone might hear.”

Hickory looked around her with a smile. She leaned forward to whisper in a conspiratorial tone, “Kincaid, there is no one in here except for us.”

Kincaid grinned at her. “You are still not starting something in here!”

“Start? No. Continue? Now that has distinct possibilities!” 

Kincaid had to chuckle. “You are incorrigible!”

“I am when I want someone.”

“Have you wanted many?” Kincaid asked then held up a hand at Hickory’s raised eyebrow. “I have no right to ask that. I apologise.”

Hickory reached over and took the useless quill from Kincaid’s hand then folded her own hand around Kincaid’s. She then linked their fingers together. “I have not wanted many at all. A few, when I was younger and wanted to test out my powers, but no one who has meant what you are beginning to mean to me.”

Kincaid looked at their hands together. She marvelled at the paleness of her skin against the honeyed hue of Hickory’s. She could feel the warmth radiating from the other woman. She rubbed her finger over Hickory’s knuckles. “I had a partner before I was called to war. She was someone I thought I would spend the rest of my life with.” Kincaid scratched at her head in thought. “Funny, but looking back we had nothing in common except for companionship.” She raised her eyes to meet Hickory’s. “When I came back from the last skirmish, she took one look at what was left of me, both physically and mentally, and left. She found another Warrior, younger, fitter, whole. Last I heard they were raising a family in Estros.” Kincaid could not help the bitterness that sounded in her voice.

“You wanted a family?” Hickory asked intuitively.

Kincaid nodded slowly. “Yeah, I did. I wanted to be surrounded by children, so that when I got old and grey I could tell them stories and pass on what I had learnt from all these Journals.” She touched her head ruefully. “I went permanently grey after the last battle. And I missed out on my chance for a family. What I learn now will be passed to Rosario’s nieces and nephews. They are the closest thing to family either of us have.”

Hickory’s other hand rubbed over their hands together. “There is still time, Kincaid.”

Kincaid smiled sadly and just replied, “Who knows?”

Hickory’s pale eyes looked deeply into Kincaid’s world weary ones. “Do you know that from the moment I walked into this library and saw you, you totally took my breath away?”

Kincaid blinked, all words dying on her tongue. Hickory grinned at her.

“It would appear I have the same affect on you!” Her grin widened. “I like that I can do that!”

“I have never known a woman as bold as you,” Kincaid admitted. “Not even on the battlefield.”

“I could say it is my generation, but I am more likely to admit that it is my being the youngest child. You had to demand what you wanted to be recognised as a voice among many.”

“I am not surrounded by many voices, Hickory.”

“Then I will be clearly heard!” Hickory laughed. “I have no love for waiting and sitting back. I want to be with you. But,” she raised a hand and brushed back at an escaping lock of hair from her forehead, “if you lean toward the more cautious trail, then I will walk by your side patiently.”

“I would wager you are not one for patience,” Kincaid said a touch ruefully.

“I would wait an eternity for you,” Hickory said seriously.

Kincaid’s eyes crinkled with her smile. “You are truly unique, Hickory. I have never, in all my years, come across a woman quite like you.”

“Then I would suggest you snap me up quickly before I am seen for the treasure I am!”

Kincaid laughed and Hickory joined her.

“It is a rare person who thinks so highly of themselves,” Kincaid teased.

“I have to until you finally realise how wonderful I am, so I can bask in your love.” Hickory squeezed Kincaid’s hand in her own.

“Love, Hickory?” Kincaid asked softly, all traces of her humour gone.

“I want it all, Kincaid. Everything with you,” Hickory said seriously.

“And if I cannot promise you everything?” Kincaid’s voice husked out.

“Then I will take what I am handed and treasure it for the priceless gift it is.”

Kincaid digested the importance of this. Could she love this woman, knowing that she could not offer her what Hickory so obviously sought?

Hickory squeezed Kincaid’s hand to bring her attention up to the golden face watching her. “I can wait. Nothing has to be decided right this second. I will be right here, waiting, when you decide what we can be together.”

“Love is a forever thing, Hickory,” Kincaid said weakly.

“I want it all, Kincaid, every delightful experience with you. Can you honestly tell me that you have not already started to fall?”

Kincaid swallowed audibly. “I think I fell the moment I looked into those fathomless eyes of yours.”

Hickory’s face lifted and her countenance shone.

“But I have so many reservations,” Kincaid hurried on, trying to see past Hickory’s happiness.

“Let us face them together. I am an expert at dealing with reservations!”

“Does that include women twice your age?”

Hickory’s eyes rolled skywards. “Again with the age! Kincaid, you are the first woman I have fallen for that was not my own age. I have been with women my own age. I found them fun to be around, sexually they were fascinating.” She grinned a big toothy grin at the raising of Kincaid’s eyebrows. “But there was no connection. I looked into their eyes and saw temporary. When I looked into yours, up on the balcony in this library, I had a glimpse of forever. I do not intend to lose that. Years between us mean nothing. Your disability is not a bone of contention. The fact I cannot cook worth a damn has no worth.”

“You cannot cook?” Kincaid asked, surprised.

“I was hoping I had slipped that one by you.” Hickory shrugged sheepishly.

“How did a Warrior manage to fail that basic task?”

“Hey!” Hickory threw up her free hand. “I can target dead centre from 500 yards! What is it about the fact I cannot boil potatoes?”

“It is a requirement of a Warrior.”

“Yeah, well…” Hickory began to pout a little. “I cannot do it! Not without the contents of the pot becoming a health risk!”

Kincaid began to laugh at Hickory’s discomfort. Finally she sobered as her eyes slipped into Hickory’s pale stare. Hickory’s look was one of delight at Kincaid’s humour. “A glimpse of forever, eh?” she whispered. “That is a long time.”

“Together it will be wonderful. Forever in your arms, forever by your side. I could only dream of something better.”

“Will my argument that I am not much of a catch fall on deaf ears once again?” Kincaid sighed, knowing she was losing the battle between herself and her heart.

“I beg your pardon?” Hickory cupped a hand behind her ear. “Did you utter something?”

Kincaid shook her head at Hickory’s playfulness. “No, not a word. I was merely trying out the word forever on my tongue.”

“Let me see,” Hickory leaned across to stare at Kincaid’s mouth.

“I am not going to open my mouth for you to grab a hold of my tongue!” Kincaid argued.

“That would be the last thing I would do!” Hickory promised, wetting her lips in anticipation. “I want your tongue in perfect working order.”

“Good, because I am informed that I am quite proficient in its employment.”

Hickory shivered with delight, making Kincaid smile widely.

“I am often called upon to lecture, Hickory. What on earth were you thinking?” 

“I believe you are a tease, Kincaid of Dalor!” Hickory made a play of fanning at her face to cool her reddened cheeks.

“I am full of surprises,” Kincaid said darkly.

“Oh, I cannot wait!” Hickory said. “I love surprises.”

“Really?” Kincaid made a face. “I find them a tad wearing on the soul.”

“Then I fully expect my soul to be worn out by you and what you surprise me with each day! I wager I will die before my time wrapped in your arms,” Hickory said dramatically.

Kincaid’s colour drained from her face so rapidly Hickory reached for her to grab her by the shoulders. “What is it?” She questioned, not letting go of her grip on Kincaid.

“I find I do not wish to think of you dying. It caught me unawares,” Kincaid whispered, trying to find her breath.

Hickory wrapped her arms about Kincaid and buried her head in Kincaid’s neck, her hot breath warming Kincaid’s suddenly chilled skin. “What are you holding onto so tightly inside, Kincaid?” Hickory whispered.

“An eternity of hurts that you should never be exposed to for fear they will taint your sweet soul,” Kincaid murmured into Hickory’s hair.

“I am made of strong stuff.”

“So was I,” Kincaid replied. “Please, no more talk of this. Just hold me.”

For a moment Kincaid thought Hickory might argue, but she felt the woman sigh and then tighten her grip around her.

“Cuddling in the library, Kincaid?” Hickory said. “What if someone sees?”

“Let them,” Kincaid said. She could feel Hickory’s inner battle, but her hold shifted slightly to draw Kincaid more fully into her arms. Kincaid held Hickory back just as tightly, but the tighter she held the more she felt forever slip from between her hands.



 
Chapter Seven 

 
 Hickory’s light tread followed Kincaid’s faltering limp up the stone steps that led to her tower. Kincaid held on tightly to the rail that ran the length of the steps. She could barely hear Hickory behind her.
“Do you have feathers on your feet?” Kincaid asked gruffly, looking over her shoulder to find Hickory close behind.

“A Warrior should be quiet at all times. How else can we sneak up on the enemy?” Hickory replied smartly.

“You are walking behind me. Can you at least breathe heavy so I know you are there? Am I the only one out of breath traversing these steps?”

Hickory began a series of coughs and splutters and exaggerated heavy breathing noises. Kincaid stopped midstep and turned to face a now chuckling Hickory.

“You think you are so humorous,” Kincaid berated softly.

“Just letting you know I am here.”

Kincaid did not think she needed to be any more aware of the fact Hickory was all but pressed against her on the steep, cramped steps. She continued on, shaking her head, to reach the heavy door of her rooms. She unlocked the door with a large iron key attached to her belt. The door opened soundlessly, its metal hinges brightly polished and shining in the dull light in the stairwell. Kincaid replaced her key, and ushered Hickory ahead of her. Hickory brushed past her, touching just enough for Kincaid to feel the warmth off her body. She held her breath a mere moment then walked in behind the younger woman. Kincaid limped past Hickory who had come to a halt in the middle of the room. She slipped her backpack off her shoulders and laid her books out on the table already brimming with Journals and parchment covered in writing.

“For such a small tower, this is remarkably roomy,” Hickory commented, twirling around to look at what Kincaid used as her main living area.

“Feel free to look around,” Kincaid said dryly, not surprised by the younger woman’s inquisitiveness.

Hickory let out a snort when she found the cooking area. “No wonder you used to rarely eat in the dining hall. You can do your own meals here.” She peeked her head into the small room that housed a crude toilet, a washbasin, and a small tub. “This is an excellent home, Kincaid. For a place so unusual in design. I did not expect the tower to have such a spacious living quarter.” She looked to Kincaid for permission to draw back a curtain across the room. Kincaid nodded. She watched as Hickory took in her sleeping area. “I can only imagine as to how a bed that big got up those narrow steps!”

“Rosario and about four other people twisted and turned the mattress every which way to get it in here.”

“I would wager that was a sight to behold!”

“Worth every curse word I heard coming from the stairwell!” Kincaid grinned.

“It is a big bed for just one small woman,” Hickory teased.

“Only small by your height, Amazon!” Kincaid huffed. “I like to stretch out,” she deadpanned.

Hickory’s eyes glinted but thankfully, for Kincaid, she kept her thoughts to herself. Kincaid was already blatantly aware of what the younger woman was thinking. It was written all over her face.

Hickory came back into the main living area and walked around the circular walls. She peered out of the window. “I can see the lake from here.” She looked back at Kincaid. “Why is there mist forming round it?”

Kincaid shrugged. “Who knows? It appears to be one of life’s great mysteries as seen from my window. The weather is not calling for mist about water today and yet,” she limped over to Hickory’s side, “the water draws the mist to rest upon it like some secret shroud. Strange that it would do so both morning and evening this day.”

Hickory looked down at Kincaid. “You have seen this mist many times. You have a theory,” she said knowingly.

“It is a condition of nature, a phenomenon of air and water meeting. The fact I believe it may hold the doorway to another world is something I will not mention in company for fear of being ridiculed.” She smiled at Hickory’s raised eyebrows. “What? An historian like myself cannot sometimes be fanciful?”

Hickory looked back through the window. “What kind of other world? Off planet maybe?”

“Or the other side to living,” Kincaid replied. Hickory’s head whipped round.

“A death mist? You look out of your window and see a death mist?”

“You have heard tales of them, I gather,” Kincaid said dryly at Hickory’s hushed tone.

“Of course. Tales of the battlefield sometimes speak of the mist that covers the slain and when it has dispersed so have the fallen.” Hickory’s voice spoke reverently. She looked from the mist to Kincaid then back again. “And I was thinking how pretty it looked, too!”

Kincaid laughed and pulled at Hickory’s arm leading her away from the window. “It is pretty, a beautiful sight from nature. Maybe it is nature’s way of shielding bashful ducks from our sight when they have need to change their feathers!”

Hickory snorted. “Now who is being humorous!” Her smile slipped out and Kincaid smiled back at its appearance. Hickory tutted at her and continued her tour of the room. She came to stand before a piece of armour mounted on the solid stone wall. She studied it carefully then turned back to a waiting Kincaid.

“You have very little in the way of ornaments in your home.”

“You cannot exactly take it with you when you go,” Kincaid replied, sitting down in her chair with a sigh.

“True enough, but it is comforting to be surrounded by memories while you are here.”

“I have enough memories, without having them displayed about me.”

Hickory looked back at the breastplate of armour. “Yet, you kept this.”

“Every Warrior takes pride in their armour. That piece of metal saw me through countless fights. It deserves to be displayed. I am proud to have worn it.”

Hickory reached out a questing finger and touched at the designs etched in the metal. “I am glad that we do not have it as a standard uniform now. I do not think I could stand having to lug around a piece of metal on my chest. Where would I position my daggers?” She stood before the breastplate, her head tilting this way and that, studying the armour with inquisitive eyes.

Kincaid’s eyes followed where Hickory’s hands now rested on her chest, where her daggers lay. She stared just a little too long on this region and had to mentally shake herself to raise her eyes. “I can see where you would be hampered,” she agreed distractedly. “Celestial Warrior armour was laid to rest when peace was called.” She added under her breath, “However tenuous that peace was.”

“I like the uniform we wear now; it is very practical.” Hickory ran her hands down over her hips, smoothing out the tunic.

Kincaid watched the fabric cling for a moment to Hickory’s shape. She had to admit, the uniform was very handsome on the right form.

“They really put a great deal of detail into these, did they not?” Hickory asked, eyeing once again the design carved out on the breastplate.

“That they did.” 

“Your bracers are cut,” Hickory observed.

“Yes, they are,” Kincaid sat watching Hickory examine the armour, marvelling at just how astute this woman was. Nothing passed her attention.

“In the course of battle?” Hickory pressed.

“You could say that,” Kincaid replied. “I never had to wear it again once it was sliced off so I never bothered to get them fixed.”

“Sliced off?” Hickory immediately jumped on Kincaid’s words. “What happened?”

“I found someone on the battlefield who fought dirty.” Kincaid rose stiffly from her seat. “Would you care for a drink?”

The switch in conversation was abrupt and deliberate. Hickory did not let it go so easily.

“You do not want to talk about it?” She asked, favouring Kincaid with an all too understanding smile.

“Water, ale, wine or juice?” 

“Juice would be more than acceptable, thank you. Ale dulls my senses,” Hickory answered with a bigger smile shaping her lips. She stepped away from the armour, as if showing Kincaid that the conversation was closed from her perspective too. She directed her attention instead to what hung beside the breastplate. “Nice sword,” she remarked lightly.

“Heavy,” Kincaid muttered. “Not the kind you could wear strapped across your chest,” she said dryly. “Not without pitching face first on the ground at the first wrestle to get it out of your sheath!” She poured juice carefully into mugs left on her table.

“This works for me,” Hickory said, gesturing to her weapons.

“Ever had someone try to pull one out of its sheath?”

Hickory nodded. “Only the once. I had the other dagger stuck in his hand before he even curled his hand around to reach for the hilt!”

“Fast reflexes,” Kincaid said admiringly.

“I trained hard enough to get them. I want to know how to best use my abilities, not waste them.”

“Yet you wish to try teaching? A waste of your abilities there, Young Warrior.” Kincaid handed Hickory a mug of juice, and they both sat down on comfortable chairs.

“Not a waste. Merely utilising my talents for later, when I am older and wiser and no longer able to be the Warrior I want to be.”

“You set yourself very high standards,” Kincaid said, peering at Hickory over the rim of her mug.

“And I achieve them. But one day I realise I may not, so I want something to turn my attentions to. Pass the learning on and watch the next generation take up the standard. So to speak.”

Kincaid nodded, impressed by Hickory’s intentions.

“I really like your home, Kincaid,” Hickory said. “It suits you.”

Kincaid smiled. “I am happy here. And it is quieter than the barracks ever were!”

Hickory chuckled. “Tell me about it! There is a woman in mine with snores like that of a thunderous storm when she has consumed too much ale. I have had to pull many a Warrior off her trying to stifle the noise with their pillows!”

“Do you like it here?” Kincaid asked. “Now that you have been here for a few months. You have settled into Collegium life here very swiftly.”

“I like it a great deal. But I find I like spending time with you best of all.” Hickory stared at Kincaid meaningfully.

Kincaid nodded her head, accepting the compliment. She watched as Hickory’s ever alert eyes looked further round the room. Her table was buried under books, one chair pulled back to denote where Kincaid always sat to work. A small shelf housed more bound volumes. Kincaid watched as Hickory’s eyes alighted on the only other thing in the room. Hickory looked at Kincaid for permission.

“Go ahead,” Kincaid said.

Hickory put her mug down and walked over to where a frame was set up. She walked round to study the tapestry attached to it. The younger woman stood transfixed, barely breathing, her attention clearly arrested. She finally looked up at Kincaid.

“Yes, it is my work,” Kincaid answered the silent query.

“It is beautiful. The detail is astonishing.”

Kincaid smiled at the awe in Hickory’s voice.

“Do you follow a design?”

“Not really. I am creating most of the patterns myself by following the ideas in my head. I did make sure I translated the Celestial Warrior crest as faithfully as possible. My armour came in handy for that particular task. I know what I want in the tapestry, the design is solely in my head, and I follow it from there.”

Hickory leaned in closer and studied a piece on the cloth. “What are the stars?”

“Have you heard of the Constellations Of The Heart?”

Hickory shook her head.

“It is a pattern set out in the night sky that my family has always been interested in. I have heard so many different tales of what it is supposed to point to or expose. Others believe it simply to be a path certain Warriors get to embark on to find true love.” She smiled at Hickory’s sudden intensity of interest.

“An excellent path to choose,” Hickory responded softly.

“I have no idea what its real importance is. Maybe I am not the one to uncover this particular mystery. But I would like to pass it on so someone can follow the path laid out by it.”

“Maybe the only way to find its true meaning is to be among the stars themselves.” Hickory chewed softly at her lip, deep in thought as she studied the tapestry.

“Maybe. If that is so, then my knowledge of it is irrelevent. We have yet to find the answers to our world. We are even farther from being able to travel beyond this place to the stars.”

“I like that you have a detailed map of Calluna etched very faintly in the background to all of this. Yet it is very obvious that this series of stars is to be found above us and not on a road somewhere.” She laughed suddenly. “Rufus and Rifkin! You have rats on your tapestry!”

Kincaid nodded. “Got to have the most important members of my family stitched into posterity! This tapestry is to be passed on through Rosario’s lineage, so they need to have something of her to remember her by.”

Hickory looked up at Kincaid. “It all sounds so very sad. It is not too late for you to start a family, Kincaid.”

“For the sole purpose of passing on a tapestry?” Kincaid shook her head. “Not the best reason to create a life.”

“No, but because you are in love and want to bring a child into that love, now that is the best reason.”

Kincaid smiled sadly. “You see life very simply, do you not, Hickory? No shades of grey in your world. Not even the deepest of black areas.”

“I do not want black areas in my life.” 

“Sometimes, what you want from life and what you are given are two very different things.” 

Hickory stepped away from the tapestry with one last look and sat back down opposite Kincaid.

“And what do you want from life?” Hickory asked, her stare unwavering.

Kincaid pouted a little in concentration. “Peace of mind, closure.”

“Closure?” Hickory frowned at her choice of words.

“I hate leaving things undone, Hickory.”

“Hence your reading every Journal ever written,” Hickory nodded. “After all, that knowledge will be of great purpose in the next realm!”

Kincaid grinned and could not help but tease the sombre looking woman. “You never know. Who is not to say that to pass through to the next realm there is not some test where your knowledge of the Journals Of The Founders is not mandatory?”

Hickory spluttered into laughter. “I fear for my soul if there is!”

“You have nothing to fear. You are young. You have plenty of time to catch up!”

Hickory gathered her legs up underneath her on her seat and leaned forward on the arm of the chair. With her chin resting on her fist, she looked at Kincaid with pale eyes.

“I am grateful you invited me into your inner sanctum, Kincaid.”

“Quite a surprise to find that I exist beyond the walls of the library?” She grinned, ridiculously happy to have Hickory in her tower rooms with her.

“A pleasant one.” Hickory smiled sweetly at her.

“Are you under curfew at your barracks?” Kincaid asked. Hickory shook her head. “Then will you join me in a meal?”

“I would love to. And you can tell me more about the tapestry that has so much of your heart and soul woven into it.”

Kincaid rose from her chair and gathered up her cane. “I would enjoy that. Rosario has very little appreciation for the art of needlecraft! You and she are the only ones who have seen my work.”

Hickory’s golden face creased into a wide smile. “Then I am really honoured to have been a witness to such a work of art.”

Kincaid chuckled. “I would not call it that, but at least you had more manners viewing it than Rosario’s rats. You at least did not see fit to chew at the edges!”

Hickory rose to join Kincaid. “I will save that delight for later if your meal is not up to scratch!”

Kincaid laughed and headed for the cooking area. “I at least learnt how to cook,” she muttered, teasing Hickory.

“I can just start nibbling on the tapestry now if you are going to call into question my Warrior status!” Hickory warned.

“Never!” Kincaid said, hand on her heart, enjoying the freedom of having someone to tease in her home and how good it felt to have someone to share the space with. She glanced at Hickory and sighed deeply. I am going to fall for this woman and fall so hard they will hear the crash all over Calluna!




 
Chapter Eight 

 
 Kincaid limped along the balcony to the library, searching for something that was niggling at her mind. She paused at the bookcases, for a moment, closing her eyes and just relaxing. She smiled to herself and reached out a hand and picked out the book she wanted. She opened her eyes again to find Hickory paused on the steps, watching her closely.
“You are Empath Adept,” Hickory said softly.

Kincaid half smiled. “Not enough to be fully adept at it, but enough to sense where a book is when I need it.”

“Hence your blue eyes,” Hickory continued. “How interesting.”

Kincaid chuckled at Hickory’s expression. “Really, Young Warrior? And what is so interesting about my eyes?” She realised her mistake in inadvertently issuing a challenge to Hickory. The golden-haired woman sauntered up the last of the steps to face Kincaid.

“I could wax lyrical on your eyes,” she breathed softly. Kincaid swallowed at the heated look in Hickory’s almost colourless eyes. Hickory leaned back against the balcony and gave Kincaid some breathing space. “Empathic, hmm.” Hickory tapped a slender finger against her lip.

“What?” Kincaid asked, at a lost as to explain why Hickory found her Adeptude so fascinating.

“I should have known. You anticipate things, do you not?”

Kincaid shrugged a little. “Sometimes I can, but otherwise it is a very meagre part of the talent I have. Enough for me to be an Adept, but not enough to earn my keep at it. It did not come in much use on the battlefield except for knowing when someone was coming up behind me. But on the battlefield that is pretty much a given. You do not need an Adeptude to tell you that!” Kincaid smiled at Hickory and limped past her, heading back down the steps to the table.

“My elder brothers are Plant Adept, and one of my sisters is a Healer. I was always disappointed there was not an Animal Adept in our family. It must be marvellous to talk with animals like Rosario can.” Hickory followed Kincaid down to sit beside her at the table.

“You like Rosario?” Kincaid asked, eyeing Hickory over her book.

Hickory smiled. “Yes, she is a woman of few words, but I can tell her deeds go before her.”

“That is for sure.” Kincaid muttered. 

Hickory grinned at her. “She is your best friend.”

“That she is.” Kincaid found it hard to keep her mind on Rosario with Hickory sitting so close their knees were touching under the table. She could hear Hickory’s breathing and almost touch the warmth coming off of her. Hickory raised an eyebrow at the exasperated sigh Kincaid inadvertently released.

“Something amiss?” Hickory asked, her eyes sparkling like clear pools.

Kincaid gritted her teeth. “You know exactly what is wrong,” she growled.

Hickory nudged Kincaid’s knee playfully with her own. “Getting too close for comfort, Lieutenant Commander? Or are you regretting sending me off last night to return to my lonely barrack bed?”

Kincaid’s eyes widened. She had been thinking that exact thought. She hoped the heat she could feel did not manifest itself on her features. “The hour was late,” she mumbled.

“And would only have gotten later if I had stayed,” Hickory pointed out sweetly.

“What am I going to do with you?” Kincaid sighed.

Hickory leaned forward, invading the older woman’s space. “I can tell you exactly what you can do with me, in great detail if need be. But I think I would rather have you show me yourself, than me have to walk you through the motions!”

Kincaid burst out laughing at Hickory’s mock leer. Hickory joined in her amusement.

“You are a hard woman to seduce, Kincaid of Dalor,” Hickory said, resting her head on her hand and just gazing at Kincaid.

“Not really. I just like to be sure of everything.” 

“I could be sure enough for the both of us. I am seriously drawn to you.” Hickory reached out and touched Kincaid’s lips softly. She traced the lines of Kincaid’s mouth in an almost tickling touch. Kincaid’s lips parted of their own volition, and her tongue edged out to lick at suddenly dry lips. Her tongue touched the flesh of Hickory’s fingers, and the young woman shivered visibly before her.

“One touch from you and I am undone,” Hickory whispered. She removed her fingers and Kincaid almost groaned aloud at the loss of their warmth. The groan turned into a soft moan that vibrated through her chest as Hickory leaned forward to replace her fingers with her lips. Softly, tentatively, Hickory kissed Kincaid. Kincaid let the younger woman lead her, let her set the pace. Then she took control from her, Kincaid exploring the softness of Hickory’s mouth with an urgent tongue. They kissed languidly, air a forgotten commodity as their mouths breathed in each other. Hickory finally pulled back reluctantly, her lips clinging, a groan uttered. Kincaid blinked dazed eyes at her, leaning forward again to continue the kiss.

“We have to stop,” Hickory huskily managed to speak.

“Why?” Kincaid choked out.

Hickory cupped Kincaid’s cheek in her hand and smiled as a kiss was immediately planted in her palm.

“Because there is a rat who has just bumped at my elbow to attract my attention. I suspect his brother and sister Adept will be here any moment.”

Kincaid sat back in her seat so quickly she caused the chair to screech on the hard floor. She looked down at Rifkin who was perched on his hind legs, whiskers twitching at her.

“You have lousy timing, Master Rat!” Kincaid growled at him. He merely sniffed at the air and scampered to the table’s edge to await his family.

Rosario stuck her head around the door and frowned slightly at the obviously charged atmosphere. She looked from Kincaid to Hickory uneasily. Kincaid looked decidedly strained, and Hickory was sporting a smug visage.

“Am I interrupting anything?” Rosario asked, still not entering the library fully.

“Yes, actually!” Hickory piped up as Kincaid said “No!” with haste.

Rosario cast them a curious look then looked at Rifkin. He chattered something. “My little furry friend here says he came in and found you pair kissing.”

Kincaid groaned and the rat looked at her. “No more cheese for you, blabber mouth!” She growled. She got a whisker twitch in reply from an unrepentant animal.

“Been a long time since I found you kissing in the library, Kincaid,” Rosario remarked, leaning against the doorframe with Rufus perched on her shoulder. “Come to think of it, I have never found you kissing in here.” She looked at Hickory’s smiling face. “Are you corrupting Keohane’s archivist, Young Warrior?”

“Given every chance,” Hickory replied for Kincaid’s hearing only. Kincaid cursed the heat that flamed her face. She could hear Rosario chuckling and knew all too well the exemplary hearing talents of her best friend. She stood up from the table, grabbing for her cane.

“While you pair gain your amusement at my expense, I need to go find something…somewhere,” she blustered.

“Wait, Kincaid. I am here with something.” Rosario stepped into the library. She walked up to Kincaid then made a show of stepping back and examining her from different angles. “That colour looks good on you!” She poked fun at Kincaid’s reddened face.

Kincaid huffed and glared at her as best she could.

“Could you excuse us a moment, Hickory?” Rosario asked, still watching Kincaid.

Hickory nodded her assent. She stood up, walking purposefully behind Kincaid and whispered in her ear. “I will be right back.”

Kincaid felt the shudder rock her to her boots. She watched Hickory leave the library. Only then could she face Rosario.

“You sly old fox!” Rosario teased, nudging her gently in her ribs. “Hooked you a young one!”

“It is not like that, Rosario,” Kincaid stated earnestly. She saw Rosario’s face change at her tone.

“This is serious?” 

“I believe so,” Kincaid sighed.

Rosario’s mouth opened, hanging for a moment before she snapped it closed. “I do not know what to say.” She sat down with a thump at the table.

“Welcome to my permanent state since she kissed me a few days ago.”

“I mean, I knew you liked her,” Rosario muttered, her eyes fixed on Kincaid.

“It has surpassed like,” Kincaid admitted.

Rosario bit back a chuckle that almost sounded like a stifled sob. “Your sense of timing is terrible.”

Kincaid sat down with as much elegance as Rosario had. “Tell me something I do not know,” she sighed. She felt fur touching her hand and looked down to find Rifkin rubbing his head against her fingers. “Do not think I am going to tickle you when you announce to the world what I was doing in here!”

“I am not the world, my friend,” Rosario said, her eyes downcast.

“No,” Kincaid laid her hand over Rosario’s, “you are my dearest and most loyal friend. I was going to tell you when I next saw you. I could hardly keep this to myself. I fear everyone can tell just by looking at me that the young Warrior from Kandaan has stolen my heart.”

“Maybe not everyone. Just those that love you,” Rosario replied, gripping their hands together. “And little rats who happen to wander in at the most inopportune time!”

Kincaid smiled weakly. “So, what did you have to tell me?”

Rosario took a deep breath. “I have received word from Carnellis that they need me there.”

“What have they found?” Kincaid dropped her voice to a whisper.

“The message from them was vague, but I am to meet with someone at Carnellis, concerning a Journal. There are others interested in it, but I called in a few favours.”

“Do you think this is the one we have heard rumours about?” Kincaid asked, excitement growing in her voice.

Rosario smiled at her friend’s cheer. “I hope so. More now than ever.” She looked pointedly at Kincaid. “You need the answers that Journal may hold.”

“Safe journey, Rosario. And let us hope that the answer to a great many things is in that book.”

She watched Rosario leave, her mind whirling at the information she had just received. She saw rather than heard Hickory re-enter the library.

“Rosario gone already?” Hickory asked, coming to lean against the table.

Kincaid nodded. “She will be gone for a few days. She just came to say goodbye.”

Hickory stared at Kincaid closely. “Did she say anything?”

Kincaid frowned. “About what?”

“Us, silly!” Hickory sighed.

“Oh, us.” Kincaid cursed her rapidly racing mind. “She was happy for us.”

Hickory leaned closer to the grey-haired woman. “That is nice to know.”

Kincaid smiled at her. “Yes, it is.”

“And you, Kincaid? What about you?” Hickory leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest.

“Me?”

“Are you happy?”

Kincaid pondered this then a beaming grin split across her face. “Yes, I do believe I am!”

“You look surprised!” Hickory chuckled.

“I am! It is an unusual feeling. I like it!”

“Good.” Hickory moved to plant a kiss on Kincaid’s forehead. “I aim on making sure you experience it for the rest of your days.”

Kincaid touched her hand to where Hickory had kissed her. “I look forward to that,” she said softly. She watched Hickory bound up the steps back to the bookcases.

“Just one stipulation,” Hickory called.

“What is that?” Kincaid questioned.

“No more peeping rats!”

Kincaid laughed. “Wish I could promise you that, but I cannot conjure miracles!”



 
Chapter Nine 

 
 The next day dawned bright and sunny. The sun tracked its golden light through the coloured glass of the library. Kincaid sat hunched at her table, her quill scratching on the parchment as she translated from a Journal. She could hear the minute sounds of Hickory moving among the bookcases on the balcony above her. Only by spending so much time with her had Kincaid started to hear when she was around. She marvelled at the stealth and silence that surrounded the young Warrior. With a cramped hand, Kincaid rubbed at her forehead, ruffling the hair that was falling almost to her eyebrows. I need a haircut, Kincaid thought, distractedly, pushing the hair away. She ran her hand across her neck where the hair was growing abundantly there. Definitely time for a cut, she sighed. She pressed tired fingers through her silver hair and winced as a sharp twinge went through her leg. I need to get up and move around, she thought, I have been sitting in one position too long and this body never appreciates that. She could feel the ache in her leg begin to grow in strength rapidly. Grabbing for her cane she moved her chair back to rise. The pain from her leg made it suddenly impossible for her to get up. Her cane clattered to the floor as she was forced to drop it at the fierce shooting pains that clutched at her chest. Bright stars above, Kincaid gasped, as her chest became severely constricted. Not here, not now, she begged. She clutched at the table before her, hoping desperately that she could rise and somehow get back to her tower before the attack took total control. Over the roaring of the blood in her head, she heard Hickory race down the steps towards her.
“Kincaid?” Hickory’s voice was higher than usual and loud.

Kincaid wondered at that for a moment until she realised what Hickory was seeing. Me, having a heart attack right here in the library, Kincaid thought wearily, clenching her teeth against the pain that was beginning to rip through her chest like talons. Kincaid scratched at her britches, trying to reach the powder that she kept in there. Her strength was failing, this attack was stronger than previous ones, and her fingers were going numb. Kincaid could barely hear anything over her body’s roar, she could barely focus on Hickory’s terrified face. With a ragged breath Kincaid managed to squeak out “P-p-p-pocket,” and Hickory was at her side in an instant. She shoved her hand in Kincaid’s pocket and withdrew the paper wrapped herbs. Sweat poured from Kincaid’s reddening face, the pain was making her sight fade to blackness. She stuck her tongue out, hoping Hickory would take the hint. She did, and quickly the younger woman opened the packet and wiped the mixture across Kincaid’s dry tongue. Kincaid tried to swallow the concoction, but it stuck to the roof of her mouth in a revolting mass. Just wonderful, her lucid mind lamented, I am going to die because I have not got enough spit! 

She felt a mug press against her mouth and water dribbled down her chin and throat. Kincaid swallowed at what she could, gratefully, and the herbs were washed from her tongue. She felt Hickory wipe away the rest of the water from her face. The pain pounded through Kincaid’s chest, shaking her in her seat. She closed her eyes against the colours now spinning there at a violent speed. She could feel her heart racing, the muscle pounding so hard that for a moment she feared it would burst. That every ferocious beat would be the last one to put her out of her misery and end her torment. Then another beat squeezed at her chest and another, and she waited all over again. Kincaid sat rigid in her chair, waves of agony pouring over her body and her chest feeling fit to burst. She could feel Hickory before her, those long arms wrapped about her waist, trembling. Why is she holding onto me? Kincaid wondered, her mind working through the pain. She smiled inside. But what a wonderful feeling, not to go through this on my own for once. Always alone. Her inner smile faded. But now she has seen me like this, it is a sure fire way to dispel her romantic intentions. Talk about being seen at your worst.


“Kincaid?” Hickory’s voice shook as she raised her head from Kincaid’s knees. “Please? Are you all right? Should I get someone?”

Kincaid shook her head minutely. “No one to get,” she rasped.

“What is happening?” Hickory asked, gripping at Kincaid’s legs in fear.

“Just…showing my frailties,” Kincaid teased softly, the pounding subsided as the herbs once again worked their magic. She shuddered as her heart returned slowly back to its regular rhythm. She slumped forward a little and Hickory caught her to her chest.

“You are scaring me,” Hickory mumbled into Kincaid’s neck. Kincaid could feel Hickory’s whole body shaking against her own.

“I scare myself,” Kincaid admitted. “I think I need to go lie down. Give me a moment then I can grab my cane and limp out of here before anyone else has to witness my performance.”

“Will you hush?” Hickory growled. She stood up and easily lifted Kincaid up into her arms. Kincaid did not have the energy to argue with her, and her grumble was quickly cut off by Hickory. “I will come back for your cane in a while. I want you in bed now.” Hickory walked out of the library with Kincaid secure in her arms. She scanned the corridor to make sure, for Kincaid’s dignity, it was clear then hastened along it. She looked down at the pale-faced woman she held tightly. “And I did not expect that the first time I said that it would be minus the candles and a romantic meal!”

Kincaid smiled weakly. “Sorry you had to see that.”

“Does it happen very often?” Hickory asked softly.

“It happens enough,” she admitted.

“That is not much of an answer,” Hickory argued softly.

“It is to be expected,” Kincaid said. “You cannot be called a Warrior if you do not have the battle scars to prove it.”

“Are you in pain a great deal?” Hickory asked, mounting the steps to reach Kincaid’s tower.

“All the time,” Kincaid admitted honestly, her discomfort making her mouth unguarded. “But in various degrees.” She smiled at Hickory’s horrified look. “There is the ‘blasted leg’ phase, the ‘grab-for-the-remedy’ phase, and finally the ‘not-leaving-the-tower-for-a-while’ phase. That one is rare, but you have had the misfortune to witness its power today.” Kincaid looked up at Hickory who was looking down at her, the younger woman’s face sorrow-filled. “I do not need pity.”

“You do not have it. You do have a little awe and wonder though.”

Kincaid’s brow furrowed and she asked tiredly, “Whatever for?”

“For suffering this and continuing to work every day despite it. That takes more courage than most Warriors ever display on the battle field.”

Kincaid sighed. “Yeah, well…” She closed her mouth. She felt Hickory reaching for the key on her belt. “Are you getting fresh with me, Young Warrior?” She asked tiredly.

“I am trying to get you in this damned tower so I can lay you down. I may have been able to carry you, but having to negotiate all these steps is a bit much with your weight as well!”

“How rude!” Kincaid muttered. “Chivalry is indeed a dying art!”

“Do not talk about dying, Kincaid,” Hickory said gruffly with a catch in her voice. 

Kincaid looked up and found Hickory’s eyes brimming with unshed tears. The young Warrior blinked at them and one escaped to track a path down her golden face. She walked through Kincaid’s rooms to lay her on her bed gently.

Kincaid reached up slowly to touch the tear that marked Hickory’s skin. “Do not shed tears for me, Hickory.”

“You inspire many emotions in me, Kincaid. I thought you were aware of that by now.” Softly, Hickory reached out to trap Kincaid’s hand by her cheek.

“I do not want to inspire sadness,” Kincaid replied, her eyes clouding as another tear fell from Hickory’s eyes.

“Then I entreat you to get better, so we can see what else you can inspire me to do,” Hickory said with a watery smile.

Kincaid nodded, her own eyes drooping at the fatigue washing over her. “I am going to go to sleep,” she warned quietly.

“That is fine,; I will be here when you wake.”

“The library…,” Kincaid began but was cut off.

“Is not going anywhere,” Hickory growled softly. “But I will retrieve your cane and your books and lock the door behind me.”

“Thank you,” Kincaid said sleepily.

“Is there anything else I can do for you?” Hickory whispered.

Kincaid smiled gently. “Just be here when I wake. I find that is all I need.” She drifted off to the feel of Hickory’s hand running through her hair with a tender touch. For the first time, Kincaid did not fear waking up in her bed alone after an attack.

 
A Journal lay undisturbed beside Kincaid on the bed while she settled herself more comfortably. She had finally argued with Hickory enough to be sitting upright. Her quill and inks lay unused on a table well out of Kincaid’s reach. She eyed them soulfully.

“No translating,” Hickory growled from her seat at the bottom of Kincaid’s bed. “You are supposed to be resting.”

“I can rest and write,” Kincaid replied and sighed when Hickory shook her head no. Kincaid picked up the Journal. “I may not tax myself just reading,” she remarked, “but it means I will have to go through this all again to write it out.” She pressed a little further, hoping to guilt Hickory into passing the ink over.

Hickory nodded with a smile. “Yes, I wager you will.”

Kincaid glared at her over the top of the Journal. “You are a hard taskmaster, Young Warrior.”

“I have to be with you, it seems.” Hickory grinned and went back to reading her own book, which was resting on her drawn up knees.

Kincaid dropped her eyes to the parchment before her. The Journal was one she kept in her tower. Rosario had acquired it months before from a source neither of them talked much about. Kincaid figured now would be a good time to see what it told of, at least just reading it would ascertain whether it needed to be translated for future generations or not. She ran her fingers along the spine of the bound book, feeling the roughness of the binding, wondering what tales it held within. She settled herself more fully into her pillow and opened the Journal. Her eyes smarted a little at the musty smell that wafted up from the parchment. She sniffed as it tickled her nose. The archivist in her immediately took to noting the handwriting, deciphering the letters that swirled in the strange script. Ancient Calluna was difficult enough to decipher, but it was always a relief when the authors of the Journals took care with their writing. Kincaid could easily read the markings on the parchment and was soon reading swiftly through the paragraphs. She pouted a little in respect. This was a man of great knowledge. She found herself impressed by his tone and his topic. He was a traveller, an explorer, one who sought to find the truth. Kincaid felt her skin tingle as a chill ran over her flesh. What truth did he seek? She wondered, not noticing when Hickory removed herself to the other room, leaving Kincaid to study in peace. Kincaid read on, her attention unswerving from the words written before her. She read for many hours, experienced eyes cutting through the writing she did not need to read until she came to something that warranted her complete attention.

“The Committee of Estros at this time was run by many. No one voice led them; everything was settled by discussion and vote. But dissension reared its ugly head when the Committee was given something so rare that great excitement rumbled through the corridors of Estros. As quickly as the furore arose, it was stifled. Words of the find were soon hushed and secrecy blanketed the Committee chambers. It was rumoured, (and my sources are true), that they had been given a flower, but no mere ordinary bloom. Instead a deadly rose that no Plant Adept would or could handle. There were tales of Plant Adepts touching the rose and becoming so driven with madness that they took their own lives to escape its hold. Other Adepts reacted in other ways. It was said that madness and paranoia swept through Estros until the flower was removed and hidden. It was removed, but its taint remained. The mere existence of this flower divided the Committee into two courts. One that wanted the flower hunted down, its obvious power ripped from its roots and destroyed. The other court saw the power the plant held within its black petals. Black, a curious colour for a flower as beautiful as a rose but oddly fitting considering the dark power it held. The ones who wanted to use its power found where it heralded from. They mounted a secret search for its bed and were determined to raise up its power for themselves. Estros soon buzzed with word that these ones had come up empty handed in their raid. Someone had already scorched the land beyond recognition. Burning the presence of the dark flower there from the face of the Earth.


“The original flower Estros had seen disappeared. Some said it had been stolen by the ones who wanted to control its darkness. Others said it was spirited away and guarded for all time by Celestial Warriors. Warriors charged to keep its derisive power away from those who would use it for evil means.


“When the Great War began, the Celestial Warriors greatest fears were realised. An army of ones unnatural in their strength, (through madness perhaps?), arose. They rode into Estros intent on taking the Committee, and all it ruled over, by force. They called themselves the Dark Hearts, titling themselves after the name given to the mysterious black rose. Their madness caused a years long war, fuelled by the evil power the rose gave its minions. The leader of the Dark Hearts was never revealed. The army disappeared when the war came to an unsuspected end. As suddenly as they had appeared, the Dark Hearts disappeared. The war ended with no victor in sight. The Celestial Warriors were left counting their losses and burying their dead.


“A legend began to build surrounding the Dark Heart name, but it was silenced by the remainder of the Committee. No word was ever allowed to be written concerning it, for the fear of someone finding its power enticing and the Great War beginning again. At the same time Calluna reeled from this rage of madness, whispers began to circulate of another flower. It was said (by those fanciful in tall tales) that the Great War ended because the power of the Dark Heart was taken away when the flower mysteriously started to die. That a white rose grew and killed the black blooms. A rose whose heart was as pure as the Dark Heart’s was black. A healing plant, as pure as snow, the light to counter the dark. I have searched for many years for this plant. I have never found proof of either flower. I will not stop until I find evidence of their existence. I have already made provisions that the knowledge of these things will be passed through my family. The truth of these two flowers will not die with those who remember but have been told to forget. A warning has to be recognised. The Great War never ended; it was merely halted. There may come a time when the power harnessed from the black rose could be made even more deadly. Calluna has to be warned. And the white rose has to be found. I am making that my life’s quest.


—Entry in The First Journal of Turrenoc.”


 
Kincaid felt her heart all but stutter to a halt as she read the final words before her. She let out a shaky breath that all but shook her weakened frame.

“Truth,” she mumbled. She ran a trembling hand over the words written on the parchment before her, underlining the words Dark Heart. “The black rose,” she whispered. She then smoothed over more words. “And its counterpart, the fabled white rose. The healing plant.” She felt suddenly drained and lay back on her pillow. Sweat beaded on her forehead as she let this discovery sink in. “Not a myth after all. Truth documented in a Journal of the Founders no less.” She closed the Journal carefully and laid it beneath her sheets.

Hickory peeked her head around the curtain to Kincaid’s bedchamber. “You look happy,” she said softly. “Must have been a fun Journal.” She looked around with a frown. “Where is it?”

Kincaid felt her eyes droop and start to close, the exertion and excitement dragging her into tiredness with speed. “Safe in my care,” she whispered and laid her hand on the book by her side.

“If you are sleeping with that ratty, dog-eared Journal, Kincaid…!” Hickory took a step forward to pull the sheets further up Kincaid’s chest. “You and I need to seriously talk about your devotion to duty as archivist!”

Kincaid had slipped into sleep, her dreams filled with white roses. The pure blooms became smothered by black petals that wound around the stems. The pale flowers’ life choked from their leaves by insidious black thorns. Kincaid thrashed in her sleep, disturbed by her dreaming. She relaxed only to the soft touch of fingers soothing her brow and a hushed voice speaking of love.



 
Chapter Ten 

 
 After two more days of bed rest, Kincaid was back on her feet. She had regained enough of her faltering strength to be able to rest in the more comfortable surroundings of her living quarters. Kincaid had also shooed a hovering Hickory out of the tower to get some air and time away from a restless Kincaid.
“I am just going to get provisions,” Hickory had warned.

“Do not come back for at least a few hours,” Kincaid had ordered. “I want you to stretch those long legs of yours in an area bigger than my tower floors!” She had kissed the golden-skinned woman gently to ease away the sternness of her request. “I will be fine, on my honour.” She placed her free hand over her chest. Hickory had frowned at her.

“That heart of yours is not the most reliable of things I am finding out,” Hickory growled.

“In some things it is steadfast and true,” Kincaid answered, but still opened the tower door to usher a blustering Hickory out. “Go, run, play! Spend some time away from these walls and me.”

“But I like spending time with you!” Hickory pouted.

“But I also sense your need to go throw your daggers at targets to rid yourself of the tension building in your muscles.”

“Is that your Empathy kicking in and sensing this?” Hickory asked curiously.

“No, it is because I witnessed the look on your face this morning when I got out of bed and refused your assistance with my boots!”

“You are very stubborn,” Hickory agreed with a frown. “It took you forever to put them on. My help would have shortened that time.”

“And I have been driving you to distraction with my restlessness and moods. So now, I feel you need to spend some time meditating out of my presence before I find one of your daggers sticking out from my butt cheek!”

Hickory laughed, a deep throaty sound of mirth. “In truth I would not do that to you! Though,” she leaned forward and kissed Kincaid soundly, “I have found my patience sorely tempted by you!”

“All the better for you to spend some time alone to gather those romantic feelings about me back into your heart.”

“They never left,” Hickory said, beginning to descend down the steps backwards, eyeing Kincaid sweetly.

“I am relieved to hear that.”

“You can be a royal pain, though,” Hickory teased.

“I am aware of that also!” Kincaid grinned and closed the door on the sight of Hickory’s bright face.

Kincaid limped around her room, her mind constantly returning to the Journal hidden in her bed sheets. Hickory had chosen not to comment on the Journal again, something that Kincaid was grateful for. She knew if their budding relationship were to continue, sooner or later, Kincaid would have to tell Hickory what drove her to read the Journals with such diligence. There would be other things too that Hickory would need to know.

She was startled out of her reverie by a soft knock on her door. She limped over quickly, ready to admonish Hickory, who had no doubt returned despite herself. Kincaid was surprised to see a bruised and bloodied Rosario at her door instead.

“Bright stars above, Rosario!” Kincaid exclaimed with horror. “What on Earth happened to you?” She opened her door wider to usher a slow moving Rosario into her tower.

“My mission was nearly over before it had a chance to start. I was ambushed on the road to Carnellis,” Rosario gruffly said as she shuffled into the room.

“By the tone in your voice I am wagering you do not think this was a random attack on a lone rider.” Kincaid reached out to touch Rosario’s face and gritted her teeth at the marks on her friend’s face.

“These were not ones after my coin purse. They were intent on making sure I never reached my destination.” Rosario hissed with pain as she reached up to undo the fastening to her cloak. Kincaid took her backpack carefully from her shoulder and released the two rodents from inside. Rosario smiled at them with pride. “These pair bit the hell out of my attackers! Some of the marks they inflicted on them will never heal. They nearly ripped the throat out of one of the men.”

Kincaid limped into her kitchen and brought back food for both Rosario and the rats.

“They are deserving of a treat for their courage and bravery,” Kincaid said laying out the plate on the table and letting the rats tuck into cheese and fruit.

Rosario lifted up her shirt to show Kincaid her flesh. “Think the Collegium’s healer can fix all this?” 

Kincaid covered her mouth with her hand and just stared. “Your ribs are undeniably broken.” She winced at the obvious wounds. “How did you manage to ride back here with such injuries?”

“By gritting my teeth until I wager some are cracked! Then cursing very loudly and with much colour every time my body was jarred by the ride. And finally, in silence because I ran out of curse words!”

Kincaid hastily poured out ale into a large mug. “You look like you have need for this. I will go get the Healer.” She gave Rosario a small grin. “I will probably give the old coot a heart attack, my seeking him out!”

Rosario grinned back and gasped at the pain in her bruised face. She held up a restraining hand.

“Wait! Before you go, I have something to tell you and my ribs are not going anywhere soon.”

Kincaid nodded. “I have news too. You would not believe what treasure your last find has revealed.”

Rosario’s face lit up. “I am pleased.” She smiled lopsidedly with a grimace. “But I fear my news is of more importance and of greater urgency.”

Kincaid looked at her with an almost nervous intensity. She watched as a groaning Rosario lowered her aching body into a chair.

Kincaid manoeuvred herself to sit down opposite Rosario. “Then, my friend, I defer to you.”

Rosario took a large gulp of the ale and wiped the liquid from her lips. She looked at her hand where blood streaked across the flesh. “How goes it with the young Warrior?” she asked, her voice quiet.

Kincaid blinked, surprised by the unexpectedness of the question. “It goes well. She is very attentive. I fall deeper under her charms every time I look into her eyes,” Kincaid replied, unsure where Rosario was leading her.

Rosario nodded slowly, her eyes still looking at the blood on her hand. “I feared so.”

Kincaid frowned at her. “I thought you had something important to tell me, not to brow beat me because I am romancing a woman half my age. The same woman you were more than happy to leave me kissing before you left.”

“It is not her age that concerns me, Kincaid. I have had things brought to my attention concerning this woman.”

“What kind of things, Rosario?”

“What do you really know of this Hickory of Kandaan?”

“She is a student.”

“Do you truly believe that?”

Kincaid had to shake her head. “In honesty, no. But we all hide secrets, Rosario. I have not spoken to her of my own. I am in as much hiding as she could be accused of.”

“I have reason to believe she is trained to hide. It is her nature, her profession, her Talent.”

“What exactly have you heard, Rosario?” Kincaid asked, dread filling her entire being.

“That she is an assassin. Sent to dispose of the one who perhaps seeks to expose Estros for hiding the truth about what really happened during the Great War.”

Kincaid let out a short sharp laugh at the absurdity then quietened just as suddenly. “How badly did they beat you about the head, Rosario?” She asked a little snidely.

Rosario let out a soft chuckle. “Not enough to shake that little nugget of information from my memory, old friend. Your young woman, who is daily wrapping you about her little finger, is drawing you closer in order to deliver the final strike.”

“Hickory is not here to kill me,” Kincaid argued. She got up to pace back and forth in agitation. She paused before Rosario. “She has just spent the last week caring for me after I had a heart seizure in the library.”

Rosario’s eyes widened. “How severe this time?” She leaned forward, unmindful of her own injuries, her concern for Kincaid written across her battered features.

“A bad one. I have been bed ridden these past four days. Hickory was at my side the whole time. She did not once try to gut me with her daggers or stifle me under a pillow! And believe me, the amount of abuse she got because of my confinement, I would not have blamed her for doing so!”

Rosario leaned back with a moan. “What news do you have for me?” She changed the topic so suddenly Kincaid felt her head spin. She answered automatically.

“The Journal you brought from your last foray speaks of the Dark Heart rose and the healing power of the mysterious white rose.”

Rosario grinned and clapped her hands together in excitement. “Excellent!” She curbed her enthusiasm momentarily. “Does Hickory know?”

“No,” Kincaid gritted out. “I had no reason to tell her. She has no knowledge of what I am looking for in the Journals. I am merely an overzealous archivist.”

“So sure are you?” Rosario pressed.

“As certain as I can be with you putting pretty huge doubts in my mind to run riot and fester!” Kincaid replied sharply.

“What does your Adeptude tell you?”

“You know it does not work like that.”

“What does your Adeptude tell you?” Rosario repeated firmly.

“That she is hiding something!” Kincaid yelled harshly. She glared at Rosario. “But I love her!” She all but growled the last three words out at her friend. She sat back down with a thump, flung her cane aside and buried her face in her hands. “Tell me, tell me what you have learned,” she whispered.

“Kincaid,” Rosario faltered, as if suddenly unsure whether to continue.

“Just tell me, Rosario, break what little there is left of my heart.”

 
Kincaid sat before her tapestry, judging where next to start a new piece to the needlework. She was very aware that her hands were shaking slightly. She had put the threaded needle down, unable to use it on the cloth. Her eyes constantly watched the door to the tower, waiting for Hickory to return. Kincaid closed her eyes and sighed. I so want this to be over, she thought. She let her eyes drift once again over the tapestry, picturing where she could stitch the flowers that she wanted to have prominent in the sewn cloth. I have to leave a legacy, have to warn those yet to come so they do not suffer like we did by not knowing what power was out there. She stiffened at the sound of her door being pushed open and with resolve, lifted her face up to meet the pale eyes of Hickory standing in her doorway.

“Was I away long enough?” Hickory asked, her smile wavering a little at Kincaid’s still form.

“More than long enough,” Kincaid replied and reached for her cane so as to stand.

Hickory frowned at her. “Is something wrong?” She walked into the room and closed the door behind her, never once taking her eyes from Kincaid’s face.

“Nothing at all. Why?” 

Hickory shrugged a little. “I just….” She shook her head, her golden hair settled about her shoulders at the movement.

Kincaid limped toward her and reached up to catch a lock of hair between her fingers. “Did I tell you this morning how pretty your hair looks styled in that fashion?” she asked, touching Hickory’s hair with the mere tips of her fingers, caressing it gently.

Hickory’s face broke into a shy smile. “I wore it loose instead of braiding it today.” She self-consciously touched it, smiling at Kincaid’s appraisal.

Kincaid moved closer, invading Hickory’s space, bodies touching. All the time she kept running the soft golden hair through her fingertips. She finally loosened the captive lock and smoothed a hand up to cup around Hickory’s neck. She drew her down gently, Hickory needing no further encouragement, and she lowered her head closer to Kincaid’s own. Kincaid smoothed her fingers through the baby-fine hairs at the base of Hickory’s neck. “So soft,” she whispered and smiled as Hickory leaned even closer, granting Kincaid greater access for her touch. Kincaid let the moment take her, her mind only on the woman whose body was pressed against hers. She could feel Hickory’s soft breath tickling the hair on her forehead. Kincaid gently pulled on Hickory’s neck and placed her lips upon Hickory’s when they reached her own. Gently at first, Kincaid explored the soft lips quivering under her own. Hickory groaned and her lips soon began exploring back. Kincaid firmed her kiss and took all that Hickory offered to her. Hickory’s arms drifted up to clasp around Kincaid’s shoulders, pulling her closer, mindful not to knock her off balance. Kincaid moaned softly as their bodies pressed closer still. Hickory echoed the moan as she felt Kincaid’s hand move up from her hip, knuckles dragged against her stomach, moved to touch her rib cage. Kincaid’s unused cane clattered to the floor, but neither paid attention to its departure. Kincaid deepened the kiss, pressing forward to taste the inside of Hickory’s mouth, to tangle their tongues together.

Hickory suddenly stiffened dramatically in Kincaid’s arms. She pulled back from Kincaid’s mouth dazedly. With pale eyes glazed with passion, she looked down between them in shock. A dagger was pressed hard into her ribs, not enough to break the skin through her clothing but enough to make its presence known.

Kincaid still held on behind Hickory’s neck, her grip a little tighter now she had no support from her cane. In her cane hand she now wielded the dagger.

“Is there a reason why you have a blade sticking in my ribs, Kincaid?” Hickory’s voice sounded shaken and breathless. She darted looks between Kincaid’s face and the dagger in her side.

“Tell me, Hickory, what sort of assassin needs to learn her history before she kills her quarry?” Kincaid rasped, her breath escaping in rough gasps.

Hickory’s eyes widened a bare fraction but Kincaid was so close she saw the reaction.

“Do not lie to me now,” Kincaid ordered. “I have little patience for it. Especially from you.” She watched the lips she had just ravished try to form words. “Who are you, Hickory?”

Hickory swallowed. “I am a student.” She winced as the dagger pressed in a little more. “Kincaid!” she shouted, fear colouring her voice. Her eyes stared into the older woman’s in shock.

“I happen to believe you are here for a darker purpose. One that has nothing to do with studying in any shape or form.”

“An assassin?” Hickory’s eyes widened. “With what agenda?”

“To kill me,” Kincaid replied.

Hickory tried to shake her head in denial as much as she could with Kincaid’s hold on her. “No,” she said firmly.

“Is this what you do, Hickory? Prime your victims by sweet-talking them until they are so seduced by you they never notice you slip your daggers in their chest?” She gritted out.

“Kincaid, you are so wrong,” Hickory hissed as she felt the blade press once more against her flesh.

“Then tell me the truth. I am not going anywhere,” Kincaid glared at her. “Who are you?”

 “I am Hickory of Kandaan, I have never lied to you about that. You know who I am.”

“Why are you here?” Kincaid tightened her grip on Hickory’s neck.

“Not to kill,” Hickory whispered. She raised pale eyes to Kincaid’s own blue. “Never to kill you. How could you think that? How could you believe that?” Hickory’s voice broke in emotion.

Kincaid swallowed back her own emotion at the sight of tears forming in Hickory’s eyes. “I am told you are an assassin,” Kincaid said stonily. “I have no idea if you can prove to me otherwise. If you are true to your calling then I could run you through with this blade and you would still protest your innocence. I would rather not do that to prove a point.”

Hickory blinked at Kincaid and nodded lightly.

“But if you are indeed an assassin sent to kill me, I beg of you to do it now because my heart cannot stand the strain any longer waiting for you to finish your task.”

Hickory leaned forward slightly and rested her forehead ever so gently upon Kincaid’s. “I am not here to kill you, Kincaid. On my oath I am not.”

“It is said that you are an assassin,” Kincaid pressed. “I have it on good authority that you are here because of me.”

Hickory moved back slightly to pierce Kincaid with her clear eyes. “That I will always acknowledge. I firmly believe we were meant to be together.”

Kincaid sighed raggedly. “Hickory,” she all but whined, losing herself in the subtle scent she could smell coming from the woman she loved.

“My head tells me not to speak to you of this but my heart says otherwise. I want so much for the fear I see in your eyes, directed at me, to go.”

“Fear? I see it mirrored in your own eyes at this moment,” Kincaid countered.

“I do not want to die, Kincaid, especially at your hands.”

“As I do not intend to die at yours.”

“I am not here to kill you, Kincaid,” Hickory gritted softly. She closed her eyes momentarily, obviously came to a decision then opened them to look directly into Kincaid’s. “I am here to protect.”

Kincaid felt the very air itself still around her as she digested Hickory’s words. Finally, she found her voice.

“Who sent you?”

“I cannot say,” Hickory stated simply.

“Cannot or will not?” guessed Kincaid astutely.

“Their own safety would be compromised if this were to become known. Your search for the truth surrounding the Great War and what was behind it has brought you a great many enemies at Estros, Kincaid. Some want you dead. Others,” Hickory smiled softly, “they want you alive so you can find your truths and expose them so that history can be recognised. These are the ones who want you protected.”

Kincaid mused for a moment. “So you are here so that no one kills me before things I have said happened are proved from the Journals?”

Hickory nodded.

“What is to stop me from believing that if I remove my dagger from your side, you will not kill me?” Kincaid tightened her grip on the dagger’s hilt in reflex to her own words.

Hickory smiled at her. “The fact that I have my own dagger placed under the blade of yours instead of aimed at your chest where I could have already stuck you with it.”

Kincaid looked down and there indeed was Hickory’s dagger, glinting from under her own, ready to deflect an attack. Kincaid had never felt the woman move to negate such a position. Kincaid stepped back abruptly, removing her dagger and loosening her grip on Hickory’s neck. For a brief moment she teetered on her feet. Hickory bent down and picked up Kincaid’s fallen cane. She handed it to her silently while replacing her own dagger back into its sheath. Kincaid tucked her dagger into her belt.

“I do not need a protector,” she said baldly, leaning heavily on her cane.

“You have one whatever you may think you require.” Hickory stood, defiantly, arms folded across her chest.

“No wonder you were always present,” Kincaid sighed. “How senile could I be?”

Hickory made a step forward but halted abruptly when Kincaid took a step back. “I may have not been entirely truthful at my reason for being here,” she made a face at Kincaid’s harsh bark of laughter, “but I never lied about how I feel about you. It was not something I bargained on. It is against our code of honour! You never get romantically involved with those you are chosen to protect!” Hickory stepped forward again but this time Kincaid remained where she was. “But, on my honour, I love you!” 

Kincaid closed tired eyes. “You have deceived me, Hickory, from the moment you first stepped into my library. You made me trust you as a friend and then as something more. You have proved faithful to neither.”

“Kincaid,” Hickory reached out to grab at Kincaid’s shoulders. Kincaid moved from her reach. She turned her back on the younger woman so she would not see the tears threatening to spill.

“Leave. Get out of my sight because I find I cannot look at you right now. If you have to protect me,” she spat the word out derisively, “then do it out of my presence like I wager you accomplish when you are not with me.”

“Kincaid…,” Hickory’s voice caught in her throat.

“Get out.” Kincaid felt her shoulders slump under the weight of the hurt pressing down upon her.

“I will leave. I trust Rosario will keep you safe in my absence.” Hickory walked across the tower room to open the door. “Tell her to be careful with her crossbow. It would not do to accidentally shoot the bolt in so confined a space.” With that she closed the door silently behind her.

Kincaid raised her head to look at the stunned face of Rosario who stepped out from behind the bedchamber curtain.

“How on Earth did she know I was here?” Rosario blustered. “And what weapon I was holding?” She looked down at the crossbow as she removed the arrow from it carefully.

Kincaid shook her head. “Just another of the mysteries surrounding our Hickory of Kandaan.”



 
Chapter Eleven 

 
 The library had never seemed so unappealing. Kincaid was sorely tempted not to go down to it, to stay instead in her tower and brood. She heard a shuffling noise on the steps outside her front door and sighed.
“Now she makes noise.” Kincaid raised her eyes skyward. She leaned against the heavy door that stood closed between them. “Am I correct in assuming that you will remain on the stairs for as long as I remain in my tower?” She raised her voice to be heard through the thick wood. She rested her forehead wearily on the door.

“Yes,” came back a small voice.

For a moment, Kincaid toyed with the notion of staying where she was. Long legs on small stone steps flashed through her mind. She sighed as any vindictive feelings she had disappeared as swiftly as they had arrived. She bounced her head gently on the door in disgust at herself. She opened the door to find Hickory seated on one step below her. The younger woman looked up at her, her features slightly haggard and drawn.

“How many nights did you do this before my knowledge?” Kincaid asked gruffly, watching Hickory stand up gingerly on the blunt steps.

“Only a few. I found that I could guard you just as easily from my room.”

“In the dorm?” Kincaid watched Hickory wince slightly.

“Actually, I sleep in the storeroom under your stairs.”

“You have been that close all this time?” Kincaid clamped down on her teeth so hard she felt her molars begin to ache.

“I needed to be close enough in case someone attempted to harm you.”

The only one who attempted anything on me was you, Kincaid thought raggedly. “Under the stairs? To do what? At the first sign of danger you would bound up the stairs and leap to my rescue?” Kincaid asked with a heavy touch of sarcasm.

“That was the general idea,” Hickory muttered. She looked over her shoulder worriedly. “We should not be speaking of things of this nature where ears may overhear.”

“Where would you suggest? The lake, where you can seduce me again into believing you actually had feelings for me?” Kincaid held up a hand to forestall Hickory’s swift argument. “Or maybe the library, where even the rats found us kissing?”

“Kincaid, you have to believe me. I was not using you.” She leaned against the wall of the tower and looked at Kincaid through a swath of golden hair. “I committed the cardinal sin. I fell in love with my charge.” She brushed back her hair with a weary hand.

“So you say. But you also said you were a student and that proved a falsehood also. You will have to forgive me my doubts of you. They loom very large in my mind.” Kincaid’s voice was a touch bitter.

“I have never lied about my feelings for you, never,” Hickory ground out and stepped up a step to loom over Kincaid. “I never misled you about my attraction for you.” She leaned forward, crowding into Kincaid’s personal space. “My desire for you was no falsehood, believe me.”

Kincaid swallowed against the flash of desire that raced through her body at Hickory’s husky voice.

“You know it to be true. You can feel it,” Hickory whispered. “You are Empathic Adept after all.”

“A Talent used only in strategies and formulating what armies will do next in battle. I cannot sense what people are feeling.”

“You lie,” Hickory replied so gently the sting was taken out of the admonishment.

Kincaid shook her head. “I have never employed my Adeptude to decipher people’s feelings. I am not Talented in that way.”

“Yet you know I am not lying to you,” Hickory pressed. “You know I am no assassin sent to kill you.”

“But you have lied to me. You are here under false pretences. I believed you a student, not some guard hound to follow me around. You deceived me.”

“With good reason.” Hickory leaned forward and pressed a swift kiss on Kincaid’s lips. “Invite me in or come join me in your library. We need to talk.”

“I do not think I have anything to talk to you about.” Kincaid steeled herself not to touch at her lips where the soft kiss lingered and burned. Kincaid moved back clumsily, beginning to push the tower door behind her. Hickory reached out and halted its progression.

“Then instead, listen to me.”

“What can you possibly tell me that I need to hear? Could you tell me why you lied from the second we met? Why no blade in my gut could have cut any deeper than what your betrayal has? You almost made me believe I could fight against my destiny. But instead I find that you have been sent by the Committee who has hindered my every step since I was carried off the battle field all those years ago.”

Hickory’s mouth opened to say something but she shut it just as abruptly. She smiled sadly at Kincaid then moved her body so Kincaid could see past her down the steps. Rosario pounded up them two at a time, sword in hand. She stared at Hickory.

“Since when do you arm yourself?” Kincaid asked her old friend.

“Since we cannot be sure who is a wolf in lamb’s clothing,” Rosario replied, looking pointedly at Hickory.

Hickory bore her glare well, but turned back to Kincaid. “We still need to talk.”

Rosario pushed past her. “Exactly what I was going to propose,” she said, moving to stand beside Kincaid, her sword pointing at Hickory.

Kincaid lifted up her cane and pressed down on the menacing sword. “Put away your weapon, Rosario. We are not on the battlefield here.”

“Might as well be with the Committee involved,” Rosario muttered, but dropped her sword at Kincaid’s bidding.

“Estros should never have been consulted,” Kincaid muttered. “The Committee has been divided since the Great War.” She raised her eyes to Hickory. “I am prepared to listen, Hickory. We will meet at the library.”

“Is that a wise choice?” Hickory asked.

“You have seen how few use it; it is safe enough. Unless,” Kincaid’s eyes hardened, “You indeed know something more than we seem to?”

Hickory shook her head. “No, I know of no reason why the library would not be deemed safe.”

Rosario grunted. “Good. Then do us the honour of leading the way down the steps to it. Forgive me if I would prefer not to have you at our backs.”

The look of intense hurt that passed across Hickory’s eyes gave Kincaid pause for thought. She watched the tall woman’s shoulders drop a little. She shook her head at Rosario in admonishment. Rosario flashed her a “Why?” look. Kincaid just shook her head and pulled closed her tower door. She ambled down the steps slowly, all the time watching the golden figure in front of her.

 
Rosario closed the library door quietly, and quickly took her place back behind Kincaid. Kincaid skirted the large wooden table and gestured for Hickory to sit opposite her. Again the sadness coloured Hickory’s eyes for a moment. Kincaid had to steel her heart against her own pain at Hickory’s obvious distress.

Once Kincaid was seated, Rosario hovered behind her, the sword still firmly grasped in her hand. Rosario gestured roughly for Hickory to be seated. The golden-haired woman stood stock still, her hands grasping the back of the chair meant for her. Hickory stared at the stocky older woman then turned her pale gaze to Kincaid. Kincaid returned the look and just nodded her head. With that gesture, Hickory sat, she rested her elbows on the table and laced her fingers together.

“Do you seriously expect us to believe you are a protector?” Rosario asked gruffly, leaning over Kincaid’s shoulder a little, her posture menacing.

Hickory only looked at Kincaid. “I was sent to keep you safe, not to bring you harm.”

Rosario snorted. Hickory never lifted her eyes from Kincaid’s face. Kincaid felt something curious. She looked down at her arms on the table as if expecting to see something holding her. She felt secured almost. She looked up at Hickory and stared at her. Is this sensation of your doing? Kincaid wondered, but just as quickly she felt the feeling dissolve as swiftly as it had arisen. She felt strangely bereft.

“You know too many assassin tricks to be believed,” Rosario was remarking when Kincaid returned back to normality.

Hickory raised her eyes to Rosario steadily. “And how would you know this?”

“Takes one to know one,” Rosario smiled ferally.

Hickory’s eyebrow raised in astonishment.

“What?” Rosario grinned at her. “Surprise you, did I, Young Warrior? Did you not know that Animal Adepts make the best assassins because of their unique Talents?”

“I was not aware of that,” Hickory admitted carefully as if measuring her reply.

“You should also be made aware that assassins have many mouths that are willing to impart secrets if the right pressure is applied.” Rosario flexed her hand on the hilt of her sword in reflex. “A few mouths spoke of a honey-skinned woman, from a land far from here. Sent on a mission all shrouded in mystery, spoken of in hushed whispers.” Rosario leaned forward more. “My hearing is excellent.”

“Whispers, or tales told, do not always provide facts, Rosario,” Hickory stated.

“So, what are the facts? Tell us your mission,” Rosario said. “Weave your own tale and let us see what facts we believe to be truth.”

Hickory closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“Oh, and while you are regaling us with your story, explain to me how ethical it is for a protector,” Rosario snarled sarcastically, “to lust after her protectee.”

Hickory’s eyes opened with a snap. “Love! I do not feel something so base as lust, I feel love.” She glared at Rosario, her pale eyes radiating a fierce almost white hot flame. “And do not talk to me about ethics and the honour code by which I am bound. I know all too well I broke them all. But the minute I saw Kincaid I knew I had found the woman for me.” She reached out a hand across the space between her and Kincaid on the table. She laid the palm down on the wood. “I knew that, protector or not, I would want to keep this woman safe.”

Rosario snorted. “Handsome words, Warrior.”

Hickory glowered back at her. “Do you think so little of your best friend that the thought of someone loving her at first sight is impossible to comprehend?”

Rosario blustered, “Of course not!”

“Or is it my age? I have run that particular course already with Kincaid. Is it my colour? Since when does that dictate love? My eyes perhaps? They may be pale but they see Kincaid clearly as the woman I hold in my heart.”

Kincaid sat silently, watching Hickory trying to convince Rosario of her honourable intentions. For a moment, Kincaid found her heart swollen with pride for this young woman. Swollen with pride and love. Kincaid also felt the cold hand of reality reach in and grasp at her chest to make its presence known.

“Again I ask of you, Hickory, who sent you?” Kincaid finally spoke up, breaking the staring match being warred between the two other women.

“All I know is that it is a woman. I received my orders covertly. I have never seen her face. She fears for her own safety if it is known that she seeks yours.”

“You have a mysterious benefactor Kincaid,” Rosario said dryly. “Why do I not believe you?” She directed this to Hickory.

“Because you do not have the Talent to devise whether I am shrouded in falsehood or truth,” Hickory said quietly.

Kincaid felt Rosario press in behind her even more, and she nudged back with her shoulder to move Rosario away.

“Rosario, for Calluna’s sake! Be seated and stop hovering over me as if you are expecting Hickory to lop off my head!” She sighed as Rosario slowly eased herself into the chair beside her, moving it closer to Kincaid’s side, never taking her eyes off Hickory.

Hickory placed both of her hands, fingers spread wide, upon the table before her. “No cutting off heads at this table. It has seen enough wear and tear over the years.” A long finger traced over a divot in the wood. “What else would you ask of me, Kincaid?” She asked, her eyes watching her finger following the pattern ingrained in the table.

Kincaid watched the movement herself. “What happens now?” 

Hickory’s head rose to look at her.

“Now that I am found out by the very one whom I am honour bound to protect with my life?” She asked with a small glint in her eye.

“Yes.” Kincaid still watched Hickory’s restless hand. “Do you leave now?”

“My service is still required,” Hickory said simply.

Rosario shifted in her chair. “I could protect you better than this little…” Rosario’s words were muffled by Kincaid, who firmly slapped her hand over her friend’s mouth.

“I do not require your services,” Kincaid directed to Hickory. She waited for Rosario to take a breath then lowered her hand. “I was not aware that you knew such foul words!” She muttered to Rosario then looked at her palm as if expecting to see the remnants of the curse words emblazoned there. “Your mother would be shocked!”

“At whose knee do you think I learnt them?” Rosario muttered.

Kincaid turned again to Hickory. “I have no need for your services,” she reiterated. “Rosario and I have long since been able to care for ourselves.”

Hickory nodded. “Yes you have, which is why you have only just recovered from some kind of attack with your health. And why Rosario was nearly beaten to a bloody pulp in Carnellis. The bruises are still fresh to even my eyes.” She gestured to Rosario’s face.

The woman in question stiffened. “How did you know where I was attacked?” She asked suspiciously.

“Assassins have many mouths that are willing to impart secrets if the right pressure is applied.” Hickory repeated word for word Rosario’s earlier comment. “As do protectors.” She smiled smugly at the older woman.

Kincaid rubbed a hand over her face. “If you two have finished with the puffing out of your chest feathers…” Both of the women had the grace to look chagrined. “I have no time for this posturing and honour rigmarole. I need to continue with my translating before the person who wants to kill me for reading the Journals succeeds in his task!”

Hickory sat upright sharply. “Not when I am around!” She blurted out aghast. “I am here to facilitate you to continue in your translating.”

“Then do so and leave me in peace,” Kincaid said firmly. Hickory’s eyes widened at her tone. Kincaid then turned her attention to Rosario. “And you, dear friend, call off your rats from their hunting positions.”

Hickory stiffened then let her eyes drift to look over her shoulder where Kincaid had gestured. On each side of her neck a rat stood poised on the chair’s back. The rats did not move a muscle even with her looking directly at them both. Hickory turned back slowly to face Rosario.

“What were they instructed to do?” She asked quietly.

“To rip your throat out if you made any sudden move toward Kincaid that they implied as a threat,” Rosario relayed to her.

“I never heard them or even felt them that close to me,” Hickory admitted, shaken.

“That is because you do not have the Talent to devise whether an assassin has other methods of attack other than her sword at hand,” Rosario said smugly, obviously enjoying using Hickory’s own words back at her. She chattered to the rats and they quickly clambered down from Hickory’s chair then up upon Rosario’s own seat to sit on her shoulders.

“I am greatly impressed,” Hickory said earnestly. “The tales about you are not exaggerated.”

“The talk about Rosario does not begin to recognise her talents in all things,” Kincaid qualified dryly, receiving a huff of laughter from her friend at her side. “Are you to guard me whether I permit it or not?” She asked Hickory.

“Yes, it is my duty.”

“Then I would appreciate it done covertly, out of my line of vision. I do not want to debate this or discuss it.” Kincaid tried to forestall Hickory’s arguments.

Hickory stood up from her chair. “After all we have come to mean to each other, you wish me to step back and treat you with dispassion?” Her eyes grew stormy. “You love me!”

Kincaid nodded, not disputing that fact. “Yes I do, but you came to me under false pretences. You could have explained it to me.”

“Oh, sure!” Hickory waved a hand around airily. “Greetings, I am Hickory, and I love your library. By the way, I have been sent to guard you because rumour has it you are treading on dangerous territory and you are unaware of it.”

“Believe me, we have been aware for some time that we have been charting across dangerous seas,” Rosario muttered, rubbing at her face ruefully.

“Then why continue to put yourselves in danger? Kincaid, I love you. Let the Journals rest and let us live the rest of our days together in peace,” Hickory pleaded.

“If you knew what the Journals held then you would not ask me that,” Kincaid said stonily. She suddenly stiffened and narrowed her eyes at the golden-skinned woman. “Is that what you are here for? To seduce me away from the Journals?”

Hickory let out a muted scream of frustration. “No!” She leaned heavily on the table to confront Kincaid, eyes blazing. “I just dig myself deeper and deeper into your pit for me! I am here to protect you, not sway your mind, coerce or threaten you from what you are doing. I cannot help myself. I want you safe. I have spent time with you, Kincaid. I selfishly want more time without the need for me to watch both our backs. I apologise for asking you to even consider laying down your Journals.” She straightened back up and ran an agitated hand through her hair. “I need to calm down. This situation is driving me crazy!” She stormed off up the steps in the library and disappeared amid the bookshelves.

Kincaid and Rosario watched her go.

“I think you made her mad,” Rosario said conversationally, laying down her sword and resting her head on her hand to look at her friend.

“You started it,” Kincaid replied, her eyes helplessly drawn to the top of the steps where she could hear Hickory pacing to and fro.

“Do we contact Estros and see what kind of game they are playing with us now?” Rosario asked quietly, her free hand tickling Rufus as the rats scampered on the table.

“I do not think we will find any friends in Estros or on the Committee now, Rosario.”

“Except for this mysterious female benefactor of yours.”

Kincaid mused over this. “I wonder who she is.”

“Not one to be entirely trusted, if she hides her features even from the one she is sending to protect.”

“Layers upon layers of mystery building up around the Great War still,” Kincaid rumbled ominously. “And us, it would seem.”

“What did we do?” Rosario asked with a frown.

“Lived to tell the tale, perhaps?” Kincaid mused with a pointed look at Rosario.

Rosario snorted. “No one would believe our tale,” she replied, shaking her head.

“I believe someone fears that people just might,” Kincaid said with a finality that rang through the air like a death toll.



 
Chapter Twelve 

 
 The needle moved smoothly through the cloth as Kincaid stitched the last few lines on the rose she was adding to her tapestry. A black rose, large and heavy with petals, outlined with a light grey to give definition to its shape. It complimented the rose on the opposite side of the stitch work, a white rose, exactly the same, only outlined in cream. She ran an exacting eye over the Celestial Warrior’s crest and the other stitching on the fabric. She paused to re-thread her needle and looked up to see Hickory sitting at her table, long legs tucked up beneath her as she wrote on a piece of parchment. Kincaid stifled a sigh as she inconspicuously watched the young woman. Hickory had correctly pointed out that suspicion might be raised if Kincaid and herself no longer spent time together. It had been noted that the young Warrior and the archivist spent a great deal of time in each other’s company. To change that habit would cause speculation and raise questions in the Collegium. It had been two weeks since it had been revealed the true reason as to Hickory’s being in Keohane. Kincaid was still trying desperately not to have her attention constantly drawn to the beautiful young protector. When Hickory was not in her presence Kincaid felt bereft, when she was with her, the pangs of want tore through Kincaid’s heart. She was drawn to her, and no amount of anger or sense of betrayal changed the fact that Kincaid had fallen for the young woman. She missed Hickory’s touch, her kiss, her laughter. Kincaid blinked, realising that Hickory had paused in her writing and was staring back at Kincaid. I sometimes wonder if she feels my thoughts reaching out for her, Kincaid thought in despair. She cleared her throat and concentrated again on her needle and thread.
“Who are you writing to?” She asked, wanting to hear Hickory’s voice in the oppressive silence that hung about the tower.

“My family,” Hickory answered. “I need a larger sheet of parchment just to get all their names to fit.” Hickory joked softly.

“Tell me about them,” Kincaid bid.

Hickory turned around in her chair to face Kincaid more fully. “You really want to know?”

“I would like to,” Kincaid admitted, feeling tentative around this woman all of a sudden.

“Remember, my parents were Plant Adepts?” Hickory explained with a small smile that bespoke of someone who had had to explain her family history on too many occasions.

Kincaid nodded.

Hickory took a breath. “Let me start at the top.” She began to count each name off on her fingers. “My oldest brother is Sage, then there is Bay, another brother. Tamarind, my oldest sister, Ash, a brother, Persimmon and Sassafras, the middle sisters and then the last sibling but one is Douglas.”

“Douglas?” Kincaid asked. “Sounds innocuous enough.”

“Douglas Fir,” Hickory explained with a small smirk. “The family call him Fuzzy, which he detests, but we persist anyway!” She gestured to herself. “And then there is me, Hickory, the baby of the family.”

“Quite a collection of unusual names,” Kincaid smiled softly. “You sound like a close knit family.”

“We are, I was brought up to believe family is the most important thing in life. I have a growing collection of nieces and nephews that are expanding the family line.”

“How wonderful,” Kincaid said just above a whisper.

“They would love you,” Hickory said just as softly.

“I am sure they would,” Kincaid chuckled. “Though I would not be able to run or chase after a ball with them.”

“No, but the stories you would tell would have them dangling from your lap in wonderment.”

Kincaid’s eyes darkened with sadness. “Not all tales have happy endings, alas,” she muttered.

“Then we re-write them,” Hickory said simply.

Kincaid shook her head ruefully. Or omit the terrible truths completely, she thought, her eyes looking to her tapestry and the meanings sewn into it.

 
The dining hall was busy but Rosario managed to find herself and Kincaid a seat each. Rosario looked over to where Hickory sat unobtrusively near. If it were not for the fact Kincaid and Rosario knew of her protector status they would never have been aware of her guarding. Kincaid was all too aware of Hickory’s position behind her. She pushed at her food lethargically, chasing the vegetables around her plate in a mindless pattern.

“How are you faring?” Rosario asked, watching Kincaid play with her food while she wolfed down her own.

“Heart sick,” Kincaid muttered, then grinned wryly. “In more ways than one it would appear!”

Rosario shook her head at her friend’s comment. “How goes things with the young Warrior?” 

“She rarely is seen to leave my presence. She is ever the dutiful student.” Kincaid rested her head in her hand tiredly. “I miss her so much.”

“I seem to recall you were never this enamoured of Seren,” Rosario mumbled through a mouthful of potato.

Kincaid allowed herself to remember her partner through the Great War. “Seren was a love for my younger years, if it was ever love and not just the need for someone to hold. And I could not even do that right for her in the end.”

“Seren was a spoilt brat who spied a bigger opportunity and went with it. I cannot recall the name of the woman she went off with but she was highly manipulative I have heard tell.”

“I too had heard she was one of Estros’s busy bees,” Kincaid said with a touch of sarcasm. She then frowned at Rosario. “Why are we talking about my failed love life? You are supposed to be cheering me up, not reminding me of past failures!”

“Then let us look to your present. Have you spoken with Hickory?”

“We talk,” Kincaid said bluntly.

“Has she told you anything further as to why she is here?”

“There is not anything else to tell. She has her orders to protect me. I take umbrage at that state of affairs. It has caused a rift between us. Nothing more to discuss.”

Rosario shook her head at Kincaid. “You need to get out and take your mind off what ails you.”

“I am quite content staying in my tower brooding, thank you kindly!” Kincaid muttered, flinging her fork down onto her plate with a sigh. “If I had the full use of my legs, I believe I would take off at a sprint for someplace far away from here!”

“Not like you to run from something, Kincaid.” Rosario wiped at her mouth with her cloth.

I cannot bear where I stand now,” Kincaid complained. “I can feel her near me, Rosario. I can sense her near. I know when she is looking at me.” Kincaid held up her thumb and forefinger pinched closely together. “I was this close to the first happiness I would have experienced since before the Great War.” She shook her head in disgust. “And I find that the woman I am in love with is a cursed Committee pawn.”

“And still you love her?”

Kincaid nodded slowly, looking up with pitiful eyes to meet Rosario’s understanding ones.

Rosario pushed her chair back forcefully. “I am taking you away from here.”

Kincaid reached for her cane. “Like where?”

“The Tavern across the courtyard!”

Kincaid made a face. “You know I rarely drink that ale you so delight in chugging down!”

“Then we will find something more suitable for your palate!” Rosario tugged on Kincaid’s jerkin. “Tonight, you are leaving your books and that imprisoning tower behind. Come sup with your best friend.”

Kincaid let out a gusty sigh. “The last time you forced me into this you had to carry me home over your shoulder because you had me so drunk I could not walk!” Kincaid poked her friend in her rotund girth. “You are not built for hefting me around any more, old friend.”

“Then if you are unable to walk I will leave you where you lie!” Rosario announced, guiding Kincaid out of the dining hall.

“Ever thoughtful,” Kincaid grumbled. She ambled beside Rosario then leaned in a little closer to her. “Hickory follows us, yes?”

“Your faithful shadow is ever present,” Rosario whispered back.

“Am I never to gain peace until I walk through the mist into the nether world?” Kincaid wondered aloud.

Rosario gave her a sharp stare. “And you will receive no peace there, my friend, for I shall follow after you and make your eternity an endless riot!”

Kincaid chuckled. “Just do not follow after me too soon, Rosario. This world has not finished with one of your like yet.”

“Nor yours,” Rosario said stonily. “Now, come on. Let us get some mead inside you and clear your head of depressing thoughts.”



 
Chapter Thirteen 

 
 The Tavern, The Valliant’s Rest, was situated outside the Collegium’s walls. It was a far walk, but Kincaid managed to limp alongside Rosario, kept entertained by her friend’s wild tales. Kincaid looked at Rosario in the fading light of the evening. The bruises on her face were healing finally, and she knew the Healer had worked wonders with Rosario’s broken ribs. Kincaid could tell that Rosario was getting back to her old self, once she had gotten over the fact she had been beaten by ones she would have defeated easily in years gone by.
The sound of music, played with more enthusiasm than skill, grated through Kincaid’s ears. She winced at the din assailing her.

“Excellent!” Rosario roared. “You have the band here tonight!” She clapped her hands together in time to the questionable tune.

“How fortunate for me,” Kincaid muttered. Her sarcasm disappeared into the row and missed Rosario’s ears.

Rosario pushed through the crowd and left Kincaid seating herself at a roughly shaped table. Kincaid kept a grip on her cane, a little nervous about her surroundings. She very rarely ventured from her library, and this tavern assailed all her senses, leaving her giddy without the aid of any beer.

“Why are you here?”

Hickory’s soft voice spoke directly into Kincaid’s ear. Kincaid did not even jump at the intrusion. Instead she warmed to the soft breath caressing her face. She did not turn around to face her guardian.

“Rosario invited me for a night away from my tower.” 

“To here? Not a place I would think you would frequent, Kincaid.”

“Maybe not. But for tonight it is a welcome respite.”

“I will be deaf before the night is over!” Hickory commented a little ill-humoured.

“Then leave us. We are capable of looking after ourselves,” Kincaid said non-censoriously.

“You know I will not do that,” Hickory reminded her softly.

“Then grab yourself a drink, Warrior, because I believe Rosario has a long night planned.”

“You are not safe here, Kincaid. There are too many people and not all of them from the Collegium.” Hickory leaned in closer and Kincaid shivered as she felt Hickory’s lips accidentally brush at her cheek.

“Maybe there is a safety in numbers.” Kincaid cursed the fact that just the slightest touch from Hickory sent her heart tripping and arousal to careen through her pulse points. She shivered slightly.

“You should leave here. I can walk you back to the Collegium,” Hickory ordered quietly.

“I only just got here. And I am in no need of an escort this evening,” Kincaid argued just as quietly back.

“You test my patience!” Hickory growled.

“As you do mine!” Kincaid said huskily. She caught sight of Rosario meandering her way back to the table. Kincaid turned around to speak directly to Hickory but the golden-skinned woman was nowhere to be seen. Kincaid craned her neck around, searching through the patrons, but caught no glimpse of the woman who had been tantalising her senses just seconds before. The frown that was on her face when Rosario returned gave the older woman cause to pause.

“What is with the frown, Kincaid?” Rosario asked. “Are you in pain?”

Kincaid shook her head. “No, just a minor irritant. It went away,” she said bluntly, covertly searching the crowd for Hickory.

Rosario set a mug in front of her. “Here, drink, and all your minor irritants will disappear!”

“Oh, that it were that simple!” Kincaid wryly held up her mug to clash it with Rosario’s in a toast.

 
As the hours passed, the tavern grew raucous. Kincaid watched with tired eyes as Rosario spun tales of battles Kincaid knew she had never been a part of. She marvelled at her friend’s bardic abilities once the ale loosened her tongue. The more ale that flowed, the more heroic the tale. Kincaid rubbed at her cheek. She had never been one of the Warriors who finished their tours with alcohol. She preferred silence and solitude. But tonight she needed something else, and the roar of the crowded tavern was slowly drowning out the other voices in her head. The insidious voices that kept her mind drifting back to Hickory. Kincaid sighed and then jumped when a hand brushed against her temple. She flinched and looked up at the owner of the hand.

“Forgive me, but I was fascinated by your hair. I could not help but wonder if it felt as soft as it appeared.” A middle-aged brunette smiled down at Kincaid, her eyes bright in the light of the tavern’s lamps. “I had to give into the temptation. Am I forgiven?” She smiled sweetly at Kincaid.

Kincaid nodded. “I hope it lived up to your expectations,” She said and reached for her mug. A hand fell to arrest her movement.

“Let me get you a new brew, I have noticed that one has been left unattended for a long time. Stale ale is not good for whetting your…,” the woman smiled again, “appetites.”

Kincaid watched the woman saunter over to the bar and order her another ale. Kincaid would rather have taken her leave but she remained where she was, watching the woman as she walked back. A little conversation might be nice, she mused, after all, I have nothing but an empty tower to return to. She felt her face flame as the woman sat back beside her a little too close for comfort and pressed in even tighter against Kincaid’s side. The woman’s curves fit snugly against Kincaid making her all too aware of the mature body pressed against her.

“Not much room in here tonight,” the woman excused herself, repositioning her skirts.

Kincaid looked at her close proximity. “Obviously not,” she replied dryly.

“So, who are you?” the woman asked, taking a drink from her own mug.

“ My name is Kincaid.”

“I am Elsbeth.” Elsbeth took Kincaid’s proffered hand and they shook. “I noticed you are here with Rosario, I take it you are a Warrior too?”

Kincaid looked down at her hidden cane. “Used to be. I am a little too old for the battle now.”

Elsbeth ran a hand down Kincaid’s arm and then left it gripping at her wrist. “Of course you are not! A handsome woman such as yourself!” She looked intently at Kincaid. “So, what do you do now you are not a Warrior?”

“I read a lot,” Kincaid said airily.

“I love to read.” the woman replied, her voice dropping as if imparting a salacious secret.

Kincaid grinned, she was not adverse to being flirted with but this woman had it down to a fine art. It boosted her ego a little to be centre of such attention. They talked for a long time about the Collegium, about Elsbeth’s work at the bakery in the local town. Kincaid relaxed in her company, enjoying a conversation that did not challenge her intellect. Kincaid drank very little of the ale placed before her. After an hour of inconsequential chatting, Kincaid shifted in her seat uncomfortably.

“Do you wish to go outside?” Elsbeth asked, closely watching Kincaid’s face.

“I think a breath of fresh air would be exactly what I require just now,” Kincaid agreed. She watched as Elsbeth slid across the seat to get out. Kincaid reached for her cane and Elsbeth immediately frowned.

“You are lame?” She asked without obvious thought.

Kincaid fought the urge to roll her eyes at the attitude. “No, I use it for ornamentation. I get free ale out of sympathy.” Kincaid looked pointed at the mug of ale that Elsbeth had brought for her. In her pain she could not curb the sarcasm that rolled from her tongue.

Elsbeth had the grace to blush, and she stepped back to allow Kincaid to manoeuvre past her. She apologised but Kincaid waved it off. She just wanted to be outside. Kincaid briefly caught Rosario’s eye. Her friend stood up to join her, but Kincaid shook her head in a negative gesture. They both knew that Kincaid’s leaving would be picked up by her ever-attentive shadow. As Kincaid left the tavern she glanced over her shoulder and, sure enough, Hickory was right there, following discreetly behind.

Elsbeth laced her arm through Kincaid’s free arm, causing Kincaid to be a little unbalanced as she had to compensate for someone else’s weight. Hickory has never done that, Kincaid thought then cursed herself for immediately thinking of the younger woman. Kincaid was all too aware that Hickory never sought to make a show of the fact Kincaid was less than able to do certain things. She was sometimes more aware than Kincaid was. Kincaid let out a soft breath at the thought of the young protector who, even now, was right where Kincaid was. Hidden, unnoticeable in the shadows, but Kincaid knew she was there. Curious, Kincaid thought, that is how I have always felt since Hickory came to Keohane. I have always felt her near even when I could not see her.


Kincaid was shaken from her thoughts by Elsbeth letting go of her arm and turning to face her. For a moment, Kincaid felt her stomach drop at the sheer stupidity of following a woman she did not know out of a public place and into one more secluded.

“No more ale for you,” Kincaid muttered, more than a little disgusted with herself.

Elsbeth gestured for Kincaid to follow her. Kincaid spied the tavern’s stable that she seemed to be heading for. Kincaid stayed exactly where she was. Elsbeth chuckled.

“You will be perfectly safe in there, Warrior. No one is going to do anything to you that you do not desire.”

“I do not desire anything,” Kincaid said a little too gruffly for her own comfort.

Elsbeth walked back over to her and gently cupped Kincaid’s chin in her hand. “Then why, when I look at you, do I see someone whose heart appears broken and lying shattered on the floor?”

Kincaid pulled back from the woman’s touch. “I do not know what you think you are seeing, but I think I should be going now.” Kincaid took a step backwards.

“I can help you take your mind off whatever woman has broken your heart. I can make you feel good again.” Elsbeth reached out and held onto Kincaid’s arm, halting her retreat. “I can touch you and make you forget anyone else.”

I sincerely doubt that, Kincaid thought and was shocked into rigidity as Elsbeth leaned forward and kissed her. For a moment, brief and hesitant, Kincaid kissed her back. Then she jerked out of the kiss, finding herself wrapped in Elsbeth’s embrace.

“What are you doing?” Kincaid asked stupidly, cursing the fact she was unable to free her hand to wipe off the offending kiss from her lips.

“If you have to ask, Kincaid, then you have been too long without loving!” Elsbeth teased.

Kincaid dug in her heels. “Is this a sideline to your bakery career? Taking women off to the stables to kiss them?”

Elsbeth leaned closer. “I can do more than kiss,” she breathed. “Come with me. Let me show you that I have other talents than those that make the perfect loaf rise!” She held out her hand to take Kincaid into the stable.

For a moment Kincaid honestly thought about joining her. To go with Elsbeth and try to assuage some of the need that was boiling up inside her for Hickory. Kincaid shook her head at herself. What was the point of that? Elsbeth was not Hickory, could not even come close to her. Kincaid shook her head.

“I appreciate the offer but,” Kincaid started, but Elsbeth held up her hand. The woman seemed to be looking over Kincaid’s shoulder. She then gave Kincaid a measured look.

“Oh, I get it. You would want a three-some, is that it?”

Kincaid’s eyes opened wide in surprise. “Excuse me?”

Elsbeth nodded over Kincaid’s shoulder to the figure now standing in plain sight, arms folded, legs planted in a no-nonsense stance. Kincaid turned and looked, even though she was all too well aware of who stood there. She sighed at the stony look decorating Hickory’s face.

“No threesomes, no nothing.” 

Elsbeth leaned forward a little. “Who is that?” she whispered.

“My body guard,” Kincaid replied with a heavy sigh.

“I could guard your body tonight. She need not worry about you. Elsbeth can keep you safe.” She stared over Kincaid’s shoulder then leaned forward to whisper conspiratorially in Kincaid’s ear. “She is glaring at me something fierce.”

Kincaid smiled despite herself. “She is very protective. She is probably worried you are going to stick something in me.” Kincaid mentally groaned at her own words and looked up to find Elsbeth laughing silently.

“I doubt I am going to get that chance, correct?” 

Kincaid shook her head. “I am sorry if I gave you the wrong impression. I do not want this.”

Elsbeth ducked her head and gave Kincaid a gentle peck on her cheek. “You do. You just do not want it with me,” she said knowledgably, looking back at a still disapproving Hickory. “She is very fortunate.”

“She could do much better,” Kincaid said quietly under her breath. Elsbeth caught it.

“She does not seem to want to.” Elsbeth patted her gently on the arm. “You know where to find me if things do not go smoothly.”

“Thank you for the offer.” Kincaid looked at Elsbeth and sighed. She was just not the golden-skinned, golden-haired beauty that Kincaid had firmly lodged in her heart.

“I will return to the tavern,” Elsbeth said, loud enough for Hickory to hear. “Is your evening finished here?” Kincaid nodded at her wearily. “Then I bid you a safe journey home, Kincaid.”

Kincaid heard Elbeth’s boots scuff back toward the tavern. She did not turn around. She did not want to meet the utter disgust that she felt sure was written over Hickory’s face. 

“First evening out for months and I get propositioned by a professional whore,” Kincaid said, letting her voice carry back toward Hickory. “Could I get any lower if I dug my own pit?” She wiped at her mouth to remove the waxy taste of Elsbeth’s mouth from her lips and wiped it furiously down her britches. She began to limp back toward the Collegium, knowing full well that Hickory was behind her every step of the way. She felt something akin to one accompanied to the scaffold by their executioner. She could all but feel Hickory’s ire behind her, radiating off the younger woman to smother Kincaid in an accusing silence. She kept her eyes on the ground she limped upon, carefully marking out her path in the night’s darkness. The moon reluctantly lit the ground but the clouds still lingering in the sky hid its glow. Kincaid cursed herself for failing to bring a lantern with her for the return trip. At least in the dark she could not see Hickory’s disapproving face.

“I did not ask her to kiss me.” Kincaid finally broke the brittle silence.

“I know,” Hickory’s soft voice replied from behind her. “But neither did you pull away.”

Kincaid fought the urge to turn around. She did not want even the moon’s pale light to reveal to her Hickory’s disapproval. Or for the moonlight to illuminate Kincaid’s own embarrassment. Kincaid released a heavy, heartfelt, sigh. “I had the futile hope that someone else’s lips could erase the feel of yours from my memory. That another woman’s arms could make me forget how it feels to be held in yours.” 

“Am I to take it from your demeanour it did not work?” Hickory asked softly.

“How could it?” Kincaid grated, all but slamming her cane into the ground as she walked. “I could hardly wait to scrub the taste of her lips from off my mouth. I am sure she is a wonderful woman, that she would easily be someone to lose your senses to.” Kincaid sighed again. “She just was not you.” Kincaid halted in her faltering steps and spun around to face Hickory. She looked up into pale eyes shining in the moon’s glow. “Damn you, Hickory of Kandaan! Damn you for coming here and storming into my ordered life and making me want more!” Kincaid began to shake with a pent up fury that suddenly raged through her. She took off at a faster pace, still ranting. “My life was all planned. I knew what I was meant to do, and nothing could sway me from that path. I did not require some young Warrior breezing in with her golden hair flying, and her pale eyes seeing right through me and making me feel inadequate.”

Hickory gasped aloud. “It has never been my intention to make you feel inadequate.”

“But you did. You made everything I thought myself to be become inadequate. My life became less than satisfactory. Everything is supposed to revolve around my Journals. That became less of a necessity. The library that is supposed to be my haven away from everything became the place where I got to sit and stare at you all day! You interfere with my translating; you capture my attention away from my work. You walked into my library and turned my life upside down!” Kincaid all but shouted this last sentence over her shoulder.

“Do you wish for me to apologise?” Hickory asked softly.

“No, I want…,” she halted in her speech, halted in her walking for a moment and then just continued on in silence.

Hickory moved to keep up by Kincaid’s side.

“What? What do you want?” She asked with more force than mere curiosity.

“Nothing!” Kincaid hissed.

“What does Kincaid want?” Hickory asked. “Not Kincaid the Archivist who wants to live for her Journals, nor Kincaid the Warrior who just wants peace. What does Kincaid the woman want, the real Kincaid, the woman I love beyond everything else?”

Kincaid faltered in her steps, her foot caught in the rough ground, and for a moment she thought she was going to fall. Hickory’s hands held her upright with a sure grasp. Kincaid looked up into Hickory’s eyes as she steadied her and, just for a moment, released her anger and just stared. The corners of Hickory’s eyes crinkled as she smiled down at Kincaid.

“What do you want?” She asked again, her voice barely above a whisper, her pale eyes staring into Kincaid’s blue.

“To be able to stand on my own two feet,” Kincaid said a touch mournfully.

Hickory carefully released her grip, pulling back unobtrusively.

“I want my real life back; the one I should have had if this had never have occurred.” She gestured roughly to her leg. “I want time and years and an existence without endless pain.” She closed her eyes briefly and ruefully shook her head. “I want it all. Life, health, love.”

“I can guarantee you plenty of the latter,” Hickory said.

“I want you to be here as I originally believed. I fell for the student who treated me not as an oddity, not as the war weary Warrior, but as just Kincaid. Yet, you never were the student I came to trust.”

“I have explained all that, I just cannot seem to explain it in a manner that is acceptable to you. I am still the woman you fell for,” Hickory replied, gritting her teeth slightly.

“I do not want a protector,” Kincaid argued. “Least of all one whom I got to know under false pretences.”

“You know full well why I could not tell you, Kincaid. This is an old argument best left dead and buried on the battlefield we keep thrashing it out on!”

“That does not make it any easier for me to get over the fact you walked into my library and bare-faced lied to me.”

Hickory edged forward a little to loom over Kincaid. “I was carrying out my orders. You were a Warrior. You know that you do as you are told!”

“Do not throw my Warrior training back at me!” Kincaid grumbled, the last of her temper dissolving at the calmness of Hickory’s argument. “I never did what I was ordered.”

Hickory chuckled. “Why am I not surprised?”

Kincaid rubbed at her chest reflectively. “Even at your tender age you are smarter than I ever dreamed of being.”

“I am not so tender,” Hickory growled.

Kincaid huffed in soft laughter. “I was referring to how you followed your orders to the letter.”

“Will you ever be able to forgive me for not telling you?” Hickory asked, desperation colouring her voice.

Kincaid halted once more as they reached the edges of the Collegium’s walls. She looked up at Hickory and made a decision. “I have to. I cannot continue like this. It is sucking the very life out of me.”

Hickory’s smile lit up her face. She let out a small squeal and gathered Kincaid, cane and all, up in a fierce hug. “I love you! I love you!” Hickory peppered kisses gently all over Kincaid’s face, making the older woman chuckle.

“I love you too,” Kincaid managed to breathe out in between kisses that were gaining in their intensity. “You are going to have to put me down before you do yourself an injury,” she admonished softly.

“No, I am not letting you go in case you suffer a change of heart.” Stubbornly Hickory tightened her grip.

Kincaid laughed, burying her head into Hickory’s shoulder. “My heart cannot change; it is too set in its ways.”

“Promise?” Hickory asked, nuzzling into Kincaid’s hair.

“I promise,” Kincaid vowed.

Hickory made a disgruntled face and slowly replaced Kincaid to the ground. “Then I guess I had better put you down. But I intend to stick very close to you. We have wasted too much time already.” She pouted softly, resting her arms about Kincaid’s shoulders.

Kincaid nodded. “I agree.”

Hickory’s head whipped up and she stared at her. “What? After all this time, we finally find something we are in agreement with?” She clutched at her chest dramatically. “Will wonders never cease?”

“You are so the jester!” Kincaid muttered dryly, secretly enjoying Hickory’s playful attitude. She felt her world shift back into place now that Hickory was back by her side.

Hickory’s smiling face filled Kincaid’s vision. “Invite me to your tower,” she said gruffly, her voice changing swiftly from humorous to a smooth seductive tone.

Kincaid took a deep breath to steady her nerves. “Will you join me this night?” 

Hickory touched her forehead gently to Kincaid’s. “I thought you would never ask,” she breathed. She pulled back slowly, indicating for Kincaid to set their pace back to the Collegium. Hickory’s hand rested at the base of Kincaid’s spine, a comforting touch, not meant to assist, just for touching’s sake.

Kincaid felt the warmth from Hickory’s hand all but burn through her jerkin. She let out a long held sigh.

“Just so you do not think that if you have your way with me now that I am going to forget the fact you allowed yourself to kiss that other woman in my presence,” Hickory spoke conversationally, her tone light and airy.

Kincaid shot her a look.

“I am seriously possessive,” Hickory continued. “She touches you again and…,” she tapped at her chest where the daggers were sheathed.

Kincaid’s eyebrow raised slightly. “And as for me?” she asked carefully, wondering what punishment Hickory would dole out to her.

Hickory rubbed at Kincaid’s back gently. “After tonight, you will never consider trading kisses with any woman but me.”

Kincaid smiled and leaned back a little into the touch at her spine. She reached round with her free hand to remove Hickory’s hand from her back. Hickory looked at her in surprise. Kincaid laced her fingers through Hickory’s and held her hand gently. “If we walk at my pace, then I can hold hands with you like lover’s do.”

“Then I will always follow at your pace to see what else we can do together,” Hickory replied with a sly grin.

“Do not get it into your head to be carrying me up the tower steps,” Kincaid growled at her, seeing Hickory’s eyes shining.

“Then you had better pick up your pace because I find myself seriously eager to check that your room is secure for you this evening!”

“I am sure I will be perfectly safe. After all, I have my own personal protector,” Kincaid said breezily.

Hickory laughed and squeezed Kincaid’s hand in her own gently. “What makes you think you are safe from me?” She asked, running her tongue seductively across her lower lip.

Kincaid all but stumbled at the rush of lust that raced through her veins. “Just keep me safe enough to reach the blasted tower without breaking my damn fool neck,” she grumbled self depreciatively.



 
Chapter Fourteen 

 
 The golden glow from a single lit lantern welcomed Kincaid and Hickory into the tower’s rooms. Hickory closed the door behind her gently but with purpose. She turned the key and placed it on the table.
“I want no interruptions,” she said firmly. “No little rodent visitors, no best friends, no one needing that certain, specific Journal,”

Kincaid smiled. “There will be no visitors here, Hickory. Rosario is otherwise engaged, and no one else ventures up the steps to reach this tower.”

Hickory padded silently closer. “What fools this Collegium houses. Fools not to realise what treasure lies at the top of the stairwell.” She leaned in to capture Kincaid’s mouth in a soft, moist kiss.

Kincaid swayed a little under the onslaught. She gripped her cane fiercely and wrapped her other hand around Hickory’s waist. She shivered as Hickory pulled back to tease her tongue along Kincaid’s opened mouth.

“I am a little nervous,” Kincaid admitted barely above a whisper. “I have not laid with someone for a long while.”

Hickory kissed her again. “We can go slow or fast, however you prefer,” she soothed.

Kincaid gestured with a brief cock of her head toward her bedchamber. “We might be more comfortable in there.”

Hickory grinned and chuckled softly. “I love take-charge women!” She followed Kincaid into where the bed lay. Kincaid laid her cane down and sat on the edge of her bed, worrying at the tie in her jerkin. Hickory instantly knelt down before her and stopped her fumbling fingers.

“I have one more thing to tell you,” Hickory stated and uncharacteristically hesitated as Kincaid’s eyes rose to meet her own.

“Something worse than you being my protector?” Kincaid said doubtfully, her face sceptical at Hickory’s announcement.

Hickory pouted a little in thought. “No, but I think you should know something about me before we go any further.”

“You choose now to tell me some deep dark secret?” Kincaid raised an eyebrow. “You have to work on your seduction techniques, Hickory!”

Hickory rested her elbows on Kincaid’s legs and stared at her. “I will work on my seduction when I have gotten this off my chest.” She chuckled at Kincaid’s eyes immediately looking down to where the daggers lay across Hickory’s breasts. “Do you love me?” She asked softly.

Kincaid nodded and nudged Hickory gently. “You know I do.”

“Yes, actually I do. I feel it.” Hickory emphasised the word carefully. “To be truthful, I felt it the very first second you realised you did indeed love me.”

“The first second?” Kincaid frowned. She stared at Hickory then looked harder at her. “What Talent do you possess, Hickory of Kandaan?” 

“Empath,” Hickory admitted, her voice just above a whisper.

Kincaid shook her head, not in disbelief but in final understanding. “How strong is your Adeptude?”

“The highest it can be in one possessing an Adeptude,” Hickory said.

“Hence the pale eyes,” Kincaid groaned and slapped a hand to her forehead with a groan. “I knew I had heard something, something from the past, a tale told about ones with pale eyes.”

“The paler the pupil, the stronger the Adeptude, at least in an Empath,” Hickory agreed.

“You have known every thing I have felt for you, have you not?” Kincaid groaned and covered her face with her hands. “No wonder you never let me have any peace! You have always known how much I am drawn to you!”

Hickory wrapped her long arms about Kincaid’s waist and laid her head against Kincaid’s breasts. “I have had to live with every feeling you have had for me. From your initial curiosity and distrust that day Tudor introduced us to the growing of desire. Every pinch of yearning, every longing, and then I felt you love.” Hickory let out a pleasured sigh and gripped Kincaid a little tighter. “But I have also had to feel it as you have denied the attraction. I felt it when you wanted me but hated yourself for it. You tried to ignore it. You feared it, even scorned it. I felt you unequivocally fall in love with me. It echoed my own feelings that were growing in my own heart. My heart rejoiced in your discovery then howled in pain as you did nothing but be shamed by it.” Hickory nuzzled her face in Kincaid’s neck. “And then tonight, the final insult. You kiss and hold another woman and all the time your body is calling out for mine!”

Kincaid stiffened in Hickory’s embrace and Hickory moved back to face her.

“But she did not kiss like I kiss you, does not smell like I smell, her touch was not mine. And your heart screamed out to mine. You knew I was right behind you and you called to me. I felt you.”

“Can you feel everything I feel?” Kincaid swallowed past the knot in her throat to ask her question.

Hickory nodded. “You more than any other because we are drawn to each other. I have had other lovers and have never been able to have my Talent so wide open and immersed in them. Your moods affect mine, I feel your pain.”

Kincaid reached a hand up to her chest. Hickory shook her head.

“No, I do not feel what happens to you inside. I feel the anguish you suffer as the pain rips through you.”

“That night…,” Kincaid began but stopped.

“The night you had an attack, here, alone in your tower?” Hickory finished quietly.

Kincaid nodded. “Did you sense that too?”

“I sat outside the tower door debating whether to pick the lock open and rush in to your aid. But I dared not force my hand. How could I tell you I was an Empath when that was just another thing that as a protector I use to keep you safe?” She kissed Kincaid’s forehead tenderly. “I sat outside the door and sobbed for hours, sensing finally when your herbs had been administered by the calming of your feelings. I felt so powerless and useless.”

Kincaid raised a hand up to cup at Hickory’s cheek. “I believe a part of me knew you were there,” she admitted finally.

Hickory smiled. “You have an underused side to your own Empathic Talent. You have sensed me from the very start, but you just have not realised it.”

“You can tell?” Kincaid asked astonished.

“Yes. That is why you have trusted me, no matter what your eyes or ears have made you witness against me. Even when you told me you wanted nothing more to do with me, I knew you still loved me and that you trusted me to keep you safe.”

“Am I an open Journal to you, Young Warrior?” Kincaid smiled slowly.

“No, just one I intend to study intently as a good student would,” Hickory replied earnestly, her eyes twinkling in merriment.

Kincaid felt her face heat up at the look Hickory was giving her. “So you are an Empathic Protector? Anything else before I continue to kiss you?”

Hickory shook her head quickly. “No, nothing else. I am all for continuing with the kissing!” She leaned forward expectantly. Kincaid pulled back and Hickory frowned. “What?” She whined slightly.

“If you are Empath Adept and are highly attuned to me,” Kincaid let a sly smile work its way across her face, “does that mean every touch you give me, and I react to in pleasure, you receive back in some way?”

Hickory narrowed her eyes a little. “In a way, yes. When I kiss you I can feel your desire for me, and it adds a certain colour to the experience!”

“I intend to make love to you so that all you feel are your own feelings,” Kincaid promised.

Hickory swallowed audibly. “I have a feeling you might be able to do that. My own desire for you eclipses everything else I can feel around me.”

Kincaid grinned. “Good fortune for us this tower is so secluded.”

“Are you a screamer, Kincaid?” Hickory asked with a devilish look.

“No, but I would wager you are!”

 
Kincaid watched as Hickory leaned over to strike the tinder to light the lantern beside Kincaid’s bed. She shifted nervously on the mattress and Hickory caught the anxious movement.

“What is worrying you, Kincaid?” she asked softly, her eyes intent on her job. The lantern shone brightness into the room and Hickory dimmed it slightly, lowering the flame, leaving corners in muted shadows.

“You can sense my nervousness,” Kincaid said with a sigh. “And here I always thought you were just incredibly attentive!”

“I am, where you are concerned,” Hickory countered, blowing softly at the tinder and watching the smoke spiral out from it.

“You are so beautiful, Hickory. In sunlight you are radiant and in the soft light thrown by the lantern you become ethereal.”

Hickory smiled, entranced by Kincaid’s soft words. “But…,” she nudged Kincaid’s knee.

“I am not so blessed.” The older woman smiled a little depreciatively. She reached up her hand to hush Hickory’s mouth as arguments began to spill from her younger companion. “I have scars, from battles so long ago I do not remember fighting in them. And then more scars from wars I remember all too well that I was involved in. I want you to be aware that I do not bring a healthy body to this bed.”

“Let me see what tales your body has to tell me, and then we will talk about how we both measure beauty.” Hickory put her own hand to Kincaid’s lips. “No more fears, no more worries, we are here to share our love.”

Kincaid nodded. “I have something I need to tell you,” she began.

Hickory shook her head. “No more talking, we can do that later.”

“This is important,” Kincaid said with an indignant tone.

“Then you will not forget it later, will you?” Hickory said cockily.

Kincaid shook her head at Hickory’s no-nonsense voice. What she had to say could wait, she decided. She leaned down to untie her boots, the time for talk over.

Hickory stood up and began to undo her dagger sheaths. Kincaid paused in her own undressing to watch as the weapons were drawn from Hickory’s chest. She grinned.

“What?” Hickory asked, smiling back, a touch puzzled at Kincaid’s obvious pleasure.

“Such treasure hidden behind such lethal weapons,” she remarked, and continued pulling off her boots. She tugged at her woollen socks quickly. As she once again sat upright she was afforded the sight of Hickory divesting herself of her Warrior garb. The decorated tabard was lifted over Hickory’s head and Kincaid finally got to see Hickory in just a simple jerkin. The one she wore was a soft blue colour. Kincaid was entranced at how it served to enhance the pale colour of Hickory’s eyes. Kincaid nervously fiddled with her own jerkin ties. She looked down with a mutter of exasperation at the knots she had inadvertently caused. Golden hands reached out to nimbly untie the laces for her.

“I need to undress you,” Hickory said simply. “Will you return the favour?” She moved closer for Kincaid to untie her own jerkin. Kincaid did so with more speed than grace, loosening the laces that criss-crossed at the top of Hickory’s jerkin. She tugged the jerkin up over Hickory’s head and watched golden curls fall over muted golden-skinned shoulders. She ran her eyes over Hickory’s strong shoulders, marvelled at the muscles visible yet marvelled more at the decidedly womanly shape Hickory possessed beneath her uniform. And how womanly, Kincaid thought, gasping at Hickory’s naked breasts.

“Oh, I like that!” Hickory shivered with a smile.

Kincaid frowned. “I did not touch you!” She held up her hands to prove her point.

“I felt your desire for me,” Hickory whispered, as if savouring the words.

Kincaid groaned softly, not sure what to do. “I have never made love with an Empath before.”

“Neither have I. I think we are both in for an interesting night!” Hickory’s eyes sparkled with barely restrained mischief.

“I am nowhere near as Empathic as you are.”

“You are using your Adeptude more than you realise.” Hickory reached for Kincaid’s waist and lifted off her jerkin with a firm pull. Kincaid felt herself warm then begin to burn at the look in Hickory’s eyes as they stared at her.

“You are beautiful,” Hickory whispered and reached out to touch Kincaid almost in reverence.

“You need to turn the lantern down,” Kincaid requested a little shyly.

“You need to get those britches off!” Hickory countered brazenly, tugging at the fastenings at Kincaid’s waist.

“You have not gotten your own boots off yet,” Kincaid pointed out and watched in amusement as Hickory quickly scrambled to untie her laces to remove her footwear. 

Hickory then unfastened her britches and removed both them and her underwear in one swift motion. Kincaid stared at the patch of light brown hair at the top of Hickory’s thighs. “Ahhaha,” Hickory shook her finger in Kincaid’s face, disturbing her line of vision. “No looking until you return the favour!” She began pulling at Kincaid’s britches. 

Kincaid lifted up to let Hickory tug them free from her hips and drag them down her legs. She watched Hickory remove the britches and the undergarments she had appropriated with them. With a flourish, Hickory tossed them all across the room to land haphazardly on her own clothing pile. 

Hickory then positioned herself to kneel before Kincaid, and slowly, gently, ran her hands up Kincaid’s legs. Kincaid felt herself stiffen in an instinctual reflex. “No,” Hickory admonished. “No fear. Let me learn your weaknesses and turn them into strengths.” 

She ran her fingertips over Kincaid’s right leg, the skin smooth and unmarred up to the kneecap and then up along the thigh. The skin was heavily scarred, as if marked by some wild animal. Hickory traced each line gently. Kincaid’s body flinched under the soft touch. Hickory looked up at her, seeing Kincaid’s look of bewilderment. “I aim on learning every inch of your body, Kincaid. I am merely starting first with that which you find it hardest to live with. I accept it along with the rest of you. I worship it as I do you, and I,” she laid her lips on the deepest area of scarring, “kiss it with lips that tell you that you are beautiful.”

Kincaid released a shaky sigh that racked her whole body. She looked into Hickory’s eyes and finally believed this woman saw beyond the infirmities of her battered body. She reached down to pull Hickory up into her arms to let her own lips kiss Hickory’s smiling ones.

“Are you comfortable on your back?” Hickory asked.

“It is the best position for me,” Kincaid admitted, her voice hushed.

Hickory’s teeth shone in the darkness as she grinned. “All the better position for me to be. Above you, kissing you, loving you.” She stood up and gestured for Kincaid to get into the bed further.

Kincaid eased herself into the middle of her bed and rested her head on her pillows. She chuckled. Hickory raised an eyebrow in query.

“I have never shared this bed with anyone, least of all someone as tall as you are. I fear your feet will hang over the edge!” Kincaid explained.

Hickory looked with an exacting eye at the bed as she climbed upon it. She moved with all the grace and stealth of a giant cat stalking across the plains. Every move seductive without conscious effort. “I will just curl myself about you. The size of the bed will not matter once you are in my arms!” Hickory laid herself out at Kincaid’s side and looked down at her feet. “See? Plenty of room for me. This bed was obviously made for us.” With a hand she captured Kincaid’s face and turned it to her. “Stop eyeing that lantern, I am not making love to you in darkness. If you hide from me at night I shall merely look at you all the more in the light of day. I wager I will awaken before you and could look my fill at all you wish to keep hidden from my sight.”

Kincaid closed her eyes in acquiescence. She smiled as lips brushed her own and she lost herself to the sheer delight. She reached out to wrap her arms about Hickory’s firm body and smoothed her hands upon Hickory’s back. She let her fingers map out a path up and across Hickory’s shoulders, feeling down her spine, caressing the beginnings of Hickory’s rib cage. Kincaid surrendered under Hickory’s ardent mouth, their kisses heated, passion burning in the trading of their lips. Hickory gasped and pulled back slightly, separating their mouths.

“What?” Kincaid asked softly.

For a moment, I let myself feel what you are feeling directed to me and it overwhelmed me.” She suddenly slapped Kincaid on the arm with surprising vehemence.

“Hey! What was that for?” Kincaid asked, a little shocked.

“For being so stubborn and not letting us experience this before now!” Hickory explained with a fierce scowl on her face.

Kincaid tutted, speared her fingers through Hickory’s hair and tugged her back down to kiss her with less than soft lips. Hickory gulped for air when Kincaid finally let her go.

“What was that for?” Hickory gasped.

“For you letting my stubbornness keep us from experiencing this sooner!” She teased and gathered a laughing Hickory into an embrace. Hickory laid her head on Kincaid’s shoulder and for a long moment they just held each other close. Kincaid let her hand wander through Hickory’s mane of hair. She began to undo the tie that held it in place. Gently she fanned out Hickory’s hair to release it from its confines. She spread it tenderly over Hickory’s back, stroking it, marvelling at the crispness of the curls beneath her fingers. She loved how the curls wound their way around her fingers as if even Hickory’s hair wanted to bind her close.

Hickory finally moved and eased herself above Kincaid, leaving herself open to be caressed by Kincaid’s eager hands. Kincaid marvelled at the contrast in their skin tones, the paleness of her hand cupping the darker tone of Hickory’s breast. Kincaid brushed her thumb over the hardened nub of a nipple and watched as Hickory arched into her hand. Kincaid shifted a little to prop herself against the headboard of her bed. Hickory adjusted herself to straddle Kincaid’s hips. Kincaid relished the fact she had free rein to roam over Hickory’s flesh. She touched every inch she could reach, cupping, smoothing, letting her fingertips press and linger in places that made Hickory groan and writhe. The younger woman watched Kincaid through half closed eyes, her breath shaky in her throat, her body vibrating under Kincaid’s ministrations.

“I am supposed to be exploring you,” she grumbled as Kincaid’s hand curved around her small flat belly.

“You have plenty of time. I just want to…” Kincaid words failed as she moved her hand lower and Hickory moved further up Kincaid’s chest. Hickory’s position opened her up to Kincaid’s more intimate explorations, and she released a tortured moan as Kincaid’s fingers delved in between smooth folds of flesh. Kincaid paused and just let her fingers trace the skin covered in a slick coating of moisture. Kincaid slipped her finger in deeper and withdrew it. Hickory let out a disappointed groan. Kincaid raised the wet finger to her lips and locked eyes with Hickory as she tasted the wetness. Hickory’s lips quivered as she watched Kincaid’s tongue taste her juices.

“Honey,” Kincaid marvelled, licking at her lips. “You are honey from head to toe.” She slid her finger back where she had gathered her sweet treat, “and all the places in between.” She teased at Hickory’s opening, gathering the wetness, bringing it back up to coat the hard and straining nubbin of pleasure. Hickory’s hips began to hitch, crying out for more than the fleeting attention Kincaid was affording her. With her free hand, Kincaid pulled Hickory closer and latched onto a breast with voracious lips. She felt Hickory’s moan shudder throughout her body. She registered the rocking motion Hickory was initiating and on a beat of the rhythm, Kincaid slid her finger into Hickory firmly. Hickory’s eyes opened in appreciation, and she clutched at Kincaid’s head. She threaded her fingers through the short silver hair, tugging gently in encouragement to keep Kincaid’s mouth at her breast. Kincaid slipped another finger in and Hickory’s voice grew louder in approval.

“Oh yes, just like that!” She breathed into Kincaid’s hair, tightening her grip on the short locks.

With every thrust forward Kincaid delved deeper into Hickory’s warmth. On every thrust Hickory gasped and grunted and gripped Kincaid tighter. Kincaid suckled at Hickory’s darkened nipple. She flicked her tongue teasingly over the sensitive red-brown bud. Hickory grew vocal in her encouragement and urged Kincaid on harder. Kincaid complied and gripped Hickory’s buttocks as she forcefully entered Hickory. Hickory began to stiffen in Kincaid’s grasp, her voice stuttered and then she went very still. Kincaid lifted her head to watch as Hickory climaxed strongly, her hips erratic in her pleasure. She called Kincaid’s name loudly, then repeated it like a precious mantra as she quivered and spasmed in Kincaid’s tight embrace.

“Bright stars above, Kincaid!” Hickory gasped when finally she managed to string words together. She pressed her lips to her lover’s forehead. “I praise the swords master who taught you how to master the strength of your dominant hand!”

Kincaid chuckled. “All my own work. You gain even more muscles from wielding a cane over the years!” She bragged humorously and flexed her arm muscles. Hickory let out a moan as the movement triggered off something inside her where Kincaid’s fingers still rested. Hickory kissed her soundly on the lips.

“I am glad it is of your own doing so I can suitably show you my devotion with my lips!” She continued to kiss Kincaid sweetly. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she mouthed in between each kiss.

Kincaid gently removed her fingers from Hickory, her young lover whining slightly at the loss. Kincaid brought her hand up to stare at her coated fingers, separating them to watch the moisture stretch between her fingers. “The fountain of youth!” She declared with a dry wit.

Hickory laughed at her silliness. “Drink deeply from the well, Kincaid,” she said saucily, “you will have need of it because although the hour is late, the night has only just begun!” She slipped from her position over Kincaid’s body to begin her own exploration of the woman laid before her. She helped Kincaid lie down further on the bed then slowly, deliberately, Hickory followed her fingertips track with a trail left by her lips. Strong hands caressed Kincaid’s breasts, circling her tight nipples, cupping their fullness in warm palms.

Kincaid had no doubts that Hickory was thrilled by the more abundant chest she had compared to her young lover. Hickory lavished Kincaid’s breasts with much attention. Her head, bent to suckle at Kincaid’s puckered nipple, afforded Kincaid the opportunity to stroke at Hickory’s golden mane. She lifted it to watch it fall heavily across Hickory’s shoulders like a pelt. Kincaid gasped in surprise as teeth gently nipped at her breast. She looked down at Hickory with a softly accusing frown. Hickory grinned back up at her.

“Just making sure I have your attention,” she explained cheekily.

“You have had it from the moment you stepped into my library,” Kincaid replied, her eyes drifting shut as Hickory lapped at her breast in a gentle apology for the sharpness of her teeth. Kincaid watched through half closed eyes as Hickory moved lower, knowing what Hickory intended, her destination recognised. Hickory ran her hand over Kincaid’s good leg and looked up at her hungrily.

“How far can you spread?” she asked gruffly, her hunger colouring her voice an even deeper shade.

“Enough for you to fit between,” Kincaid said. “Just do not expect much flexibility in my right leg.”

“I can work around that.” Hickory settled herself between Kincaid’s legs. She licked at Kincaid’s thighs, running a warm wet tongue up Kincaid’s muscles, seeking to reach a specific point slowly but surely. She paused at the apex of Kincaid’s legs.

“I will very likely come just from your breathing on me,” Kincaid admitted shakily, her fingers still entangled in Hickory’s hair.

“How long has it been, lover?” Hickory asked, brushing her nose through Kincaid’s soft grey triangle of hair.

“Five years, give or take,” Kincaid faltered as a tongue worked its way through her hair and then lower still.

“So long without pleasure,” Hickory mourned, kissing at the hair reverently.

“I never said I had not received pleasure,” Kincaid retaliated. Hickory’s eyebrows rose up her forehead and Kincaid chuckled as bright eyes stared at her. Hickory’s smile was engagingly seductive.

“Oh, that is something I shall return to when I have less pressing matters before me,” she promised huskily. She bowed her head and a soft pink tongue swept from the lower reaches of Kincaid’s mound to the very top, teasing at her clit. Kincaid felt her heart begin to pound furiously at the leisurely lapping she was being given. Its pace sped up as the same tongue slipped in between her lower lips and feasted on her flesh. Kincaid clasped at her headboard then fearing she would crack the wood, once again reached out to entangle her hands in Hickory’s hair. Hickory’s tongue tasted all that Kincaid had to offer as she licked at the abundant slickness that flowed from the older woman. Hickory ran her tongue across Kincaid’s sensitive clit and Kincaid shook, her grip increased on the hair in her hands. Kincaid thought her heart would explode when Hickory speared her tongue directly into her gaping opening and began to push inside. Her tongue stretched Kincaid wider and caught her in just the right spot to make Kincaid let out a keening cry. As she had predicted, Kincaid came quickly, groaning hoarsely and calling Hickory’s name. Her passion overflowed on Hickory’s lips, and she watched as Hickory licked them dry then returned for more. Hickory remained between Kincaid’s legs, watching Kincaid’s body spasm from her ministrations. Kincaid felt her heart furiously pounding in her chest, instinctively she reached up in her usual gesture when she suffered an attack. Hickory instantly reacted to the sight and moved swiftly to Kincaid’s side, staring down at her with horror painted all over her face.

“Bright stars! Tell me I have not triggered an attack!” she squealed, fear all but strangling her voice as she grabbed at Kincaid’s face.

Kincaid rested her palm on the place where she could feel her heart pounding. “I am not going to expire from an orgasm, Hickory,” she promised. “Not even one as mind blowing as you have just delivered to me.” She took Hickory’s hand and placed it on her chest. Hickory’s pale eyes widened as she felt the furious pumping beneath her open palm.

“That does not feel right,” Hickory whispered somewhat aghast.

“It never will,” Kincaid admitted finally. She caressed Hickory’s worried face with her free hand. “No frowning tonight, sweet Kory,” she whispered and watched as Hickory’s face registered the affectionate name with pleasure. “Tonight is for us to explore each other and learn each other’s pleasure. Tomorrow will come soon enough to lay open to the light secrets and scars.”

“You finally trust me?” Hickory asked hesitantly, her eyes watching where her palm rested.

“With my desire, my life and my heart,” Kincaid vowed.

“Then the daylight can wait and so can I for revelations. For now I want to lay you open to my desire.” Hickory began to shift beside Kincaid, her lean body nestling into Kincaid’s smaller solid shape.

Kincaid leaned up to kiss Hickory’s soft lips. “The lantern is still burning, the moon is still high, lay me as you wish,” she spoke into Hickory’s mouth.

Hickory gasped under Kincaid’s voracious kisses. “Is that an order from a superior officer?” She finally managed to breath out.

“Consider it one,” Kincaid replied barely breaking away from her kisses to answer.

“And you know the kind of Warrior I am,” Hickory moaned, stretching her body as Kincaid’s hands began to explore as wantonly as her lips. “I always follow my orders to the strictest letter.” Hickory shuddered at Kincaid’s intimate touches. “And as your lover, Kincaid, your wish will always be my command!”



 
Chapter Fifteen 

 
 The light from the lantern had long since been extinguished. Pale morning light shone weakly through the small window that allowed light into Kincaid’s tower bedroom. Kincaid roused, stretching slowly and languidly, savouring the delicious feeling running through her body after a night being well loved. She woke up enough to recognise a tickling upon her skin, instead of batting the nuisance away, she cracked open an eye to see the offender. Hickory lay propped up on her side, wild hair in a beautiful disarray, slowly tracing a finger across Kincaid’s chest. The sheet that had covered them after their lovemaking was now pooled around their waists leaving naked skin to be seen and explored. Hickory looked down into Kincaid’s opening eyes.
“Good morning, lover,” she whispered, continuing the pattern she was making on Kincaid’s breastbone.

“Good morning, Kory,” Kincaid replied. She tilted her head a fraction so she could see what exactly Hickory was doing. She realised Hickory was working the pad of a fingertip over the uneven scars that seemed to be burnt on Kincaid’s chest. Kincaid felt her breath hitch as she recognised that Hickory was finally seeing that which she kept so well hidden from the outside world.

“I have made an inventory of your body while you have been asleep,” Hickory remarked, raising her voice to a normal level. “I now know your body’s darkest secrets and where you hide your freckles!”

Kincaid smiled at her humorous tone. “You have been awake for a long time then,” she replied and reached out to tug at a lock of Hickory’s hair.

“When you are ready, I would like to hear the tale behind these curious markings,” Hickory said, her eyes not distracted from the ridges and ruffles on Kincaid’s chest.

Kincaid looked down at where Hickory’s fingers lay. “There is quite a tale connected to those particular scars.” She squinted at Hickory and with a hint of devilment asked, “How do I know I can trust you with the story?”

Hickory let her mouth open comically. “How can you not?” She spread out her arm to gesture down her sprawled form. “I lay naked before you, as innocent as the day I was born.”

Kincaid snorted. “I would wager you were never innocent, even as a babe.”

“I am offended,” Hickory blustered, her amusement evident in her eyes. She settled herself back into Kincaid’s side.

Kincaid tugged again at the hair she held in her fingers and eased Hickory close to kiss the top of her head. “I mean no harm.”

Hickory blinked at her in acquiescence. She turned her attention back to the marks on Kincaid’s chest.

Kincaid chuckled at her undivided attention. “So soon after bedding me you wish to know all my secrets?”

“Only if you would care to share them with me.” Hickory rested her chin on her hand and stared into Kincaid’s blue eyes.

Kincaid pondered for a moment, getting all too easily caught up in Hickory’s stare. “You may learn more than you desired,” she said darkly.

“Knowledge is a powerful weapon,” Hickory responded.

“But a little knowledge can sometimes be a dangerous thing,” Kincaid countered. “Which is why you are here as my protector. I have learnt of things that no one should have been aware of.”

“Will you ever tell me what those things are too?” Hickory asked softly.

Kincaid nodded finally. “To know the things of which I am in danger for is to know the truth behind these.” She touched her scars lightly. “They are bound in the same tale.” She cupped Hickory’s face gently and warned her softly, “If I tell you, you could be in danger too for possessing the knowledge of these things.”

“Then I will keep a watch over us both,” Hickory vowed. “Tell me your tale so there are no more secrets between us.”

Kincaid tried not to make a face at Hickory’s choice of words. Secrets followed her around as much as did her shadow in direct sunlight. “Can I remind you,” she began cautiously, “not all tales have happy endings?” Kincaid smoothed a hand down Hickory’s arm, needing to feel the warmth of her flesh as a chill swept over her own.

“You can remind, but I will reserve judgment,” Hickory said.

“Wise decision, Young Warrior,” Kincaid praised wryly. She settled herself into a more comfortable position. “Let me tell you a tale of two Celestial Warriors who found that knowledge always comes with a high price to be paid.” She pulled a large journal from beneath her bed. “I recorded this long ago, but no one except Rosario, myself, and now you know of its existence. I’m trusting in your honour as a warrior, and my lover, never to reveal its secrets.”

Hickory nodded solemnly then listened with rapt attention as Kincaid began to weave her tale of intrigue.

 
The Great War descended upon Calluna with the swiftness of an eagle swooping down on a smaller prey. The suddenness of the attack threw the Celestial Warriors into gathering their scattered forces from the furthest realms of Calluna. The Empath Adepts were sent to Estros to devise strategies to counteract the furious fighting coming from the enemy. Kincaid had never known such a battle like it before. She had already witnessed enough action in wars since she had been commissioned in the Celestial Warriors, but what would be known as the Great War surpassed all before.


Kincaid sat in the barracks at Dalor, her hand combing through her dark brown hair as she tried to get it back into some semblance of order.


“There are better ways to wake me up than to set your rats on me to chew on my hair!” She complained bitterly to Rosario, who sat opposite her. The unrepentant grin Rosario wore told Kincaid she was wasting her breath complaining. Kincaid sighed and turned her attention to the rats scurrying around her feet. “You pair should know better. Who feeds you cheese?”


The rats halted in their race and turned toward Kincaid. They both stared at her with sparkling black eyes.


“You had to mention the magic word,” Rosario muttered and scooped her familiars up into her hands. “I believe that calls for breakfast for all of us.” She stood and raised an eyebrow at Kincaid inquiringly.


“Go on ahead, I will catch up with you. Just try and leave something for me to eat!” 


Rosario snorted. “First come, first served,” she replied. “Come on, boys, you can eat Kincaid’s share!” She sauntered out the barracks, slamming the door behind her to wake the last sleeping Warriors from their slumber.


“Hey!” Kincaid shouted then shrugged sheepishly at the dark looks directed in her direction. She hastily gathered up her sword and ran out after Rosario. She cringed as the door slammed to behind her. Kincaid picked up her pace. Rosario was nowhere to be seen. The love of the food hall was obviously an incentive for speed in her usually sedate friend, Kincaid mused with a sly thought. Kincaid finished fastening her sword more securely at her waist. Her head jerked upright when a hard voice hailed her. She inwardly cringed when she saw one of The Committee bearing down on her.


“Committeeman Breedon,” she nodded in deference, hoping that her distaste did not play out on her face. 


“Warrior Kincaid. Where is your shadow?”


The sneer on Breedon’s features made Kincaid bristle, but she merely set her shoulders and stared at him. “I am unaware of Rosario’s every movement, sir, as I am certain the Committee is unaware of yours,” she replied, noting that he’d registered the barbed comment. 


“You two would be wise to watch your backs, Warrior. Your reputations for fighting could lead ones to believe you are not suited to follow the path set for Celestial Warriors.”


“Why would that be, Breedon?” Kincaid asked, seriously wanting to know the reasons behind his comment.


“You do not always follow the paths set by the stars, Warrior. Some may see that as reckless behaviour.” 


“We always follow the stars laid out for us. But not all orders allow the stars to shine directly at our feet.”


“So you admit to disobeying orders?” Breedon pounced, his eyes a little maniacal.


“I am a Celestial Warrior, I follow my destiny whatever path it chooses for me. But I will heed your advice and watch both my back and that of my fellow Warrior. I would hate to find a knife in it from one whose vision of the pathway set for him blinds him in battle.”


“You believe yourself to be so smart, Empath,” Breedon spat.


“I am a mere Warrior, Committeeman. I would expect smart to be a prerequisite to carrying a sword.” She ran her hand over her sword’s hilt and gripped it. She slowly withdrew the blade, her eyes never leaving Breedon’s face.


He swallowed noticeably. “Are you threatening me, Warrior?” 


“Of course not, not even I am that smart.” Kincaid slowly slid her sword back into its sheath and walked past him. Kincaid stalked off, trying not to have him see her beginning to shake with the anger boiling inside her. She could feel his eyes burning into her back. Not for the first time did she wish her Empathic Talent stretched to sense more than vague feelings off others. Her meagre flare of sensing people’s intentions had saved her on many occasions, but it was too fleeting unless the person she sensed was projecting their emotions strongly. She looked back over her shoulder to see Breedon stalk off in the opposite direction. I do not need to have full Empathic Adeptude to know that he is not trustworthy, Kincaid thought distastefully. She felt a softer emotion sent in her direction and smiled in response. Now this one, on the other hand, Kincaid grinned inwardly, is the most trustworthy person in the whole of Calluna. She looked back to find Rosario making her way toward her.


“Too late, Warrior,” Rosario barked, “I have eaten everything.” She held up two empty hands that still bore the flaky remnants of pastries long since consumed. “You will be sporting an empty belly this morning.”


Kincaid snorted at her. “You will burst out of your uniform one of these days, Rosario.”


Rosario patted her stomach, leaving flaking crumbs upon her uniform’s coat. “I have plenty of room for growth yet!” 


Kincaid moved closer and leaned into Rosario’s side. “Breedon has just warned us off.”


Rosario leaned back to stare up at Kincaid. “You jest, surely?” 


“No. He confronted me in the courtyard and warned us to watch our backs.”


Rosario grinned, rubbing her hands together with glee. “Estros is starting to notice us.”


Kincaid nodded. “This is true, though I fear for the wrong reasons. They think us reckless.”


Rosario nodded. “We are,” she stated guilelessly.


“But with reason,” Kincaid argued. “Something is happening in Estros and we need to find out what. The information we are gathering in every skirmish we participate in is warning us of something coming. Something bigger and more dangerous.”


“You believe that tale we were told about men whose eyes burned red fire and who killed without expression?” Rosario whispered. She looked around her to make sure no one was near enough to eavesdrop on their conversation.


“I am not too sure about the eyes, but men who kill without showing remorse or any feeling?” Kincaid nodded to her friend. “We have seen many who kill for sport rather than necessity.”


“Is any killing necessary, Kincaid?” Rosario asked bluntly.

Kincaid chuckled suddenly. “Philosophic discussions so soon after a full stomach, Rosario? You do surprise me!”


Rosario huffed at her. “Remorseless killers, wild eyes, whispers of an army rising. Estros looking in our direction and warning us away. What do we do now, Kincaid?”


“Face it with the strength all Celestial Warriors possess. And keep digging at the foundations of Estros. Something is brewing there. How can we be peacekeepers if our own Committee leaders are hiding something about the wars we fight?”


“And obviously, Estros knows we are finding things out, if they are warning us to cover our backs.” Rosario stuck out her bottom lip as she thought something over. “Can just two Warriors really cause so much distress in an institution as large and majestic as Estros?”


Kincaid ran her hand through Rosario’s curls that fell over her forehead. She pushed them back so that Rosario’s line of vision was not hampered then she brushed at Rosario’s shoulders as if smartening her up. “It would appear so, my valued friend. Who would have thought it about two such Warriors from common stock.”


Rosario reached out to perform her own finishing touches to Kincaid. She ruffled Kincaid’s dark hair and mussed it up. Kincaid gave her a narrow eyed look.


“Are we now suitable to continue sticking our noses where they are forbidden to delve?” Rosario asked haughtily.


Kincaid nodded. “If the stars show us the way, so be it.”


“You really think the stars are leading us to do this?” Rosario asked, a small frown crinkling her brow.


Kincaid nodded and flung an arm about Rosario’s shoulders. “I do not think there are any others reckless enough to be shown otherwise.”


 
The first hit came after a silent dawn. The sun had barely exposed itself above the horizon and Dalor was shaken to its very core. Kincaid was flung to the ground out of her bunk. She heard the screams from outside as she gathered her senses. Rosario was up at the barracks window peering out with the rest of the Warriors from the barrack room all in various forms of disarray around her.


“Cannons!” Rosario announced. “Some bastard is taking pot shots at the Collegium!”


A whistle rent the air and an explosion rocked the barracks once more.


“Everyone! Battle gear, NOW!” Rosario commanded.


Kincaid was already tucking her jerkin into her britches. She grabbed up her sword and fastened it about her waist. Rosario raced over to gather her own weapons. Kincaid moved out of her way to cautiously open the barrack door and peer outside.


“They are not in the compound yet,” she told Rosario, who was suddenly right behind her fastening up her uniform.


“Everyone, find your Captains. We have a battle to fight that has been brought to our front door. May the stars brighten your path!” Rosario bowed slightly to everyone in the room and then she and Kincaid ran out of the barracks and into the fight.


 
The Dalor Collegium was left in ruins. The Celestial Warriors were scattered to lodge in other Collegiums, and the war continued for long months. Then as abruptly as the fighting had begun, it ended. No explanation, no warning, just no war.


 
In the aftermath of a severely one-sided battle, Kincaid sat sharpening her sword in the middle of a deathly silent battlefield. She brushed the smoothing stone over her blade, tutting to herself when it hit a nick in the steel. She sat in the middle of the battlefield, surrounded by the fallen Celestial Warriors and the fallen enemy. The Dark Hearts. She eyed the body of a Dark Heart soldier nearby. He was just a man like any other, but his uniform was as black as night. His shield lay fallen beside him, an oblong-shaped shield painted red with a black rose in the centre. Kincaid wondered at the significance of the rose. She looked at her own shield resting at her feet. The usual polished silver was darkened with the almost bronze hued remnants of spilled blood that decorated its etched face. Kincaid continued to sharpen her weapon. She watched as Celestial Warriors wandered through the field and gathered up their dead comrades. Rosario ambled over to where Kincaid sat.


“How fare you?” Rosario asked, her twin rats scampering up to wrap themselves about Kincaid’s ankles.


“If I take one more hit to my skull, I will forget my own name,” she said ruefully, her hand reached up to touch at the thickened blood drying at her temple.


“You have a thick head, Kincaid, it will take a few more knocks yet, I would wager,” Rosario commented with a cheeky grin. She held out her hand to show something to Kincaid. “Look at the damage that last face did to my knuckles.” Her left fist was bruised and torn. “Wish he had kept his mouth shut as I punched him. His teeth nearly took my knuckles off.”


“Why were you punching him and not just running him through with your sword?” Kincaid asked.


“I wanted to see if his eyes were indeed red.” Rosario touched her battered hand with a sigh. “Cannot help but wonder if the rest we have been told is as faulty in the telling as the fiery eyes story.”


Kincaid stood up carefully and returned her sword to its sheath. She and Rosario watched the silent scene before them. “It is going to get worse, Rosario. I feel it.”


Rosario nodded. “Curious how the onset of autumn had them leave us in peace.” She cocked an eye at Kincaid. “Or, more accurately, in pieces.”


“Two years running,” Kincaid agreed. “Two years of constant fighting from spring to autumn, then nothing until the following spring.”


“Seasonal Warriors,” Rosario muttered. She called her rats to her to rest in their pack she had thrown over her shoulder.


Kincaid wandered over to the shield bearing the rose. She gestured Rosario over to her side with a beckoning finger.


“Think the whispers we have heard for so long have finally come into the light?” She tapped her boot to the shield.


“No one believes there is a flower that can make men kill,” Rosario answered, her voice making it clear she disagreed with that sentiment.


Kincaid shrugged. “We are too aware of that. Your sources told you of this year’s past, and we have been putting out feelers ever since to see how much truth lay in their claims.” She nudged at the shield to make her point.


“Would they really be as stupid as to display the source of their power on their shields as decoration?” Rosario asked incredulously.


“Not stupidity. Arrogance. And their arrogance is slaughtering us. You and I have travelled to nine different Collegiums in the past two years. We are having the bastions of the Celestial Warriors reduced to rubble around us. The Celestial Warriors are being pushed into the dirt by the ones who call themselves the Dark Hearts. They are close to wiping us out.”


“How could a plant wield this much power?” Rosario marvelled.


“Not so much the plant but the one who recognised its strength. No plant would do this much destruction on its own, Rosario. It needs a human hand to wield its true potential, I would wager my life on it.” 


“Dark power,” Rosario rumbled, rubbing at her face with a tired and bloodied hand.


“We need to find its counterpart,” Kincaid said simply. Rosario grinned despite her weariness.


“You truly believe we alone could find this mystical plant that will restore the balance that this evil wreaks on us?”


“Dark cannot exist without light,” Kincaid said with a little shrug.


“I fear finding it will prove next to impossible,” Rosario pointed out despondently.


“Celestial Warriors thrive on the impossible. Besides, you and I both have heard tales of the plant that heals.”


“Children’s tales, Kincaid, long since woven into folklore with much embellishment. I fear we have as much chance of coming face to face with the black rose they sport upon their shields as we do of finding the mythical white rose you believe will bring goodness back to Calluna.”


“I have to believe it, my friend.” Kincaid looked around at the carnage before the eyes. “I cannot see only the darkness Calluna shares with us at this time. I have to believe that light will finally banish it.”


“The Dark Hearts are systematically wiping us off the face of Calluna.” Rosario hung her head in defeat.


“Then we make sure our children know that there is light out there.”


“You and your hopes for the future,” Rosario chuckled. “Why you are not surrounded by children, I do not know. You live for these non-existent babes of yours.”


Kincaid put her arm around Rosario’s shoulder and hugged her. “One day, Rosario, I will have a family, and I will tell them all the tales Calluna has to teach them.”


“Before that, you need to keep your eyes fixed on your woman, Kincaid,” Rosario said with warning in her tone.


Kincaid nodded knowingly. “I am all too aware that Seren has a penchant for looking elsewhere when I am away fighting. When I am done with my tours, she will not have the inclination or need to stray.”


“You are too trusting,” Rosario let out a gusty breath.


“I cannot think of her at the moment, Rosario. I need to focus on the battles we have at hand and finding out what truths lie in the whispers that plants with powers grow in Calluna’s very soil.” 


 
For five years, the wrath of the Dark Hearts laid waste to Calluna. The armies of men and women displaying the black rose on their standards and crests swept across Calluna like a plague. The Celestial Warriors fought with courage, but the Dark Hearts cruel strength left the Celestial Warrior’s armies depleted and demoralised. Kincaid and Rosario had taken to accepting covert missions to hunt out the leaders behind the Dark Hearts’ armies. They travelled the length of Calluna, participating in fight after fight as the Dark Hearts spread their terror into every corner of Calluna’s island.


In the early spring of the sixth year, Kincaid and Rosario joined up with some of their fellow Warriors from Dalor in the realm of Marnix. It was a joyous reunion, tempered only by the task they were now presented with. Kincaid found herself lying in tall grass, watching an encampment below with keen eyes. Rosario was stretched out beside her, watching her rats scamper off to do some searching of their own.


“Who would have thought we would end up back with old comrades?” Rosario said gruffly, looking over at the endless stream of Celestial Warriors hiding in the cover of the tall grasses.


“It is a small world indeed,” Kincaid agreed and cocked her head down toward the tents laid out below. “How sure is the Captain that our Empaths can cloud their Empaths’ senses?”


“Very,” Rosario said with assurance. “He has one who can confuse the mind in his ranks. Wish we had had one with such an Adeptude in some of the battles we have had against this particular foe.”


“Every Talent helps,” Kincaid commented, but her attention was again distracted by a movement from below. “Would you consider that figure as a leader amongst men?” She pointed at a tall figure striding through the camp, arms waving as he dished out his orders. A smaller figure joined him, and he instantly knelt before the dark clothed figure. Kincaid and Rosario traded a look.


“He shows deference to the smaller,” Rosario spoke in a surprised hush. “Power hidden in an unsuspecting form.”


“I would have overlooked that source.” Kincaid was ashamed at her ignorance. “A massive army led by a small man. We learn something new every day from this vantage point amid the grass.” 


“My sources proved their worth this time,” Rosario beamed proudly. She suddenly looked through the grass as if waiting for something. Rufus and Rifkin moved through the grasses silently and chattered to Rosario of their finds. Kincaid watched as Rosario spoke to them. Rosario frowned, Kincaid mirrored her friend’s expression without realising it.


“What?” Kincaid asked wondering at the myriad of expressions now travelling over Rosario’s features.


“Rufus says the area is heavily guarded by both humans and thorns.”


“Thorns?”


“He says the whole encampment is surrounded by thorny stems, like rose bushes stripped of their blooms.”


“The Dark Heart rose, perhaps?” Kincaid’s eyes widened.


“In all our years, Kincaid, we have never come across that particular rose. Yet you still believe.”


“Without belief, Rosario, Celestial Warriors would just look up into the night skies and see a bunch of lights!” Kincaid chastened her.


“The Celestial stars are more than a bunch of lights!” Rosario was suitably aghast.


“Because you believe them so,” Kincaid pointed out.


“Point taken,” Rosario conceded with good humour. “I will just go inform our intrepid Warrior army here to make sure they take something to clear their pathways of rose thorns. I would hate for them to get scratched, and besides, who knows what power is in the thorns.”


Kincaid stared at her. “Good point.” She looked back at the army in the encampment below. “Rose thorns are the least of our problems I fear,” she realised with a finality that, with the gift of hindsight, proved to be all too correct.


 
Rosario crawled along on her belly to re-take her place at Kincaid’s side.


“What says the Captain of this army?” Kincaid asked.


“He says we draw our swords and go in yelling,” Rosario replied.


“Simple and to the point. A man of action. I like that!” Kincaid grinned. “Have you told him who we are going after?” 


“Yes, and exactly which tent we will be heading for. He wished us fortune in the face of great danger.” Rosario spoke precisely and with much emphasis.


“In other words he advised us against going in alone, and you told him we were following the path the stars laid out for us, danger be damned?” Kincaid smirked dryly at her friend.


“In a nutshell, yes. He used that ‘reckless’ word we have heard all too often in our careers.”


“May we always hear it. The day it stops is the day we are dead.”


“Thank you for that cheery little thought, my friend.” Rosario grimaced at her. “Not exactly the battle cry I was hoping to use as we go charging in!”


Kincaid started to laugh, but the signal went up that the army was preparing to advance. She rose to her knees, watching the army bristle with anticipation.


“May fortune favour the foolish!” Kincaid heard someone pray. She herself looked skyward and echoed the sentiment.


Like a huge mass, the Celestial Warriors moved amid the tall grasses, all hunkered down, crawling in the dirt. Not a sound escaped the army. To the eyes of those in the encampment, the grasses merely waved and swayed as if a breeze was blowing them in a constant rhythm. So low to the ground, the silver of the Warriors’ shields failed to give their positions away, and their uniforms, so long since dirty, granted them camouflage. They moved through the grass as one giant mass, gaining ground on the Dark Heart soldiers in their tented camp. On a silent signal, the Celestial Warriors rose from their hiding places and stormed the camp, swords brandished. They cut through the thorny barrier with some difficulty but their determined momentum broke them through the barricade. Kincaid and Rosario quickly scrambled through the gaps in the thorns and sped their way toward the tent they wanted to investigate. Kincaid cursed the fact the tent they had pin-pointed as the leader’s was the one farthest away in the camp. Its red and black stripes detracted somewhat from the fact that a carved bird sat upon the top of the tent posts. 


“What bird is that?” Kincaid asked.


“Looks like a magpie,” Rosario replied. “It was fashioned by a master carver, whoever did it. Wonder if he can turn his hand to craft rats?” Rosario took the lead and together they skirted the fighting that was ensuing all around them. “I feel bad that we are not joining in the fracas,” Rosario said, for a moment pausing and looking back at the fighting with a strange look in her eyes. Kincaid pushed her onward.


“You can go play with the other children later. We have business to attend to first.” Kincaid grabbed Rosario by the collar of her jerkin and halted the Warrior abruptly. “Wait!” She pressed her ear to the fabric of the tent. Rosario eyed her sceptically.


“What if they had stuck their sword through the tent? They could have speared you right through your ear!” she growled.


Kincaid shook her head. “There is no one inside. Follow me.”


The inside of the tent was hugely impressive. For a stunned moment Kincaid and Rosario just stopped dead in their tracks and stared.


“What riches held in so innocuous a surrounding,” Rosario breathed as she looked around at the trunks spilling over with jewellery and golden objects. Kincaid ignored the trinkets and made her way round the furniture to stare at the map spread out on the table.


“Who carries this furniture around when they break camp?” Rosario continued, muttering to herself. “No horse could carry a table of that size or weight!”


Kincaid ran her fingertips over the map and all that it displayed. “Rosario, they are taking over the whole of Calluna. Look how many of our realms have been hit already.” Kincaid pointed out the places on the map to Rosario once she had joined her at the table.


“Take the map,” Rosario ordered swiftly. Kincaid set to rolling it up quickly.


“Taking that which does not belong to you? What do the exalted Celestial Warrior laws say about stealing another person’s property?”


Kincaid and Rosario’s heads shot up to look at the figure who had just appeared from nowhere into the tent. Rosario drew her sword immediately.


“Put your weapon away, Warrior, you do not stand a chance against me.” 


“Cocky,” Rosario said. “My favourite kind of person to knock on their ass!”


Kincaid surreptitiously was putting the map behind her breastplate and reaching for her own sword. She was trying to use her Adeptude to gain any kind of feeling from the person before them, but she could sense nothing at all. Not even the smallest hint of anything. She frowned.


“Do not try your pathetic Empathic Adeptude on me, Kincaid of Dalor.” The small figure turned toward her. The diminutive person was dressed from head to toe in black, the standard uniform of the Dark Hearts. A cowl covering their head revealed only two eyes, the rest of the face was hidden from view. No weapon could be seen visible on the body anywhere. Kincaid wondered at this and a trickle of fear ran through her body. A Warrior who needed no weapon was not a Warrior to be faced without fear.


“You two have followed us for many years. Are you aware we knew this?” The black cloaked being asked.


“Nice to know we gained notoriety,” Kincaid said carefully.


“You have been a constant thorn in our side, but we enjoyed hearing of the sources you used to gain information about us. I took great pleasure in killing those I could find myself.”


Rosario swallowed hard in her throat. Kincaid moaned in anguish in her head. Over the years they had lost contact with many of their helpers. Now they knew why.


“Did you really think we would just let you come walking in and reach the Dark Heart’s heart?” The voice was distorted by the cloth, but the menace was audible in the tone. “Now you are here, we can finally try something I have been wondering since I came into knowledge of the Dark Heart.” The figure turned its back on them both and wandered to a small cabinet. “Do not bother running or attempting to attack me.” With a casual wave of a hand over a shoulder, the figure gestured dispassionately, and Kincaid felt a sharp crack against her skull. She fell to the ground, landing on her knees, her sword dropping to the ground beside her. It was kicked aside as if of no worth. Rosario suffered the same fate. She clattered face first to the ground. Kincaid looked up dazedly and saw a tall man looming above her. When her eyes focused, she recognised him finally.


“Committeeman Breedon!” She gasped, her swimming head taking into consideration the sword he held that was now dripping with blood from both her skull and Rosario’s.


“I warned you to watch your backs. Your recklessness will prove to be your downfall,” he said with a grin and looked to the smaller figure with a bow. “May I do your bidding, Commander?”


“In time,” the voice said. The hooded figure moved away from the cabinet, cradling something in the palms of their hands. Kincaid let out a startled gasp.


“The black rose!” She uttered.


The small figure nodded. “You have heard tell of the Dark Heart rose. I know you have because I had some of your sources plant the very seed in their tales to you. You would not believe the power hidden in this rose’s petals. Can you feel it yet?”


Kincaid was aware that she was feeling suddenly very nauseous, her head had begun to pound. She blamed it on the blow to the head, but her whole body was starting to spasm as if she were hitched up to lightening. Rosario was groaning on the floor in a similar state.


“Can you feel that power coursing through your veins? I am told that it cripples those whose intentions are geared toward goodness. But for a dark heart, it is a source of strength and empowerment. Who would have thought the Adeptudes could be used for evil too? I would wager you never even considered that, did you, little pure heart?”


The shrouded person moved closer and Kincaid jerked in pain, she felt as if her whole body was being sliced open with sharp knives. Sharp knives that at first scored her skin, then cut deeper and then pierced deeper still.


“And Rosario, where are your vermin? I so wanted to crush them under my boots.” The figure knelt down beside Rosario and, cradling the precious rose in one hand, backhanded Rosario across the face with the free hand. “Your sources were loyal to you until the end. What inspires such devotion to a lowly Animal Adept? You are as filthy as the rats you keep company with,” the figure spat out disgustedly.


Kincaid tried to rise and defend her friend. The small figure looked at Breedon.

“Cripple her,” the muffled voice ordered.


Kincaid tried to reach for Rosario to free her from the hold the smaller figure had on her, the Dark Heart rose so close to Rosario’s body. Rosario was whimpering from the pain.


Breedon placed his booted foot on Kincaid’s chest and kicked her back down on the floor. He hefted in his hands a large hammer, recognisable as one used for pounding in tent spikes. With a measured lift, he swung the hammer up then brought it down with force and crushed Kincaid’s right leg with the hammer’s head. Kincaid’s howl of agony echoed round the tent.


“You really need to be quieter, Kincaid,” the shrouded figure tutted. “You might draw attention to yourself and that would never do.” A hand gestured for Breedon to gather something from the table. He returned with a blade. “Remove the armour. It is distracting seeing the Celestial Warrior crest emblazoned on her chest.” 

Breedon slit through the armour’s leather buckles. The armour plating was then ripped from Kincaid’s body and tossed aside as refuse. Kincaid was nearly rendered unconscious from the pain in her leg. She could not tell whether the agony coursing through her body was from what damage had been done to her leg or what the Dark Heart rose was radiating. The scent of the rose was sickening, a cloying perfume that twisted into Kincaid’s brain and sent her almost insane.


“You really should have chosen your sides more wisely, Kincaid,” the small figure said, watching as Breedon dragged a convulsing Rosario away from Kincaid’s prone body. “You were offered the command of your own Warrior band. You should have taken it.”


Kincaid desperately tried to hear what the voice was saying over the roar in her ears. She remembered vaguely a Committee member delivering a message to her that she had laughed at and thrown away, dismissing it as someone’s idea of a jest. It had requested that she leave the Celestial Warriors to join a new army said to be Committee backed. Kincaid had raised her eyebrows at the position she had been offered, but her heart lay with the Celestial Warriors, and no amount of prestige promised would have drawn her away from her path. 


“I was not doing some fool’s errand for the Committee of Estros,” Kincaid hissed out. “My loyalty is with the Warriors, not a bunch of bureaucrats.”


“Unwise to have crossed me. And yet, you just kept doing it. You dogged my every step, would not die in the battles we fought. And finally, heard enough about the Dark Heart rose to believe it. I would wager you even believe the tales surrounding the white rose that is this one’s nemesis, correct?” The black-gloved hand held the plant to Kincaid’s face and a wave of pain hit her like a blow. “Do you know what this plant does, Kincaid? The greater the Adeptude, the greater the pain. Then, when exposed to it for a long length of time, you dissolve into a delicious kind of madness. Underneath the psychosis lurks paranoia and anger then rage takes its hold. What a marvellous way to build an army, do you not agree? And look at the destruction we have managed in so short a time.” The shrouded figure leaned closer so all that Kincaid could see were two green eyes shining from the fabric. “If I chose to keep you here long enough, I could have the rose bend your will to mine, and you would serve me and fight by my side against your pitiful Warriors.” 


“I would rather die by my own hand!” Kincaid gritted out, staring into the eyes and wishing her head would clear long enough for her to realise what was literally staring her in the face. 


“No, let me have the honour.” The person ripped open Kincaid’s jerkin to bare her chest to the cool air. “First you, then your rat lover there.” The face moved closer to Kincaid’s again. “Do you really think Seren does not know you two are lovers behind her back?” 


Kincaid frowned at the more than personal attack. She opened her mouth to deny it, and then she stared into the eyes again. 


“You are a woman.” She breathed.


The eyes crinkled in a smile. “Then you will not object if I put my hands on your body now, will you?” She forcibly tugged at Kincaid’s jerkin and pulled it further away, exposing her upper chest. With her hands, the woman pulled apart the rose she held in her grasp and with a cackle of laughter pushed a handful down onto Kincaid’s chest. Kincaid screamed at the feeling that hit her chest. She involuntarily bowed under the pressure of the woman now leaning upon her. Kincaid felt her heart speed up, felt the pounding through every fibre of her body. She could smell the burning from the roses as their perfume was released and they literally seared into her flesh. 


“In the hands of one with an Adeptude, this Dark Heart has power. In the hands of a Healer Adept of my Talent, it is an instrument of death.” She crushed the rose further into Kincaid’s chest. Kincaid’s screams deafened herself. She was vaguely aware of Rosario fighting with Breedon, but her attention was narrowed to the unutterable torture being forced upon her. 


The woman leaned in over Kincaid’s tortured body, her eyes sparkling as she looked down into Kincaid’s tearing eyes. “Want to know the best part, Kincaid of Dalor? The white rose is said to heal. You need a miracle, Kincaid. Maybe you should have turned your attentions towards the white rose instead of wasting your life hunting after the black.” She pressed harder still and Kincaid convulsed as her heart hitched and caught. “Not that it matters now, for I will just kill you.” 


Kincaid felt her heart begin to arrest. She gasped for breath as the pain grew to an enormous weight that crushed her lungs. It eclipsed all other pain. Kincaid yelled out hoarsely “Stars guide my path!” She finally fell into blessed unconsciousness, her body convulsing and spasming as the Dark Heart wrecked its vengeance. 


 
Hickory’s eyes were wide as Kincaid finished her tale. “What happened next?” she demanded, poking Kincaid with an imperial finger.

“You have to take into account that what I tell you next I know only because of Rosario,” Kincaid said.

“Go on,” Hickory pressured insistently.

“While I was being tortured and had passed out with the pain, Rosario managed to stab Breedon with the blade he had used to remove my armour. She gutted him royally, paying him back for the damage he had wrought on my leg.”

Hickory reached down under the sheets to rub gently at Kincaid’s right leg, her fingers gentle over the scarring that still told the tale of what Kincaid had been through.

“Rosario tried to wrestle the woman off of me, but she was still too weak after her own run in with the Dark Heart rose to do any feats of strength. Rosario did manage to punch her hard enough to break her spell-like trance she had while she was draining my soul from me.” Kincaid grimaced in memory of what Rosario had explained to her. “She said the woman’s eyes were red, as if lit by fire. I would wager if you channel the power the Dark Heart possesses something has to give inside your head. The redness of her eyes was because of the blood that started to pool and run as if like tears from her eyes. While Rosario managed to attract the Celestial Warriors attention from outside to bring them in after the Dark Heart’s leader, the woman managed to slip away. They never found hide nor hair of her, even though they scoured the whole encampment.”

“Do you think she disappeared?” Hickory asked, aghast.

Kincaid chuckled. “No, my fanciful minded love!” She reached up to ruffle Hickory’s hair. “I believe she removed her cowl, and laid herself alongside the dead Dark Heart soldiers until she had chance to escape. The Dark Heart rose is powerful but not even I believe that it can cause people to disappear into thin air!”

Hickory took Kincaid’s good-humoured teasing well. “So these marks are what the rose petals did to you.” She traced the ridges burned into Kincaid’s flesh.

“That and this,” Kincaid patted a hand on her head. “My once dark hair turned pure silver over night. They said it was the shock I went through.”

“And you have attacks still from the torture she performed on you, correct?” Hickory’s voice softened, she raised pale eyes to search blue ones.

“Correct. But the attacks have worsened over time and will continue to worsen the longer I live.” Kincaid looked somewhere over Hickory’s shoulder, refusing to meet her gaze.

Hickory placed her hands on Kincaid’s face and held her still, locking eyes with her. “Tell me,” she instructed. “I can feel it inside you, tell me what weighs you down so heavily it would try to stop you loving me.”

Kincaid released a deep breath then spoke softly. “I am dying, Hickory. It is believed I have less than a year before my heart suffers the fatal attack that no herbs can bring me back round from.”



 
Chapter Sixteen 

 
 Hickory’s mouth dropped open, a soundless gasp escaping. Her pale eyes instantly filled with tears. Kincaid reached up to wipe them away as they escaped to trail down honey-coloured cheeks.
“Do not cry for me. I have lived many lifetimes in this life, seen nearly all of Calluna in my travels and made some wonderful friends.”

“I do not want you to die,” Hickory whispered, her hands clutched onto Kincaid’s shoulders almost painfully.

“We cannot stop what has been set in motion. Granted, had I not been exposed to the Dark Heart rose and the Healer Adept who wielded it, I might have been granted more years than I have managed so far.”

“We should get you to a Healer, a true one, who could help,” Hickory words ran one into the other as she tried desperately to find a solution.

Kincaid shook her head. “No Healers,” she said gruffly.

“But why?” Hickory all but wailed.

“You have seen what the Healer Adept I faced did to me. I still suffer from what evil work she performed. I cannot bring myself to trust a Healer. I will never know if the Healer that tries to aid is in fact one of the Dark Hearts. The faction never died, they merely faded into history, hid themselves away.” Kincaid tugged Hickory down to cradle her against her chest. “Listen to me. When the Great War ended, it was as sudden as it had begun. We waited for the next spring to begin and with it the fighting again. The Dark Hearts never returned. I was already pensioned out, unfit to walk even, let alone fight. Rosario was released along side me. She has rarely left my side since, because we have waited for the Dark Heart leader to return to finish what she started on me. We built up our informants again, have searched far and wide for anyone who knew anything about the Dark Heart and the mysterious white rose the leader mentioned.”

“Maybe we can find it,” Hickory urgently whispered into Kincaid’s breast, her hand stroking the skin untouched by the Dark Heart’s fury.

“I have in my possession a Journal that mentions it, talks of the white rose that heals. I need to translate more of it so we can find this plant and see if it does possess what the leader of that band thought. The power to stop the Dark Heart’s reign.”

“If it heals…,” Hickory considered, her head lifting up to stare at Kincaid.

Kincaid shook her head sadly. “I fear it is probably too late for me. I am living on borrowed time as it is. I have one trusted Plant Adept who has been furnishing me with the herbs to abate the riot going on in my body. She supplies me with the herbs that help my leg and also some that try to calm my heart from the pounding it takes. Other than that, there is nothing I can do. I need to finish what I have started. I need to find out about the white rose.”

Hickory wrapped her arms tightly about Kincaid’s body. “I cannot lose you now that I have found you.”

“I told you that I was not the person to become involved with, sweetheart,” Kincaid sighed. “I did not want to be selfish, but you are so beautiful and the need to be loved by you is so strong in me,” Kincaid halted in her ramble. “I should have sent you away, never had you near me. You should not be in love with me. I have no future to offer you.”

“You tried sending me away from you, but it did not succeed,” Hickory pointed out bluntly. “And I love you, whether we have an eternity together or just one day. My love is not conditional, Kincaid. Whatever time we have together, we will treat as precious and be blessed with it together.” She shook her head at the woman under her. “All this time, you have had the threat of dying hanging over your head, and you never thought to share this with me.”

“I am sharing it now. It is so linked to what happened in the Great War. Everything I do now is still tied to that moment. She nearly killed me, but in those last moments she gave me hope. The white rose. The salvation to rid us of the Dark Heart. It may all be a myth, some legend told by the campfires, or just an out and out lie. But she knew of it, and she held in her hand the most powerful plant I have ever witnessed. I know for a fact that the black rose exists,” she rubbed at her chest pointedly, “I bear its mark to this day. So if the black rose is truth, then maybe the white rose is also.”

“Why do you think the fighting stopped?” Hickory asked, capturing Kincaid’s fingers and kissing her palm.

“Rosario and I remember a terrible cold spell in the winter after the last battle. I was in a Healer’s hut, refusing any treatment, and Rosario was poised with her sword keeping away anyone who ventured near. We trusted only one woman, and she stayed with us until I regained the ability to walk and the seizures my heart was experiencing calmed down to just a few a day.”

“A few a day?” Hickory said horrified.

“They have calmed down with the medicine I take but the frequency switched to intensity. I may not get as many attacks, but the ferocity when I do get one is increasing. What I gained in one respect I lost in another.”

“How do you know you can trust the Plant Adept?” 

Kincaid chuckled at the heavily blatant suspicion in Hickory’s query. “Because she is Rosario’s sister.”

Hickory smiled against Kincaid’s chest. “Good,” she sighed. “About the cold spell?” She inquired, putting Kincaid back on track with her tale.

“Ah yes, the winter that Calluna all but froze. The snow was shoulder deep in some places, the frost heavy and lethal. When it finally thawed for the following spring, plants that had been Calluna’s mainstays were lost forever. The ground had been desecrated in some places, ruined for years after. We spoke to Rosario’s sister, she mentioned her belief that the black rose had probably succumbed to the weather and had been killed in the frost. The Dark Heart’s power had gone. How can you fight an evil war when the power centre of that evil has withered away and died? It also went a long way to explaining why it was only ever spring to autumn they fought. The cycle of the flower.”

“Had Rosario’s sister heard of the white rose?”

Kincaid shook her head. “No, and we feared for her and for her children’s sakes if we got her involved. So she was sworn to secrecy, and we sought answers elsewhere through informants and the Journals.”

“I cannot lose you, Kincaid,” Hickory reiterated. She sat up beside Kincaid, wiping away the steady flow of tears that had fallen down her face. “I have contacts too, let me get them involved.”

Kincaid began to shake her head furiously but Hickory reached out and grabbed her face.

“This has become my quest too now. We are in this together. I love you, Kincaid. I want you to find the truth behind this white rose as much as you do. I want you to have peace of mind that you found the truth behind it all. I do not want you failing to use another avenue to extend your search further.”

“We do not know who we can trust,” Kincaid said softly. “Too many questions will arouse suspicions. I have already paid once for my querying the existence of the black rose. I cannot afford for anyone else to pay that price for me in my search for the white.”

“Do you trust me?” Hickory asked quietly, her pale eyes shining with unshed tears.

“With all I am,” Kincaid answered solemnly.

“Then let me help you in this. I want to find that white rose. I believe it has the power to heal you.”

Kincaid laughed softly. “You know nothing about it.” She shook her head still held in soft hands.

“Then you will teach me and together we will find it,” Hickory ordered softly. “I love you.”

She leaned forward and kissed Kincaid with a gentle passion that Kincaid could not help but respond to. Kincaid reached out to draw Hickory nearer. Hickory pulled back despite Kincaid’s hands entangling in her hair.

“Are you certain that we do not put a strain on your heart being energetic?” Hickory’s concerned look warmed Kincaid’s heart inside her. “I believe my heart can cope with the exercise, but I fear my lips may expire from the cold if you do not return yours upon mine now!”

“We should be studying those Journals of yours,” Hickory mumbled against Kincaid’s mouth.

“I never thought I would say this, but forget the Journals for now!” Kincaid replied. “I have better things to research at this minute!” She kissed Hickory with all the love she could convey into a single kiss. She felt Hickory melt into her arms.

“Journals? What Journals?” Hickory muttered and surrendered to Kincaid’s lead.

 
Rosario sauntered into the library looking a little worse for wear. Kincaid looked up from her Journal and sniggered at her. Rosario cut her a nasty pair of eyes and moved a chair out so she could sit down and rest her head in her hand. She groaned as her palm touched her obviously pounding skull. Kincaid gave her a sympathetic look.

“Too much sampling of the ale last evening?” She asked solicitously. 

Rosario smiled weakly. “Just a few that grew into a few more.” Rosario blew out a large breath. “You would think I would know better by now.” She wiped a hand over her face.

Kincaid nodded. “Yes, you would think so. But you never do learn that drinking enough for a month in one night does not sit well with you now you are older but no wiser!”

“No sarcasm, please!” Rosario moaned. “I am too frail to answer back in the same vein.”

“Frail,” Kincaid snorted. “You have the constitution of a horse,” she paused for effect, “but the brains of a mule!”

“Hey!” Rosario moaned. “No Animal Adept sarcasm either!”

Kincaid just chuckled at her and began to return her attention to the Journal before her.

“So,” Rosario drawled. “Where did you go last evening then? I remember you leaving with a certain lady, and you just never returned.”

“That certain lady turned out to have two professions, my friend. Baking being just the one she practiced during daylight hours.”

Rosario’s face crinkled into a smile. “Found yourself a live one, eh? Did you succumb to her obvious charms? You look a little worn around the edges too, my friend. Did you finally get to test your mattress out?”

“Not with that baker she did not,” Hickory announced stonily from above them on the balcony. She was shooting Rosario a sharp look. “How could you leave your best friend, who you know full well is being threatened with her life, in the hands of some woman picked up in a tavern?” Hickory’s hands were planted firmly on her hips.

Rosario swallowed loud enough for Kincaid to hear. Kincaid smirked at her, curiously enjoying her friend’s discomfort.

Rosario raised her head carefully to look up at a furious Hickory. The light from the library windows bounced off the wicked looking daggers on Hickory’s chest. Kincaid looked up also. She was captivated by how like a living flame Hickory looked, her eyes burning in her ire and her golden hair loose and wild. She was nudged out of her reverie by Rosario poking her with an elbow less than gently.

“Who got her all fired up?” Rosario covered her lips with a hand and whispered to Kincaid out of the corner of her mouth. She looked back at Hickory. “I knew full well you were protecting Kincaid, Hickory, otherwise I would not have left her alone.”

“That woman could have been anyone,” Hickory growled.

“It was just Elsbeth,” Rosario shrugged. “There is not anyone in the tavern who has not sampled her goods!”

Kincaid almost instinctively ducked as she saw Hickory’s eyes burst into a colourful flame of passion blue. The young woman pounded down the stairs like one possessed, and for a moment Kincaid thought Rosario was going to bolt from the library to escape Hickory’s fearsome threat. Rosario sat rooted on her chair as Hickory stormed over to where she rested.

“Rosario, Kincaid is worth more than a roll in the hayloft with some woman who sells her body in a tavern,” Hickory’s voice rolled like thunder.

“I just….” Rosario blanched at Hickory’s anger. She looked at Kincaid for assistance.

“Do not look so fearful, Rosario.” Kincaid took pity on her. She reached out to tug Hickory away from her menacing stance. “Lover, sit before you burst a blood vessel!”

Rosario’s eyebrows raised as Kincaid’s affectionate tone and words. She looked back and forth between them both. “Have I missed something?” 

Kincaid nodded ruefully. “While you were tossing back the ales and losing the hours in the company of your drink, I was otherwise entertained.” She grinned at Hickory, who gave her a smile in return, but her pale eyes were still sending flames at Rosario. “I finally stopped lying to my heart and told Hickory how I felt. We greeted the dawn together.”

Rosario again spared them both a look. “Did you tell her everything?” She whispered furiously to Kincaid.

“Every last thing,” Kincaid admitted.

“I want to help however I can,” Hickory said, directing this in a calmer manner to Rosario, who was now looking at her with a considering eye.

“It has been proved dangerous to help us,” Rosario muttered darkly.

“So I have been duly warned. But anyone who comes within an inch of Kincaid has to deal with me first, and I think you would rather have my help than my hindrance.” Hickory took hold of Kincaid’s hand in her own. She reached over a hand to Rosario. “I would rather be on your side than be considered a threat. I have my own agenda for the white rose. Let me help us find it.”

“Own agenda?” Rosario hesitated in giving the younger woman her hand.

“She believes it would heal me,” Kincaid said simply, reaching over to grip one of Rosario’s hands tightly in her own.

Rosario looked at her friend’s grasp then looked at the honey-hued hand waiting for her to accept it. Rosario looked at Hickory. “Then do what you can, because I would like my friend to live more years than she has been dealt.” She took Hickory’s hand in her own. “If you can aide us, then I will support you all the way. If Kincaid has given her trust to you, then I see no reason to hold mine back.”

“Will you keep an eye on Kincaid this moment while I go attend to something?” Hickory immediately requested.

Rosario nodded. “Sure.”

“I do not need more than one body guard!” Kincaid sighed, rolling her eyes in defeat.

“You have only one guard of your body, Kincaid!” Hickory whispered in her ear and kissed her sweetly there. “I will be but a short while.” With that she released her grip on both women’s hands with a parting squeeze to each and left the library.

Both Kincaid and Rosario watched her leave then slowly looked back at each other. Rosario kept a tight grip on Kincaid’s hand.

“So friend, what happened last night that you left the tavern in the company of one woman and ended up bedding another?”

“I met my destiny, Rosario. Everything I have been through and witnessed and felt in my heart culminated in my finally letting Hickory in. Wisest move this old Warrior ever made.”

“So,” Rosario tried to hide a sly grin behind a meaty hand. “Did the mattress hold up?”

“Considerably well considering the pounding it received!” Kincaid grinned.

“How about your heart?” Rosario asked seriously, tightening her grip on Kincaid’s hand to show her support.

“Held up even better, but then I have it held in Hickory’s hands for safekeeping. I wager she will take better care of it than I ever did.”



 
Chapter Seventeen 

 
 Early afternoon found Kincaid dipping her quill into her inkpot and scratching out on the parchment the text she was translating.
“Have you found anything more?” Rosario asked from beside her. The Animal Adept was pouring over a map with the aide of her two familiars. Rufus sat on the corner of the map like a rat-shaped parchment weight. Rifkin skittered across the faded leather, rat feet trampling the contours of the drawn Calluna beneath him. Rosario started to roll the map up, chasing Rifkin across the countryside on it and tugging none too gently to displace the larger Rufus.

“Rufus, move!” She growled softly, and the rat elegantly lifted up a butt cheek to let her pull the map out from under him.

“He is master at minimalist movement,” Kincaid commented, reaching over a hand to shoo away Rifkin, who was now peering inquiringly into her inkpot.

“He is just chronically lazy,” Rosario explained.

Kincaid continued her translating, managing through years of practice to shut out the distractions of both people and rats.

“I knew it!” a voice crowed from above them in the bookcased balcony.

Kincaid’s head rose fractionally to see Hickory leaning over the balcony rail brandishing a bound book.

“I knew I had read something somewhere!” Hickory continued, trotting down the steps to take the seat opposite Rosario, seating herself by Kincaid’s free side. She laid the book on the table and patted its cover. “The first book you ever showed me was this one, The Tales Of The Chestnut Warrior. We had just had the giant debate.”

Kincaid nodded, her keen mind already working out what Hickory had realised. She indulged her a little more, enjoying the excitement written on her lover’s expressive face.

“I thought the story was just that, some fable of the Celestial Warriors,” Hickory admitted.

Kincaid tutted at her, shaking her head. “I would not feed you fairy tales, Hickory. I told you it was authentic. Its basis is in truth. It is an actual Journal from the source of the tale. It was believed to have been told to a scribe who wrote of the adventures.”

Hickory gave Kincaid an apologetic shrug. She opened up the book to a page and stabbed at it with her finger. “Here!” She pushed the book toward Kincaid.

Kincaid’s eyes never left Hickory’s animated face. “You have remembered the fact they came across a black flower on their quest,” she said sweetly.

Hickory’s face registered her surprise. “You knew!” Her disappointment at what she had obviously seen as her discovery coloured her tone.

“There is not anything in this library Kincaid does not know by heart,” Rosario informed her, rolling out another map. She picked Rufus up and plopped him back down unceremoniously on a corner to hold the map in place. The rat gave her a disgruntled look then snuggled down to sleep.

Kincaid reached over to run a hand over the open page Hickory had revealed. “The Celestial Warrior and her Princess were part of a band of Warriors who stormed a castle. The castle was surrounded by the remnants of a black rose.” Kincaid recited this for Rosario’s benefit. The older woman raised an eyebrow at her.

“Funny how a ring of roses seems to imbue people with the idea it will protect them from marauders,” she said, smoothing out her new map.

“I do not think that Celestial Warriors would appreciate being termed marauders,” Kincaid admonished her.

Hickory stared down at the book. “The Dark Heart is mentioned here in this book, however briefly,” she marvelled.

“And you remembered it,” Kincaid smiled at her warmly. “Word of mouth to each generation, passing down the truth. Through parent telling the tale to their child, the Dark Heart must be recognised as a threat to all of Calluna.”

Kincaid could see Hickory’s mind ticking over, she tried not to laugh aloud when Hickory suddenly began turning the pages in the book again. “I see the student remembers more than she gave herself credit for,” Kincaid teased and halted Hickory’s search. “The book also mentions the white rose too,” she acknowledged, “in greater detail also.”

Hickory’s hand slapped at the table, startling Rifkin, but barely disturbing a slumbering Rufus. “The Healer Adept in the story used it to heal both the Warrior and the Princess from terrible injuries.”

Kincaid nodded. “A mention of both roses in one Journal. A rarity I have discovered after reading far too many Journals these past few years. But, sadly, that Journal and the tale it tells is long years past. Who knows what has happened since then? The white rose faded into mere myth but somehow the black rose became infamous,” Kincaid paused ruefully, “before it too was silenced by those trying to hide its power.”

“Darkness holds a mighty seductive pull,” Rosario said forebodingly

“But strength and truth also reside in light,” Kincaid replied.

Rosario snorted with humour. “Once a star-led Celestial Warrior, always one! Forever with your eyes set firmly on the skies!” Rosario shook her head ruefully at her old friend.

“You are a fine one to talk!” Kincaid admonished. “You chart out your path by the maps that you constantly pour over.” For emphasis Kincaid waved a hand at the map currently taking up space over half the table.

Rosario tapped the map with a fingernail. “This is not the night sky before me. This is Calluna as we know it. I came across some highly detailed maps from a …,” she paused, looked at Kincaid then looked at Hickory, “friend.”

Kincaid snorted and Hickory echoed the sound.

“You can say ‘informant,’ Rosario. I am a big girl now. I will not blush at the word,” Hickory teased gently.

Rosario tugged at her jerkin, unused to having so much undivided attention directed her way. “These are incredibly detailed readings of pathways and mountain trails. I have never before seen such precision. You would almost believe the animals got together with one of your fantastic giants and together they created this work of art.”

Hickory rose from her and silently moved around the table to peer at the map with Rosario. “It is beautiful,” she agreed after a long moment perusing the map and its artwork. Then she hesitated, looking at Rosario for permission for something. On receiving it, Hickory reached out to scoop up a sprawled Rufus who had oozed across a corner of the map blocking it from view. Hickory held him carefully in both hands, gently petting him while she looked at the area now exposed. Rufus merely sniffed at her, apparently decided she was a friend, and went back to sleep under her stroking.

Rosario pointed to a raised area drawn on the map. “This obviously signifies a mountain. There is a huge significance to it. Look how magnificently it has been drawn.”

Kincaid leaned over and peered at the map. “I found a reference in the Journal of a man on a quest to find the white rose. He speaks of a mountain he was able to enter.”

“You can enter mountains?” Hickory asked innocently.

“Oh, the voice of youth,” Rosario muttered. She flinched as Hickory swatted her on her arm playfully.

“Yes, some mountains are accessible. It was written that he found the exact spot where the rose was growing.”

“How can a rose grow inside a mountain?” Hickory frowned, her eyes not leaving the rendering of the mountain on the map. “They need light and air and soil to flourish.”

“With the power it is said the white rose holds, who knows how true to an ordinary rose it actually is?” Kincaid rubbed at her chin, her mind ruminating. “Something that precious would need a safe place to grow.” She leaned in closer to look at the detailed drawing. “I believe I need to put a mountain in my tapestry, to pictorially point our predecessors in the right direction.”

“Why not just tell them clearly? There’s a black rose that is dangerous and a white rose that heals?” Hickory asked seriously, without guile.

Kincaid touched a hand to her chest where the Dark Heart had wrecked its havoc. “Because those who possess the full knowledge of either rose end up facing the consequences and paying the price.”

“If we split the knowledge up we may be able to divide the power. We have seen all too well what one person with the knowledge of the Dark Heart can do. If more people are aware they can decide what path best to take,” Rosario said. “We cannot afford another Dark Heart Warriors resurgence.”

“But that time is obviously not ours. The wounds are still too fresh from the Great War. Estros is still too deeply involved and in need of investigation. Estros should be trustworthy, blame free, but I for one cannot grant them my faith anymore. We need to equip our Warriors for the years to come.” Kincaid looked at Hickory with sadness in her eyes. “Our time is nearly over, mine especially so.”

“I will not hear you talk like that!” Hickory said angrily. “Not when there is something out there, however fanciful and fantastic, that could save you.”

“That is the point, Hickory. The white rose is somewhere out there; it is not here where I need it. So I will continue my research, continue reading the Journals until I find the one that says where the white rose resides. I have another Journal, the companion to the one that speaks of a man’s quest to find the white rose. I am translating it now. Maybe in there I will find the answers I need.”

Hickory nodded slowly, watching Kincaid with haunted eyes. Kincaid’s heart pained at what she was unintentionally putting Hickory through.

Hickory reached over and put her hand on top of Kincaid’s and squeezed it gently. “I would not change any of my time with you. Do not wish us never to have met or fallen in love. I would rather have this than not have you at all.”

Kincaid stared into pale eyes and saw the truth there. She nodded once in capitulation. She rubbed a hand unconsciously on her leg as a pain began to throb dully through it. For a moment Kincaid felt all the air still around her, and then the attack struck with almost deadly stealth. Kincaid firstly felt her heart begin to pound, the sound deafening her with its sudden and ferocious beat. The tightness in her chest appeared and magnified, cutting off her breathing. Kincaid’s last coherent thought was This is going to be a bad one as the all encompassing pain burst from her chest and shot through every part of her body.

“Kincaid!” Hickory all but screamed as she watched helplessly as her lover was seized by an attack.

Rosario rushed to grab for Kincaid, between herself and Hickory they managed to move Kincaid down to the floor. Rosario pulled off her jerkin and laid it as a pillow under Kincaid’s head as she writhed in pain as the seizures took their hold. Kincaid felt her limbs go heavy, felt the burning ache rush through her blood and gasped for air as she felt her ruined heart try furiously to pump blood round her affected body. She panted, trying desperately to gasp for air but her lungs felt paralysed.

“Herbs, herbs, herbs!” Rosario’s voice heightened with every utterance and she began to reach into Kincaid’s pockets for the packets that she knew Kincaid carried everywhere with her. In her haste, Rosario nearly tipped all the contents out of the packet. Hickory quickly caught the falling folded paper, snatching it from the air.

“Hold her head,” Hickory ordered, watching helplessly as Kincaid’s eyes began to roll in her head and her lips began to turn blue. “Breathe, damn it!” Hickory whimpered at Kincaid and opened the packet up quickly while Rosario gently cradled her best friend’s head.

Kincaid could see darkness crowding in at the corners of her vision, she was in so much pain it no longer seemed to register when the pain got worse. She felt like she was coming out of her own skin and she got a curious sense of peace amid it all.

“No!” Hickory screamed, sensing both feelings that Kincaid was experiencing. She forced the herbs into Kincaid’s mouth roughly. “You are not going anywhere! You have those blasted Journals to translate! You are needed here! I need you! Swallow the herbs! Do you hear me, Kincaid? Swallow the bloody herbs!”

Inside, amid the pain and the agony, Kincaid tried to smile at Hickory’s colourful use of language. She mused it was a highly unorthodox way to get her to take the medicine she needed. She tried to swallow, but her throat was constricted. With dazed eyes she looked at Hickory, apologising for the fact she could not perform that simple task.

“Water!” Hickory rasped at Rosario. “She needs water to wash the things down.”

“She might choke,” Rosario said, instantly laying Kincaid down and fetching a glass and filling it from the flagon on the library table.

“She is suffering enough as it is, I think choking is the least of her worries!” Hickory retorted. She lifted up Kincaid’s head and began smoothing a hand through the unruly silver fringe of hair covering Kincaid’s brow. “Stay with me, Kincaid,” she ordered.

Rosario returned to Hickory’s side and knelt at Kincaid’s head. She gently tipped the glass to Kincaid’s mouth and poured in a tiny amount of water past her lips.

Kincaid desperately tried to swallow the liquid. She feared she would cough the water out and with it the precious herbs. She gathered what strength she had left and forced the water down.

“Good girl!” Hickory praised. The younger woman began to sob when she saw the ironic eyebrow Kincaid managed to raise at her words. “You can chastise me later over calling you a girl! Please, just swallow down all your herbs.”

“I think she needs a second packet,” Rosario fretted, looking at Kincaid’s dazed eyes. “Double the strength, for this attack is like no other I have witnessed before.”

Hickory herself searched Kincaid’s face. “Get them,” she ordered.

Rosario scrambled for another packet from Kincaid’s britches and this time managed to open the paper herself and using the thin parchment they were wrapped in, made a funnel to pour the herbs past Kincaid’s lips. Kincaid coughed weakly, Rosario held up the water glass again to wash the herbs down with and Kincaid swallowed hard. She gasped at the pain from her swallowing, and then her whole body bowed under the shock of a double dose of the healing herbs. She let out a breathy gasp of air from her lungs and arched at the duelling pains as the herbs fought the effects the Dark Heart had wrought. Hickory held onto Kincaid tightly, Rosario knelt beside the younger woman, her own large hands clutching Hickory’s shoulders as they seemed to try and will strength back into Kincaid’s battered body.

After a long time, Kincaid’s body finally lost its rigidity, and she slumped in Hickory’s hold. Her head fell to one side.

Rosario tightened her grip on Hickory’s shoulder, fear making her grip almost painful to the young Warrior.

“Rosario, you can ease the death grip! Her body is trying to heal itself again, I think it is making her sleep so she can recover.” Hickory let out a breath of relief. “That was a bad one.”

Rosario unclenched her fingers from Hickory’s shoulders and rubbed at them in apology. “Yes it was. I have witnessed many of these seizures, and none of them acted that rapidly before.”

“Not dead yet,” Kincaid rasped. “Got things to do still,” she whispered.

Hickory let her tears run down her face unashamedly, and she rocked Kincaid gently in her arms. All three stayed in their positions on the library floor.

“We need to get her to the tower,” Rosario finally broke the hushed whispers of love that Hickory was murmuring into Kincaid’s hair.

Hickory nodded, suddenly self-conscious that Rosario had heard her. 

Rosario touched the younger woman’s face gently. “I am glad she has you. She has needed someone like you in her life for so long a time.” 

“I am here for her always,” Hickory promised, looking first at Rosario and then back down to Kincaid.

“Good,” Kincaid muttered then groaned as she felt Hickory lift her up off the cold floor of the library. “Oh Bright Stars!” She grumbled almost incoherently. “Again with the carrying! I am no toddler to be carried off to bed!”

“Be quiet and let me hold you close.” Hickory placed a tender kiss on Kincaid’s sweat drenched forehead. She stood up with Kincaid securely in her arms.

“Bright Stars, Young Warrior, you are strong!” Rosario marvelled despite herself, her eyes wide in surprise.

“As befits a Protector,” Hickory replied to her. She ducked her head to whisper softly in Kincaid’s ear, “And a romantic lover.”

Kincaid snorted weakly at Hickory’s words then let the warmth off Hickory’s body lull her into the slumber that was dragging her away from consciousness.



 
Chapter Eighteen 

 
 The sunlight streaked through the small window in the tower that lit up Kincaid’s bedchamber. She had watched the same pale autumn light ease its way across the wall of her tower room for two whole weeks. Two weeks spent in the same position in her bed, moving only to use the bathroom and to get some strength back in her weakened legs. Kincaid pulled her arms out from under the sheet covering her and shivered slightly at the chill in the morning air. A warm arm instantly reached out and wrapped over her chest.
“Cold, lover?” Hickory murmured from beside Kincaid, her lean body moving across the bed to cuddle in closer to Kincaid’s side.

“I was but not now,” Kincaid said softly, hugging Hickory’s arm to her breasts. “I feel better today,” she ventured, raising a hopeful eyebrow in Hickory’s sleepy direction.

“The same kind of better you felt a day ago when you brought back up every morsel that passed your lips?” Hickory queried sleepily.

“A different kind of better, like my body is returning back to how it was before the last attack.” She plucked gently at the pale hairs growing on Hickory’s forearm in a distracted manner.

“We can spend the day in the living area, if you desire,” Hickory consented. She sleepily rubbed her face against Kincaid’s shoulder.

“A change of scenery would be most pleasant,” Kincaid agreed with a twinkle in her eyes.

Hickory raised her head to stare at Kincaid. “Most pleasant?” She mimicked. “How very formal for one attired so informally!” She reached under the sheet to tweak at the naked skin of Kincaid’s side.

Kincaid shifted under Hickory’s touch. “You are no more attired than I am, may I remind you?”

“I like how my skin slides against yours when we sleep together, wrapped in each others arms, naked and free.” Hickory’s hand lazily ran a trail across Kincaid’s chest.

“You just do not possess a nightshirt,” Kincaid replied, her eyes closing a little at the feelings Hickory was stirring up with her innocent touches.

“Not one that can be removed with any kind of grace when the urge strikes us! It just became easier to remain unclothed when we are in your bedchamber.”

Kincaid sighed dramatically. “Ah yes, passion. I seem to recall it. It has been so long…,” she let her voice trail off with another feigned sigh of regret. Hickory leaned up on an elbow and leaned her head down to plant her lips firmly on Kincaid’s mouth.

“You, my dear, have been recovering from an attack of the heart that very nearly left me bereft of you. When you are fully rested and back on form, then and only then, will we rekindle our lovemaking.” Hickory tapped a finger on top of Kincaid’s nose. “We cuddle and we kiss; that will have to do for now until you are stronger.”

“I could…,” Kincaid was swiftly cut off before she managed to get her words out.

“I am not being pleasured while you cannot experience joy in return! I do not want a one-sided relationship, Kincaid. If I want to only receive pleasure I could do that quite well on my own!”

Kincaid’s eyes sparkled at Hickory’s haughty words. “Could I watch?” she asked with blatantly false innocence.

Hickory gasped then chuckled. “You are a dark horse, Kincaid. You exude this sweet exterior, so wise and gentle and yet, underneath,” Hickory smoothed a warm palm over Kincaid’s ribs, “you are a Warrior complete with battle lust!”

“You can take the woman out of the Celestial Warriors…,” Kincaid started to recite smugly.

“But you cannot take the Warrior out of the woman!” Hickory finished for her. “I will give honour to the stars above daily for that fact where you are concerned!”

Kincaid laughed silently and relished being held tighter in Hickory’s grasp. They remained wrapped together for a while, savouring the closeness.

“Do you have a Journal you can read?” Hickory finally spoke.

Kincaid started. She had thought the younger woman had fallen back to sleep. “Yes, I am part way through reading the second Journal of Turrenoc. The Founder who travelled the length and breadth of Calluna in search of the healing plant.”

“Then what say we rise and have some breakfast then you and I will do some reading?”

“I like the sound of that.”

“Nothing strenuous,” Hickory added for emphasis, wagging her finger in Kincaid’s direction.

Kincaid sat up in bed and gave Hickory a measured look. “When I am recovered, you will not be able to contain all the energy I will have stored away with all this inactivity!”

Hickory’s face broke out in a wide smile. “I have designs for putting all your renewed energy to good use!” She retorted saucily and slid out of the bed to stretch out her spine like a jungle cat.

Kincaid watched her lover swagger across the room. “I am getting stronger every day!” She muttered darkly, her eyes never leaving the soft honey toned skin sauntering past her.

Hickory looked over her shoulder at an unmoving Kincaid. “I can tell exactly what you are thinking without having to employ my Adeptude!” The younger woman blushed at Kincaid’s scrutiny.

Kincaid just grinned a feral smile and laughed when Hickory’s skin heated up to resemble the precious hue of rose gold.

 
The settee in the tower’s main living area was just big enough to take the sprawled out bodies of the two women seated on it. Kincaid lay lengthways along the seating, her head propped up with a pillow that rested in Hickory’s lap. Hickory sat up properly on the settee, running a lazy hand through Kincaid’s short, silver hair, tracing a deep silver streak through the lighter tones.

“I was not aware Rosario could fashion hair quite so expertly,” Hickory marvelled, her fingers never stilling in her exploration of Kincaid’s recently cut hair.

“She learnt at a Collegium when she was very young. She is the only one I have let near my hair for many years now.” Kincaid continued to read the Journal propped up against her ribs. “If you keep that up, you will have me fast asleep in your lap,” she grumbled good-naturedly at the petting she was receiving.

“I am fascinated by the tones of silver running through your hair. In some places you have very light patches and in others it is darker, almost a charcoal grey. Then you have this shiny silver streak here,” Hickory tickled her fingers over Kincaid’s scalp making the older woman shiver in delight, “like a skunk stripe!”

Kincaid turned around to direct disgruntled eyes at her lover. “Do you mind? I would appreciate more praise and a little less of the stinky animal analogy!”

Hickory giggled against her and continued to stroke at Kincaid’s hair. “If you feel tired, sleep. You need your rest.”

“I will rest when…,” Kincaid’s mouth was covered by Hickory’s palm. She smiled behind the fingers covering her lips. No talk of death, Kincaid thought silently and blinked at Hickory’s silent plea.

“I could be translating,” Kincaid grumbled into Hickory’s hand. The young woman dutifully removed it from Kincaid’s face. “There is very little energy expended in the dipping of a quill into a pot of ink.”

Hickory ran her finger over the edge of Kincaid’s ear. “You still need rest. I do not want you sitting for hours, hunched over the table, working by lantern light. You are to have plenty of sleep and a measured amount of your herbs.” Hickory reeled off Kincaid’s requirements, mindful of the sour look Kincaid was giving her.

“I get so sick of having my life revolve around the taking of ground up plants,” Kincaid uncharacteristically complained.

Hickory’s hand stroked Kincaid’s cheek. “I would rather you have the herbs than suffer the pains when you do not take them accordingly.”

Kincaid sighed. “Why could I not have met you twenty years earlier, Hickory?” She lamented as she nudged her face into Hickory’s palm, seeking the warmth and the softness.

“Because I would have been but a baby, and you would have been too busy preparing to fight in the wars,” Hickory pointed out logically.

Kincaid had to chuckle at her accuracy. “I am so very tired sometimes,” she admitted in a whisper, as if embarrassed to divulge such a statement.

Hickory leaned down to rest her head on top of silver hair. “I know, sweetheart, but you have to keep your Celestial Warrior’s fighting spirit in full flame. I do not want to lose you when I have just found you.”

Kincaid nodded against Hickory’s chest, thankful that her lover had discarded her weaponry and Kincaid was able to rest her head against Hickory’s soft jerkin. She could hear Hickory’s heart beating beneath her ear and for a moment it did much to soothe Kincaid’s fears and dreads. She nuzzled in closer and felt Hickory reach down to wrap her arms about Kincaid’s shoulders.

“The Journal has told me more of the history surrounding the white rose,” Kincaid uttered, comfortable in the warm cocoon of Hickory’s body cradling her own. “Seems the white rose is infinitely more elusive than the Dark Heart. The Dark Heart is rumoured to have grown in numerous places around Calluna, but the white rose was more select. In fact, when this Journal was written, the Founder found out of only one place where it was believed to have grown. Where I am in his narrative, he is journeying to it. A little nameless village, with mountains and endless fields.” Kincaid frowned a little. “I wonder why they never named the village?” 

“Might be explained in the rest of the Journal,” Hickory replied, smiling at Kincaid’s wandering mind.

“He writes that he travelled for years searching for this white rose.”

“I would do the same for you, if I knew where to search,” Hickory announced heartfelt.

“What? And miss out on the cuddling we are doing here right now? I would never let you leave for such a journey!” Kincaid gently and laid down her Journal to hug Hickory’s arms.

“You old charmer, you!” Hickory chuckled against Kincaid’s head. “Did Rosario never think to search Calluna? She is clearly devoted to you.”

“Rosario never felt it entirely safe to leave my side for too long because of the threats I received. They virtually started as soon as I awoke from my initial attack that resulted from the Dark Heart torturing I endured.”

Hickory pulled back from Kincaid and stared at her. “You have had threats for that long?” 

“I have been receiving anonymous parchment for years, lover-mine.” Kincaid shifted in Hickory’s arms to look more into the dumbfounded features that Hickory wore. “Were you under the impression the threats had only just started?”

Hickory nodded silently, her mind apparently racing with thoughts.

Kincaid grinned wryly at her. “Faster and faster the whirlpool does spin; deeper and deeper you are pulled in,” she said, deepening her tone ominously in her rhyme. “Are you beginning to wonder just exactly what my benefactor knows?” she asked Hickory.

“The threats, have they been escalating?” Hickory asked, chewing on her bottom lip and distracting Kincaid’s train of thought.

“A few months before you arrived, yes, they did get more frequent,” Kincaid nodded and reached up to touch Hickory’s abused lip. Hickory jumped slightly as the touch jolted her from her inner musings, and she smiled down at her, kissing Kincaid’s fingers as they brushed at her mouth.

“What is really happening here, Kincaid?” She asked softly.

“I think someone realised how close Rosario and I were getting to finding that which has been kept hidden for too long. They had to have been aware of when Rosario was offered these Journals.” Kincaid tapped at the book lying open on her stomach and its companion Journal beside her on the settee. Kincaid’s eyebrows raised as an idea struck her. “What if,” she paused then shook her head in dismissal at her own thoughts. “No, it is too preposterous to even consider.” 

Hickory reached out to smooth out the frown that marred Kincaid’s forehead. “Tell me.”

Kincaid shook her head at herself. “It will sound crazy.”

“Try me. I am no stranger to the unusual, I have read of giants, after all!”

Kincaid laughed distractedly at Hickory’s superior air. “I was just wondering…, what if we got the offer of the Journals for a reason? Not merely for the fact that we have been scouring the whole length and breadth of Calluna looking for something like these in existence? What if our enemies, and Rosario and I made a few in our time,” Kincaid halted when she saw Hickory’s eyebrows lift up her forehead. “Hey, through no fault of our own! When you are looking into doorways people are trying to keep firmly closed, you gain a few people who would rather see you on the end of their sword than residing at their dinner table!”

Hickory sighed. “You fox!” She shook her head at Kincaid then brushed a hand over the hair on Kincaid’s head. “My silver fox!”

Kincaid smiled and returned to her musings. “What if our enemies became aware that we were still looking, even though I had been warned off physically by the wielding of the Dark Heart upon me. That should have deterred us.” Kincaid rubbed at her chest automatically.

“They became aware and tried to warn you off?” Hickory asked, her own hand coming to cover Kincaid’s where it lay.

“No, they became aware and delivered into our hands exactly what we had been searching for. Maybe they needed it translated as much as I needed to translate it.” Kincaid held up the Journal in her hands. “I have proof here of the healing plant and proof as to the existence of the Dark Heart rose. It is what I have been searching for far too many years. My life was nearly forfeited for finding proof that the Dark Heart existed. Rosario and I have not stopped our searching from the moment I returned to consciousness. We kept the Healer Adepts at bay until I could finally move, and then we fled for Keohane, home of the best-kept library in Calluna, except for Estros. And we felt that would be too much like tempting a lion in its den for us to go there. Rosario has been my contact with the outside world in our search of Calluna for anything pertaining to the black and white roses. When the threats began, she stayed closer by my side, vigilant for both our safeties these past five years. The threat over us has never moved very far away”

Hickory let out a shaky breath; it tickled over Kincaid’s scalp.

“I used to tell her, if I had a child I would name her in honour of a friend so loyal and true.” Kincaid let out a sad breath of laughter. “But the damage the Dark Heart wrought just continued ripping its way through my life. My own life’s tapestry began unravelling, and with it my future got less certain or sure.”

Hickory placed a kiss on Kincaid’s head and held the older woman tighter to her chest. “Let me bear your child.” 

So softly were the words spoken Kincaid barely caught her utterance. She lifted her head and blinked at Hickory disbelieving.

“I beg your pardon?” She asked, slightly stupefied.

“Let me bear our child,” Hickory repeated, her voice stronger and her pale eyes deadly serious.

Kincaid felt her eyebrows rise up her forehead in slow disbelief. And, she had to admit secretly, a strange feeling of joy. “You… you are young, Hickory. You do not want a child with me,” Kincaid stuttered.

Hickory’s face darkened, and she let out an angry puff of sound.

“Just what part of you does not understand that I love you with all I am and always will? I do not give my love freely, Kincaid. You are everything to me, even though we have had but a short time together.”

“And are destined to have an even shorter time together,” Kincaid pointed out unnecessarily.

“Am I but a last roll in the bed sheets for you, Kincaid of Dalor?” 

Kincaid sat up with a start. “No!” She blurted loudly. “I love you with all that I am,” she insisted heatedly. “And you are all too damned aware of that!”

“Then why is the thought of us creating a child together so strange for you to conceive?” Hickory caught her own words and had to let a small grin escape in the seriousness of their situation. “Please pardon the play on words.”

“Not strange, just…,” Kincaid hesitated, her words were frantically tripping over themselves in her head. She grabbed for Hickory’s hands and squeezed them lovingly. “I would love to have you pregnant with my child,” she admitted softly.

Hickory grinned at Kincaid’s words. “I knew it! I knew that you would be a giver!”

Kincaid nodded. “You are a bearer, yes?”

Hickory nodded emphatically, her face creased with smiles. Kincaid sighed, her heart yearning for something she knew, in truth, she should not be even contemplating.

“I would never be blessed with seeing my child grow up,” Kincaid said starkly. She fixed her blue eyes to Hickory’s pale ones. She saw the truth of her words strike Hickory to her core.

“Being left without some part of you will kill me,” Hickory whispered. “Your child would be something of you I could continue to love when I had lost you.” Hickory’s eyes filled up, and she angrily dashed the tears away as they fell. “I will not talk of you dying. I love you, Kincaid. Our baby would be so beautiful, a living, breathing expression of our love.”

For a moment Kincaid let herself imagine their child. “Would she have your colouring, do you think?” 

Hickory shrugged and smiled. “She might, or she may favour you and be a paler skin, with your original dark hair and those cloudy blue eyes.” Her own eyes ran lovingly over Kincaid’s features as she spoke of them.

“I would rather she resembled you. I could think of no one more beautiful for her to grow up like.” Kincaid spoke honestly and saw the light in Hickory’s eyes ignite.

“So?” Hickory asked, nudging Kincaid a little from her reverie.

“So what?” Kincaid hesitated.

“Can we try? Can we make a baby? You need a family line to pass your knowledge on through. Who better than your own daughter? She could pass it to her own children and your bloodline will always carry the truth about the Dark Heart and the miraculous white rose.”

“As blackmail goes, you are poorly inept at it! Proposing we have a baby because I need to keep generations informed as to what Estros is up to is not the most romantic of propositions!” Kincaid sat up properly on the settee then reached to draw Hickory into her arms. “Why would you want a child with a battered old Warrior such as I?”

“Because whether battered or beaten, you never bowed to their blows. You have a strength that will be a wonderful trait for our child to possess.”

“She will be a little hellion like her Mama,” Kincaid said softly, tugging at the unruly honey coloured hair covering Hickory’s head.

“Then Calluna will be hers to do with as she pleases!” Hickory hugged Kincaid to her. “Can you imagine a better way to express our love?”

“I have always wanted children,” Kincaid admitted wistfully.

“I know. I share that desire.” Hickory sat up in Kincaid’s arms. “Let us meld that desire with our more passionate desire for one another. Do you know exactly what we need to do in the making of a baby between two lesbian Adepts?”

Kincaid blushed a shade deeper than her flushed face was already colouring. “I have translated Journals that mention in great detail the practice,” she admitted.

Hickory chortled. “Oh, I do love a woman who knows her research!” She shifted excitedly in Kincaid’s arms. “We cannot attempt this until you are stronger.”

Kincaid hesitated then touched her tongue to her lips. “It is not so much strength that is needed as precision,” she remarked dryly, all too aware of what the procedure entailed and being both anxious and aroused by the idea.

“Did I mention two of my sisters are lesbians?” Hickory asked. Kincaid shook her head dumbly. “They have children with their wives. I was told in great detail what they did or had done to them to prepare me for my role in motherhood.”

Kincaid swallowed hard against the nervous knot in her throat. “You have way too much knowledge for one so young.”

Hickory smiled widely. “And you get too excited about our lovemaking to be one to complain too loudly at the fact we have to make love to make a life.”

Kincaid considered herself duly chastised. “Stop reading my emotions, Adept! Just leave me some dignity in my desire for you!”

“Kincaid, your desire, be it what you show to me or what I feel from you, are the most beautiful expressions I have ever known or felt.” Hickory leaned forward to kiss Kincaid tenderly. “So, care to tell me where these Journals are, so I can whisk them out of the library for us?”

“I know full well where they are,” Kincaid grinned.

“I will have to have a word with Rosario, to ask her sister about furnishing us with what we will require plant wise.” Hickory tapped a finger to her cheek, her mind counting off what she needed to ask for.

“Can we keep the ingredients a secret? I would rather Rosario not be informed as to what we are planning,” Kincaid asked.

“Do you not want her to be aware of our hope?” Hickory asked softly, trying to gauge Kincaid’s reasons.

“No, it is just that she will give me performance anxiety due to her own excitement!” Kincaid laughed. “She can be told after the fact.” Kincaid was quiet for a moment then she raised a serious face to Hickory’s waiting eyes. “Please let Rosario help bring up my child. She would love my daughter as if she were her own. Our child could learn so much from her.”

Hickory nodded. “Rosario will have a very active role in your daughter’s life, Kincaid, I vow to you that. But can we get the task of making sure we can have a baby over with first before you plan her first junior Collegium?” Hickory teased.

“I cannot believe we are going to do this,” Kincaid shook her head at herself.

“It is just love, Kincaid. We are showing each other how much we truly love each other, fulfilling each other’s dreams of family.” She eased out of Kincaid’s arms gently. “I think you need a little exercise.”

“A walk to the library would be a nice little excursion,” Kincaid agreed, knowing full well that Hickory had but one thing on her mind now. “I could check the books there, see if there was something you particularly wanted to research.”

“Sounds like a plan to me!” Hickory reached for Kincaid’s cane. “I enjoy the studying, but I am a practical girl at heart. I much prefer the ‘hands on’ approach to life!” She wiggled her eyebrows at Kincaid.

“We do not have the necessary plant stuff yet!” Kincaid steadied herself on her cane. “We would be just practicing if we tried anything out before the necessary ingredients were gathered.”

“I have heard it said that practice makes perfect.” Hickory placed her hand on Kincaid’s shoulder.

“I am an advocate for the pursuit of perfection,” Kincaid announced blithely, her eyes speaking volumes to Hickory beside her.

Hickory shivered in delight at the look Kincaid bestowed upon her. “Oh, I want our daughter to have your eyes. They are truly the windows of your soul.”

“That is because they so often rest on things of intense beauty,” Kincaid countered and smiled as Hickory’s cheeks darkened in delight.

“If she has but half your charm, Calluna had better beware!” Hickory crowed delightedly.

“If she has but half your intelligence, Estros will be on its knees!” Kincaid answered back smartly then added softly, “I just want her healthy.”

Hickory rubbed consolingly on Kincaid’s back. “Her life’s tapestry will be weaved a whole lot differently than yours, Kincaid. We shall see to that.” She shared a poignant look with her lover and Kincaid nodded.

“That we will,” she agreed, knowing full well that her involvement in her child’s life would be unmercifully short but sweet.



 
Chapter Nineteen 

 
 The library walls shivered with golden patterns from the lanterns flickering as air drifted past them. Kincaid shivered a little. She tugged at her thick jerkin and pulled it a little closer round her neck. Autumn has arrived, Kincaid thought, feeling the chill penetrate her bones. Summer disappeared as if in the blink of an eye. My life is speeding past me and I am powerless to call it to a halt so I can savour it. Kincaid rubbed at her forehead distractedly as she sat reading the Journal before her. The morning had seen students filing in to gather up textbooks and ask her questions they would find answers to so easily, if they would just take the time to read the texts they carried. Kincaid was tiring. The cold draft that permeated the library seemed to find a lodging in her very marrow, and she was frustrated. She had Turrenoc’s second Journal opened before her. She had laid down her quill moments before, her hand cramping from her writing. She kept on reading though, fascinated by what was written in the ancient text. She sat mesmerised by the writing, flexing her hand a little to get the feeling back into her fingers. She stopped suddenly in what she was reading, blinked her eyes tiredly, and then reread the words. She wanted to make sure what she had translated was written before her and not something conjured up in her tired mind.
“Bright stars above,” she whispered, her voice sounding hoarse through under use.

Hickory was seated nearby at the large table. Her head raised at the sound of Kincaid’s gruff voice.

“Everything all right, Kincaid?” She asked softly, watching Kincaid with gentle eyes. At Kincaid’s silence Hickory looked at her more warily, obviously sensing Kincaid’s disquiet.

“Missourose,” Kincaid breathed. She ran her fingers over a piece on the parchment softly in wonderment.

“What?” Hickory questioned, a tiny frown appearing on her features.

“The Missourose.” Kincaid looked up and smiled delightedly at Hickory and whispered, “The white rose, the healing plant, is called the Missourose.”

Hickory stared at her then rose swiftly from her seat, closed the library door shut, and then hastened to Kincaid’s side. “Show me,” she demanded excitedly.

Once assured they were alone and no one would overhear them, Kincaid traced the words with her finger for Hickory to follow along. “It says, ‘The Mountain exposed to me its greatest treasure, buried deep within its majesty as befits a priceless jewel. Nestled away within the mountain was a thunderous waterfall. Layers of the mountain were chiselled away to make up floors and yet the waterfall poured past all this, intent on its journey. At the base of the waterfall, small streams flowed from the main water source, no doubt to flow free of the mountain to nourish the surrounding land. My eyes beheld endless pods littering the ground, a sight I have never seen anywhere in Calluna. Bursting from them, I witnessed the fulfilment of my life’s journey. Not for these roses, the stems and thorns of ground and soil based flowers. The purest white roses, large and with many petals, burst forth from the pods. The rose’s centre was cream coloured, a rich centre releasing an intoxicating perfume. I very gently cut one rose from its short stem attached in the pod. The healing energies pulsed through my veins like a wild fire spreading through dry grasses. The properties were intense and almost overwhelming. I had never felt such healing powers.’” Kincaid skipped over a large piece of the Journals text, explaining, “He goes into great detail here of the powers he felt coming from the plant as he held it between his palms. It is interesting only to a Plant Adept and a Healer Adept who would understand his terminology.” She traced down the page and pointed to a sentence, “Because of the unique nature of its location, I have taken the liberty of naming the white rose myself. I have titled it the Missourose, ‘Pie ces blanca cascadianum’, to denote pieces of white by a waterfall.” Kincaid raised blue eyes to Hickory’s excited face. “The Missourose,” she announced and smiled a curiously sad smile.

“This is what you have been looking for, Kincaid, proof on a page. Why so sombre?” Hickory tipped Kincaid’s face up further with a gentle hand on her chin.

“The Missourose flowers only in the winter, in a very specific time frame, and only in this mountain apparently.”

Hickory’s face fell, realisation sinking in. Kincaid rubbed a hand over her eyes wearily.

“The hope I had just begun to foster has just become impossible beyond my wildest fears. At least when it did not seem real I could fool myself into believing maybe it was true. To read of its existence and then be denied its power because of seasons and location...” Kincaid stopped explaining any further, certain that Hickory got her point.

“Where does this mountain lie?” Hickory asked, staring at the Journal as if it were going to conjure up a map of the Missourose’s location by her sheer will alone.

“The very ends of Calluna, in the mountain ranges of Turrenoc, I am led to believe. It would appear that the nameless village was named after the Founder who travelled there and found the Missourose. I should have thought of that when I first read his name.”

Hickory clutched at the table with shaking hands. “No,” she breathed harshly. “That is months of travelling from here.”

Kincaid reached out to soothe her. “Hickory, the white rose’s healing powers were never going to be in my future anyway.”

“But I had hoped….”

“Hope and reality very rarely fulfil our expectations. I have told you of my fate. Nothing has changed here in the reading of these words.”

“I do not want to lose you,” Hickory gritted out, her eyes filling with angry tears.

“Not any more than I want to be lost to you. The truth is irreversible. The damage I sustained through the Dark Heart’s powers will ultimately bring my demise. But I have found what I was searching for since that fate was handed me. I have proof of the existence of the Missourose. This truth needs to be known, truth told by a Founder no less, so that people can benefit from its obvious healing powers.” Kincaid put her hands around Hickory’s waist and pulled her to her. “Even if I cannot.”

“I cannot help but feel this is a hollow victory, Kincaid,” Hickory spoke, her words muffled in Kincaid’s hair as she clung to the older woman.

“All victories are hollow, Hickory. They mean someone has been defeated so that others can rejoice.” She cuddled in closer to the warmth she could feel from Hickory’s body. “But I bear my defeat stoically, for what I lost in my battles, I have made up beyond measure in the winning of your heart.”

Kincaid felt Hickory’s grip tighten around her shoulders at her words, but still the tears of her lover fell to dampen her silver hair.

 
In the darkness of the tower bedroom, Kincaid lay watching the patterns on the ceiling thrown by the candle burning by the side of the bed. The wax had melted considerably since the candle had been lit. It formed waxy mounds on the small saucer it rested in.

Hickory shifted beside Kincaid, lifting her head from her chest. The golden-haired woman laid her hand over the spot where Kincaid’s heart was beating. “Tell me what it feels like here. It sounds so strange to my ear.”

“It feels like a thousand butterfly wings fluttering, trapped inside the muscle, fighting to get out,” Kincaid explained.

Hickory’s forehead crumpled. “All the time?”

“All the time,” Kincaid acknowledged. “All the time the constant beating of wings as if trying to break free from my chest.” She stilled Hickory’s wandering fingers across her skin and flattened her lover’s palm on her heart. “It is when the elephants chase out the butterflies that my problems start!” She smiled at Hickory’s widened eyes. “They are definitely not as easy to ignore as the usual unusual beating of my heart.”

Hickory was quiet for a long time, her hand just resting on Kincaid’s chest, her head propped up in her other hand. Kincaid knew Hickory was absorbing the disturbing murmuring of its arhythmic thump.

“Rosario should return late tomorrow with the herbs we requested,” Hickory stated.

Kincaid felt her heart hitch in surprise and excitement. She had not been aware that Hickory had already asked for the herbs she required. Her mind had been too busy with the unveiling of the Missourose to pay close attention to the errand Rosario had left to run.

“I felt that!” Hickory whispered aghast. She pressed against Kincaid’s chest a little more. “You skipped a beat!”

Kincaid nodded as if it were of no consequence. “Did you tell her what you were ordering?”

“No, I just gave her the list and mentioned it was ‘women’s’ things. She blushed a bright magenta and then hastened off, rats in tow!”

“You incorrigible tease!” Kincaid chuckled.

“And so, you need to sleep, we have a busy day tomorrow. Once those herbs return, I want to put them into practice. So you might want to get as much rest as you can in this bed, Kincaid. I can guarantee you will not be so fortunate tomorrow evening!”

“Have you done all your research?” Kincaid asked, raising up a little to blow out the candle. Hickory instantly cuddled back into her position in Kincaid’s arms, her head resting on Kincaid’s chest.

“I have indeed. My sisters left out no detail I am pleased to say. Although,” she grimaced against Kincaid’s flesh, “being told exactly what goes on in your siblings’ bed chambers can put you off a little!”

“I missed that particular delight,” Kincaid yawned widely, “but I slept in plenty of barracks, so I heard more than my share of escapades.”

“Did you have escapades, Kincaid?” Hickory asked sleepily.

“Not until you, lover of mine,” Kincaid replied softly.



 
Chapter Twenty 

 
 Pale autumn’s late afternoon light heralded Rosario’s return to the library where she found Kincaid and Hickory waiting for her. The thickset woman handed a curiously excited Hickory a full pouch of herbs and plant stuffs. She gave her a frown as she handed the pouch over, uncertain as to Hickory’s demeanour.
“My sister gave me a long, considering look when I gave her your list,” Rosario said gruffly. “She then asked if the ingredients had anything to do with me personally. When I told her I had no need for ‘women’s things,’ she nearly snorted a lung out her nostrils in laughter at me!” Rosario shot Kincaid a glare, who was sniggering behind her hand. “Would you care to explain to me the reason behind her constant giggling as she set to filling your order?”

“Not at this precise moment in time, no,” Hickory said, opening up the drawstring pouch and peering inside to peruse the tightly packed contents.

Rosario looked at Kincaid who feigned innocence and began squirreling away the packets of her medicine that Hickory doled out to her. She placed them in both her britches pockets and inside the concealed pocket in her thick coat.

Hickory looked decidedly torn between leaving the library and staying at Kincaid’s side. Kincaid tried to hold her humour inside as Hickory rose from her seat then sat down again, only to rise once more. Hickory finally moved to sit close to Kincaid and touch her on the arm.

“Are you going to be much longer?” She asked a tad breathlessly.

Kincaid lifted her head up to rest it on her fist and peruse Hickory lazily.

“Why? Do you have something in mind?” Kincaid bantered cheekily, knowing all too well what Hickory was referring to.

“I have herbs!” Hickory said in a hissed whisper of excitement that tickled Kincaid’s ear as Hickory leaned in close and personal.

“I could bring my translating with me I suppose,” Kincaid commented, enjoying watching Hickory register her teasing and pale eyes flaring in recognition.

“I am firmly of the belief you will have no need for other distractions, if you would care to come with me now!” Hickory emphasised that final word desperately.

Kincaid chuckled. “But Rosario has only just arrived back. I have to tell her of my find in the Journal. It would be deemed very rude if we…”

Hickory’s hands grabbed for Kincaid’s face and kissed her passionately, cutting off all her words with warm and hungry lips. When she finally released Kincaid, the older woman sat back in her chair with a decidedly glassy look in her eyes.

“Rosario, please forgive us for leaving so soon after your return,” Kincaid began, but Rosario just put up a hand and waved her silent.

“Just go find a room for such passionate displays,” she grumbled good-naturedly. “You will startle the rats!”

Hickory gathered up the pouch quickly and hastened round the table. She waited while Kincaid reached for her cane and closed the book that she had been idly reading. It was not a Journal of importance so she left it on the table and rose to limp after Hickory.

“Rosario, we will see you…,” she hesitated and looked at Hickory’s bright face. “Tomorrow morning, my friend?”

Rosario guffawed loudly and shooed them away with both hands. “Go, leave me here alone with just my rats for company. See if I care. I will just set them to chewing through some of your precious volumes!”

Hickory impulsively reached out and hugged Rosario warmly. “Thank you for fetching this for us,” she said and impulsively kissed Rosario on her cheek.

The Animal Adept blushed and shyly blustered at her. “Go on with you now!” 

Kincaid limped past her and laid a hand on her arm. “Thank you,” she said meaningfully, leaving Rosario even more in the dark.

“Oh, to possess the boundless energy of youth!” Rosario called after them as they left the library at as quick a pace as Kincaid could muster. “Or the fortune of Keohane’s resident archivist!”

Kincaid laughed at the pitiful sounding sigh that followed them out of the library. Hickory hefted the pouch with its herbs on her palm. She tossed it gently into the air to catch it solidly back in her hand with a soft audible thump.

“How many herbs do we require?” Kincaid asked looking at the sturdy rotund pouch.

“At least seven different ones to mix together and for us both to swallow.”

“I have to swallow more herbs?” Kincaid made a face at the thought. “Like I do not have to do that enough times already?”

“They will be sweet to the taste, I promise you,” Hickory informed her, starting up the steps at a gallop then returning back to Kincaid’s side before skipping up the steps again.

Kincaid laughed at Hickory’s exuberance. She was like a giddy child.

“My sister said she loved the taste so much she had to remove the remnants from her home for fear she would be birthing babies every year!”

“Mere herbs to be used for something as miraculous as this.” Kincaid shook her head in awe. “Even when I translated the Journals that spoke of lesbian Adepts being able to have children together, it still seemed fantastic.”

Hickory had put her hand on Kincaid’s shoulder as the older woman limped up the stairs. Kincaid suddenly stopped in her tracks, throwing Hickory off her stride. The younger woman stepped back down a few steps to be on an eye level with Kincaid.

“What?” she questioned, curious as to Kincaid’s halting.

“I cannot believe we are about to do what we are going to do!”

“Eloquently put, my dear archivist! We are going to make love, something we have done together countless times with great success!” Hickory’s bright face beamed.

“True, but this time we are aiming for a greater successful outcome! It is very overwhelming!” Kincaid leaned back against the brick of the tower wall.

“You are supposed to faint at the birth, Kincaid, not before the conception itself!” Hickory jested, rubbing a warm hand over Kincaid’s cheek.

Kincaid took a deep breath and nodded. “Nerves, nothing more than nerves,” she reassured the younger woman and limped up the rest of the steps.

“I found special candles for the occasion,” Hickory admitted, seemingly talking about anything to keep Kincaid from thinking too much.

“We are to do this by candlelight? How romantic,” Kincaid said with a wry smile.

“They are aromatic ones,” Hickory added and smiled when Kincaid’s face lit up.

“I like those!” 

“I am aware that you do.” Hickory’s eyes smiled at Kincaid’s obvious relaxing. She paused at the door leading to Kincaid’s tower. “How do you feel?”

“Nervous as hell! But health wise I feel fine. I feel as healthy as I am ever going to feel at this precise moment in time. And, truth be told, I would rather be expending my strength on making a baby with you than translating Journals at this moment!”

“Excellent choice, my dear!” Hickory flung open the door with a flourish after purloining the key from Kincaid’s waistband. “For that I will kiss you from head to toe and lavish you with my love.”

Kincaid chuckled. “I thought I was the one who physically has to lavish?”

“We can lavish each other. I want this baby conceived in happiness, passion and desire.” Hickory opened the door and ushered Kincaid in first.

“And love,” Kincaid added firmly.

“There is always love where we are together, Kincaid.” Hickory closed the door behind them and turned the key in the lock firmly.

 
Kincaid was not sure what had finally woken her from her deep slumber. She tentatively opened her eyes and blinked at the peach coloured light that filled the bedchamber. The morning after had dawned and with it brought the new responsibilities of ones who may have created a life together. Kincaid felt her breath catch as she recalled what she and Hickory had done the previous night. She remembered watching in fascination as Hickory had set to cleansing them both in a ritual that Kincaid had only read about. The candles had been lit to burn brightly around the bedchamber, lighting it almost too bright for eyes to contend with. “The light will dim as the evening wears on,” Hickory had told her, laying a naked Kincaid on the bed. Then, equally naked, she lay herself done upon her lover’s body.

Kincaid looked down at the golden mane that was fanned out across her chest. It rippled and undulated like waves on the sea with each breath Kincaid breathed. She lost herself in the luxuriant heat that poured from Hickory’s flesh, marvelled at the softness of the skin pressed so firmly to her own. She smiled at the weight of Hickory’s breasts pressing on top of her own and recalled the night’s delight of worshipping them. Kincaid let a soft sigh escape as she brought to mind Hickory’s breath taking on a rapid, almost sobbing, quality at Kincaid’s unswerving devotion to her nipples. “I need to be wet,” Hickory had gasped, “but you are in danger of drowning, if you keep that up!” Kincaid had chuckled at her exclamation but continued her ministrations. “I have read the same texts as you, lover,” she explained. “The bearer has to be flowing with lubricants, you need to be very aroused.” She continued her rhythmic suckling at Hickory’s engorged flesh. Hickory bit her lip to hold in a wail. She tried to disengage her flesh from Kincaid’s mouth. “You are next!” Hickory warned with a sensual growl.

Kincaid shivered as her body remembered what her turn had consisted of. Hickory had made sure that both of them were more than prepared for the trading of bodily fluids. A sure and certain touch to a place deep inside Kincaid, readied and prepared by the herbs she had taken, brought forth the fluid that Hickory needed to have taken inside her own flesh. The action brought Kincaid to orgasm, Hickory catching the juices Kincaid expelled and pouring them into Kincaid’s hand once she had regained her bearings. Then Kincaid transferred them to Hickory’s waiting womb where setting off Hickory’s pending rush of ecstasy had drawn the fluid deep inside her. Their lovemaking then followed its usual, less hallowed, path. Neither woman had wanted to stop their touching. The thrill of what they had shared had heightened their senses and aroused them completely. They had greeted the rise of the sun and loved past its ascent into the morning’s sky.

Kincaid was surprised she felt so alert for one who had not slept for so many hours. She could feel her flesh sending out little shock waves of delight through her nerves at her remembrance of their lovemaking.

“Your heart has started to race,” Hickory mumbled against Kincaid’s breast. “What are you thinking about?”

“Last night,” Kincaid whispered back. “Oh, and then this morning’s numerous times!”

A slow, sleepy sensuous smile crawled onto Hickory’s face. Kincaid could feel it moving across her skin.

“You were inspired,” Hickory mumbled.

“I was merely fulfilling what I had studied. There is no point putting in the time to read if you do not follow the instructions to the letter.”

Hickory stretched lazily beside her, her lean body moving along side Kincaid’s sensuously.

“You were truly inspirational in your devotion to following every letter written in such erotic detail!” She nuzzled at Kincaid’s neck, nipping gently at the flesh there.

“I had a lot to live up to, years upon years of Calluna tradition for woman to woman impregnation!”

“You are already inspiring without the added incentive, lover of mine!” Hickory moved up to kiss at Kincaid’s face. She hovered over Kincaid’s lips and then touched her own to them softly. “Good morning.”

“To you also,” Kincaid returned once she had the use of her lips again. She wrapped her arms about Hickory’s waist and held the younger woman to her.

“I never realised making a baby was such an intimate thing,” Hickory said, reaching with her hand to run her fingers through Kincaid’s hair. “I have touched you before, but last night it felt like I was really touching you.”

Kincaid nodded. “I think the herbs magnify the experience. They certainly make certain parts more tender and receptive to touch.”

Hickory laid a hand over Kincaid’s mound. “Are you sore?” 

Kincaid shook her head. “More pleasantly aching. I knew I had a pleasure point in there somewhere. You have found it often enough. But last night, the herbs must have sensitised it because the rush I felt when you touched me made me fear I was going to explode into minute fragments!”

“The Journals said that what we do increases sensitivity to the excitement spot inside a woman.” Hickory cupped her hand gently over Kincaid’s pubic hair. She rubbed softly. “I feel very energised,” Hickory whispered, her fingers slipping inside Kincaid’s warm nether lips.

Kincaid nodded and eased her legs apart a little to grant Hickory entry. “How long do you think it lasts?”

“I do not know.” Hickory ran her fingers through the moisture gathering at Kincaid’s entrance. “Seems a pity to waste it. It is after all a gift from the Celestial Heights.” She eased her way down Kincaid’s body, pausing to kiss and nip at various exposed points.

Kincaid watched her decent with barely open eyes. She groaned when she received the most intimate of kisses.

“If you explode, Kincaid, I promise I will gather up all the pieces and put you back together again!” Hickory said with a devious grin and speared her tongue through Kincaid’s flesh.

Kincaid bucked under her passionate touch, her flesh singing with her desire for this young woman. “I love you,” she groaned loudly and reached down to press Hickory’s face further in where she needed her most.

She felt in Hickory’s tongue and lips her love spoken back through every touch and lick and suckle. Kincaid held onto the mass of hair that framed Hickory’s proud head. She cried out her love again when her lover drove her over the edge in an orgasm that made her witness the stars above. Then she whispered it again in her protector’s embrace as her lover moved back up to hold her close to a heart that beat strongly and clearly in her sweet lover’s breast.



 
Chapter Twenty-one 

 
 The library bookshelves had long since proved to be a haven for Kincaid. Even now, she hid away among the Journals, lost in the history surrounding her. Kincaid ran her hands over the spines of some of the more musty old tomes. She removed a few volumes, discarded others, and mentally sorted out which Journals she required. As she limped between the shelves, she gathered together a small mound of books. The ones she had chosen were not even a fraction of what remained on the bookshelves. Kincaid lifted up her stack with her free arm and balanced herself to counteract the weight of the Journals. She took one last look over the shelves she had just been rearranging, but she was already certain she had what she needed. She padded her way to the balcony as quietly as possible with slow measured steps. Nearing it, she peered down over the ledge and saw only Hickory seated at the table below.
“No one here but you and I, lover,” Hickory’s voice drifted up to Kincaid’s perch.

Kincaid shook her head with a grin. “Am I so easy to read, Kory?” She asked, making her way to the top of the steps.

Hickory looked up at her and bounded gracefully from her chair to trot up the steps. She retrieved the Journals from Kincaid’s hold.

“I could have managed,” Kincaid grumbled.

“I know, but I just wanted to accompany you down the stairs.” Hickory tempered her steps to match Kincaid’s lilting walk. “Why do you need these volumes?” 

Kincaid took a breath before she replied, and Hickory halted immediately in her descent of the steps. The golden-skinned woman stopped Kincaid’s own momentum with an imperious hand, all the time giving her a measured stare. “Are you preparing to lie to me, Kincaid of Dalor?” She asked darkly, her voice low and rumbling.

Kincaid looked absolutely stunned for a moment, she had been about to do exactly what Hickory was accusing her of. She then snorted softly, recognising Hickory’s Talent where she was concerned. “Obviously not now,” she remarked dryly. “Just how attuned are you to me, young Warrior Adept?”

“Enough to recognise your shift in emotions as you prepared yourself to weave some fabrication of the truth to my query.” Hickory shifted the books in her arms with a huffing breath. She focused steely pale eyes at her lover.

Kincaid shook her head. “Amazing,” she muttered.

Hickory shifted her stance. “Yes, my Adeptude is a fascinating phenomena, but I still would appreciate being told why you felt the need to lie to me?”

“Not lie,” Kincaid assured. “Merely be evasive in the truth.” She smiled sweetly at Hickory’s stony face. “I have to have some secrets, Hickory, otherwise how will you find me enthralling company?” Kincaid’s tone was teasing, but Hickory’s face revealed a deeper meaning for her questions.

“I sensed your hesitation.” Hickory lowered hurt eyes. “Is there still some part of you that fails to trust this Estros pawn?”

Kincaid gasped. “Kory, no.” She lifted Hickory’s head up to force her to look Kincaid squarely in the eyes. “I trust you with everything that I am. But I fear for you and what you know. Forgive me, but I feel the need to be your protector too sometimes.”

“And the Journals are a part of this protection?” Hickory asked quietly.

Kincaid nodded.

Hickory regarded her for a quiet moment then nodded in understanding. “All right.” She continued down the steps at her usual pace. “If you feel you have to hide the Journals elsewhere, then do not let me halt you in that purpose.”

Kincaid’s foot hovered in mid-air as she failed to take the next step because of complete surprise. She swayed a little, tightened her grip on the stair rail and then sat down on the steps with a soft thump. She sat there open mouthed at Hickory’s insight.

Hickory looked back at her, tossing her hair over her shoulder and raising a pale eyebrow. “What? You think you have been discreet in your removing of the Journals so that no one would suspect anything? You have, totally. But I am a trained Celestial Warrior in many practices of deception. You have been replacing Journals with other Journals. I have noticed the switching taking place. It took me a few months, but I finally cottoned on to what you were achieving so very well in such a short space of time.” She put down the Journals on the wooden table and reached for Kincaid’s backpack. She began to slide the books inside gently. “I have to give you full credit for your sneakiness. It did take me a while to catch onto your practice.” She closed up the backpack decisively and faced a still stunned Kincaid seated on the steps. “Let this stand as a warning to you, Kincaid of Dalor. Where you are concerned, I know all!” Hickory’s eyes twinkled with barely restrained humour as she took in Kincaid’s shocked features.

“Bright Stars above and beyond!” Kincaid breathed then said a little louder, “Bloody hell!” She cursed out of character. Hickory chuckled at her silently. “You have been aware of what we have been doing all this time?”

Hickory nodded. “I can understand the reasons behind it too. If there are Journals here that carry the proof of things that ones seek to conceal, then the Journals themselves are in danger. It is wise to situate them someplace safer.”

Kincaid nodded weakly. Hickory sauntered to rest at the bottom of the steps. She folded her arms on the end of the railing and rested her chin on her forearms. She favoured Kincaid with bright eyes.

“Have I disturbed you?” She asked softly.

“Not with your Adeptude,” Kincaid assured her. “But you have knowledge again of that which you did not need to be aware of. That disturbs me.”

“Have no fear for me, Kincaid. I am a big girl.” She stood up to her full height and strolled up the steps nonchalantly to stretch out a hand for Kincaid to take. “I can take care of myself.” 

“Of that, I have no doubt. But as your lover, I reserve the right to have some insecurities,” Kincaid grumbled as Hickory helped her stand again. Hickory led Kincaid down the remainder of the steps with a sure and steady hold.

“So where are these Journals secreted once they have left the library?” Hickory asked, sitting herself back down at the table. She leaned back with a delighted smile as Kincaid moved to stand behind her, wrapping her arms about Hickory’s shoulders.

“They become bedtime reading for little rodents,” Kincaid whispered in Hickory’s ear.

Hickory gasped, both at the confession and at the touch of Kincaid’s mouth so close to her sensitive flesh. “You hide them with Rufus and Rifkin?” Hickory hissed back, horrified.

“The Journals secrets are safe in their paws until the time is deemed safe enough to transport the Journals elsewhere for safe keeping,” Kincaid continued. “If anyone tried to go for the Journals, they would be set upon by what can be two very vicious rats. Rosario’s familiars are not pets. They are trained rodents with as much a job to do in this world as you or I.”

“What have you gotten yourself involved in, Kincaid?” Hickory sighed.

Kincaid pressed a kiss to the top of Hickory’s curly-haired head. “The same as everyone, Kory, a fight for life,” she responded simply and re-took her seat at the library table, moving her backpack carefully to the floor beneath her seat for safekeeping.

 
The mist hung low over the lake like a grey, ominous shroud. Kincaid shivered at the sight of it. All the time I have witnessed the low lying fog I have never felt such an air of menace from it, Kincaid thought with a slight grimace. She tried to shake off her feeling of disquiet, knowing that before the day had truly begun, the mist would have evaporated and the lake would be serene once more. She continued to frown though as she watched seven black and white birds fly through the mist to land upon the grass. She studied their curious gait. They hopped more than walked. I do not often get to witness magpies in this area, Kincaid mused, watching them begin to fight among themselves. She let her attention move away from the squabbling birds and rubbed briskly at her arm gripping her cane. Kincaid tried to get some semblance of warmth into her bones. She was suddenly enveloped in a full-bodied hold that spread heat through her immediately. Kincaid sighed, her body reacting to the warmth like ice melting in the rays of the sun. Hickory had wrapped her arms about Kincaid’s waist and had her head resting on Kincaid’s shoulder. Her position lent her body heat to Kincaid. Hickory pressed a sweet kiss to Kincaid’s neck. Kincaid shivered again, but this time not from the cold.

“Good morning, lover.” Hickory’s warm breath tickled at Kincaid’s flesh, and she chuckled in Hickory’s arms.

“You feel wonderful to these tired, cold bones of mine,” Kincaid said, luxuriating in Hickory’s hold.

Hickory tightened her grip and peered over Kincaid’s shoulder to look out the window from the tower. “The lake looks decidedly odd this morning,” she remarked with a frown in her tone. “How thick can mist be over water?”

“I am not taking it as a good sign,” Kincaid muttered.

“You are too tied to signs and portents, my Celestial Warrior,” Hickory teased gently.

“Like you do not follow your own path as laid out in the sky, Hickory of Kandaan?” 

“I do not look at mist over water and see an omen of something despicable coming in our direction.”

“I never said it foreshadowed an apocalypse, Young Warrior!” Kincaid huffed. “I was merely going to make the further comment that maybe winter will be a harsh one this year, judging by the mist.”

“Ooh, I know when you are displeased with me when I get both the age and title thrown at me!” Hickory squeezed Kincaid a little.

“So wise for one so young!” Kincaid grumbled. “You think you know everything about me. I may surprise you yet!”

“I know that you will, Kincaid, every day in all manner of ways. And I will thank my stars that I have you.” Hickory kissed her on her temple.

Kincaid felt her grumbling attitude disappear under Hickory’s sweet words. “The library awaits us, Hickory. We have found the location of one of the Missourose positions on Calluna. Rosario is certain there may be others. There may be further sites mentioned in some of the other Journals, lying in wait upon the library shelves.”

“You do not believe it so, though, do you?” Hickory asked with sudden insight.

Kincaid laughed. “You read me so well without even having to employ your Talent. Should I be wary of your ability to know me so very well?”

“No, you should never be on your guard where I am concerned. My love for you just makes me highly receptive to everything you do.”

“Does it ever overwhelm you?” Kincaid asked, for a moment, suddenly shy. “After all, I know all too well from my side of the love how very much I feel for you.”

Hickory’s smile was almost luminescent. “Never overwhelming. Exciting, comforting, passionate, all those things. As necessary for me to feel as my need for air to breath. But your love is never too much for me to bear. It is a beautiful expression, whether I feel it from you by something you utter, in a touch you bestow on me, or in a feeling I sense from you. What overwhelms me is my response to it. My feelings for you in return are so powerful. They make me rather selfish, for I find I like being alone with you so I can concentrate solely on you in my presence.”

“I could cut down on my hours we spend in the library,” Kincaid conceded thoughtfully. “And we have no need to worry about your studying regime seeing as that fell by the wayside once your true reason for being here was revealed.”

“I am doing my own studying,” Hickory countered, sweetly. She moved around to face Kincaid, never letting go of her older partner.

“I was not on your curriculum!” Kincaid shook her head at her.

“But I have learnt a great deal from you and about you.” Hickory bent her knees slightly to lower herself to be eye to eye with Kincaid. She took advantage of the position and kissed Kincaid longingly. “I learnt I could love wholeheartedly a woman who inspires me in so many ways.”

“I love you too, and the admiration is mutual.” Kincaid reached up with her free hand to curl it around Hickory’s neck and draw her forward for a kiss that held barely restrained desire.

Hickory whimpered as Kincaid drew back from her onslaught. “Can the library not do without you for another day?” She whined sweetly.

Kincaid pulled away from Hickory reluctantly. “We still have much to accomplish, Kory. Least of all trying to work out who in Estros we can actually trust to take our findings to.” She tugged at her lover’s jerkin. “Come, before Rosario comes stomping up the steps to demand we make an appearance.”

“Her rats can keep her company,” Hickory muttered grumpily, a sulky pout forming on her features.

Kincaid turned around in time to catch Hickory’s look. She tapped a finger on Hickory’s bottom lip. “You keep sticking that lip out, sooner or later I may be moved to bite it!”

Hickory’s eyes flashed and she purposely stuck her lip out even further.

“You are irredeemably endearing,” Kincaid sighed, rubbing her thumb over Hickory’s full bottom lip.

“And I am all yours. How did you fall so fortunate?” Hickory asked with a teasing lilt to her tone.

“I have no idea, but I thank whatever stars placed you in my path to shine before me.”

Hickory blinked at Kincaid’s fanciful words. Kincaid just chuckled at her.

“I have rendered you speechless. What a rarity!”

Hickory nudged Kincaid softly in her side. “Hush,” she answered back. “Make the most of it. Let me bask in your sweet praise.” She placed her hand on Kincaid’s shoulder in her familiar resting place in lieu of not always being able to hold Kincaid’s hand as they walked. “Research first, but later, no Journals, no library, no one else,” Hickory warned sweetly.

“Later, we will concentrate on us, I promise,” Kincaid said earnestly. She looked one last time back through the window. “The day does not bode well, if even the mist cannot be bothered to rise from the lake. Indeed a day for us to return to the tower and sit huddled together for warmth.”

“I like your way of thinking, Kincaid. It mirrors so much of my own!”

Kincaid limped away from the window, Hickory in tow. “Come, let us see what mysteries the library holds for us this cold autumnal morning.”



 
Chapter Twenty-two 

 
 Near the bottom steps of the tower stairwell Hickory suddenly ground to a halt. She had been leading Kincaid down, as was her practice, when unexpectedly she stopped so abruptly she caused Kincaid to bump into her from behind. Hickory turned and grabbed at the older woman to keep her steady.
“Did you slip? Are you all right?” Kincaid immediately questioned, instantly checking after Hickory’s well being rather than caring about herself.

“I am fine. My apologies for making you lose your step.” Hickory righted Kincaid onto her feet and kissed her in contrition. “I just felt…the most intense feeling of disquiet I have ever sensed.” She shook herself as if trying to rid herself of the feeling. “I can hardly explain it, other than to say it has left me feeling nauseous and a little light-headed. It was like being hit by a subtle blow. The kind of force so powerful you have not felt the sting of the knife until you feel the blood flow.”

“Thank you for the colourful analogy!” Kincaid smiled and rubbed at Hickory’s pale face. “What do you think it was?”

“I have absolutely no idea. I have never felt anything so intense before.” Hickory was obviously disgusted with herself for not being able to explain what she felt. 

“Was it evil?” Kincaid asked carefully.

Hickory cocked her head in thought. She immediately crowded closer to Kincaid to shield her in the shadows of the tower stairs. “I do not believe so,” she wavered. “But then again, it was such a blast of feeling, so swift then vanishing, I cannot be sure.” She looked deeply into Kincaid’s eyes. “What was it, Kincaid?” She whispered, uncharacteristically lost for an answer.

Kincaid’s heart twisted at the sight of her usually strong protector made inexplicably nervous by the same blast of feeling she herself had experienced. “I do not know what you felt, but I too felt a little dizzy as I touched that last step.” Kincaid admitted this quietly, peering at the stone she stood on as if it revealed the answers they required.

“Something is wrong. You need to return to the tower,” Hickory demanded swiftly.

“Why? Because you nearly fell down the steps and I got a little sick? I think we should relax and continue with our plans. We have no tangible reason to go hide. If we get the feelings again, however, then I will accompany you wherever you wish me to go.”

“Promise?” implored Hickory.

“On my honour,” Kincaid vowed. “Let us get inside the library. We need to see Rosario anyway. Maybe she has heard something, felt something.”

“Can Animal Adepts sense things?” Hickory asked, helping Kincaid down the last few steps and walking with her slowly to the library, her eyes ever vigilant.

“Sometimes, a different kind of sense. Animal instincts.” Kincaid limped after Hickory slowly. “They have served us well in our years together fighting.”

Kincaid handed Hickory the key to the library and watched as Hickory unlocked the heavy door. Hickory pushed it open and stepped in first. As quick as a flash she had removed one of her daggers from its sheath and held it poised.

“Identify yourself, stranger!” Hickory ordered.

Kincaid peered around Hickory’s protective stance and saw a small robed figure seated at the large wooden table. The hood was raised to cover the person’s head, the black robe hid their form from head to toe.

“You have no need for your weapons against me, Hickory of Kandaan. By now you should have recognised my voice, sensed my aura. I am the one who sent you to protect Kincaid. You have proved yourself worthy of that task I see.” The hooded head lifted as if looking at Kincaid.

Hickory took a step closer, her dagger still drawn, her hand poised at the hilt of its twin.

“We met but once, but employ your Talent, Hickory. You know exactly who I am.”

“Then too you hid in shadows and in your robes. Reveal yourself to us,” Hickory ordered.

“This is not a safe place for me to do so,” the figure countered. “There are spies everywhere, I would not be safe.”

“How did you get into a locked library?” Kincaid asked, mildly intrigued and not in the least bit fazed.

“Ways and means,” the robed figure replied.

Kincaid nodded and muttered, “Another one who picked the lock. I need to get stronger security on that door!”

The robed figure stood and reached inside her clothing. Hickory braced herself, but her whole demeanour changed when the figure laid something on the table.

“You left this in my care so that were we to meet again, you would know who I was,” the figure explained.

Hickory leaned forward and picked up a small silver talisman. She held it up so that Kincaid could see it.

“The Phases Of The Moon,” Kincaid said, recognising the medallion. “An old talisman, said to bring fortune to the one carrying it.”

“I return it to you now, Hickory, so that you may have its blessings returned.”

Hickory resheathed her dagger and pocketed her medallion. “Kincaid, this is the Committee member who charged me to protect you,” she announced with certainty.

Kincaid shut the library door quietly behind her. “I could venture to say I am indebted to you, sir or madam, for sending a protector for a mere archivist, who has just been receiving poison quill parchment.”

“There has never been anything mere about you, Kincaid of Dalor,” the figure chuckled. The sound was muffled behind the many folds that covered their face from view. “And no archivist has ever delved into Calluna’s past with as much passion as you have brought to your role here in Keohane. You have travelled the face of Calluna to reside here in this library to pursue your life’s work. We know of you, Kincaid. You are no mere archivist.”

“Yet still you do not reveal yourself?” Kincaid said easily. “I would like to see the face of the one who sent me a protector even when I myself was not aware I needed one.”

“I choose to remain anonymous for my own safety.”

“Surely you envisage yourself safe in the company of a an esteemed member of the Celestial Warriors and a cripple?” Kincaid’s tone remained oddly conversational considering her harsh choice of words. Hickory shot her a look of disquiet.

“Hickory, would you leave us?” the figure ordered silently, their tone low.

“I do not leave Kincaid’s side,” Hickory replied quietly. “You, more than anyone, know my orders.”

“It was not a request, Warrior,” the figure said stonily.

Kincaid took in a deep breath as she watched the power play before her. Something tickled at her nostrils, a strange scent, almost cloying to her senses. Kincaid suddenly straightened as recognition flared then she forced herself to relax. She felt a strange sense of inevitability, a curious peace and resignation all sound off in one beat of her heart. She unobtrusively opened the library door behind her then tapped Hickory on the shoulder. Hickory never broke her silent stare from the figure behind the table, but her attention shifted to Kincaid.

“Leave us, Hickory. I think my benefactor and I have some matters to discuss.”

Hickory cocked her head to look at Kincaid. “I am to protect you at all times, be it in the company of friends or foes.”

“And you have, admirably and with devotion above and beyond the call of your duty. I need you to go find Rosario. Be with her until it is time.”

Hickory’s forehead creased. “Time for what?”

“To come for me, of course,” Kincaid smiled brightly. She made sure that all the love she felt for this young woman poured from her as she looked up into concerned pale eyes. She gestured for Hickory to leave, but caught at her hand as Hickory reluctantly moved. “Know that I love you,” Kincaid whispered, her feelings emblazoned in her eyes.

“As I do you,” Hickory mouthed back. She looked back at the figure and bowed in respect. Then turning back to Kincaid, a tiny frown appeared as she obviously sensed something else.

“Go, Young Warrior. My benefactor and I have much to discuss, I would wager,” Kincaid dismissed her lightly.

Hickory backed out of the library reluctantly, dragging her feet as she struggled to understand what her Talent was telling her. “I will wait on the other side of this door,” she said, her unease obvious.

“No,” Kincaid replied and reached out to touch Hickory’s forearm, pushing her gently away from the library door. “Kory, you must go find Rosario,” she urged. “She needs to be told of what is transpiring here so she does not come barging in. I need you to go to her, be with her, please.”

“Kincaid?” Hickory started to argue, but Kincaid closed the door on her young lover’s face. She locked it decisively with the key she had removed from Hickory’s hand while she had had her attention directed elsewhere.

“Kincaid!” Hickory screamed, realisation obviously hitting her as Kincaid dropped her emotional defences with the locking of the door. Hickory’s terrorised voice was audible from outside the thick library walls. Furious banging could be heard as the young Warrior pounded at the wooden door.

Kincaid made sure to leave the key in the lock to forestall anyone else picking their way inside.

“Persistent, is she not?” the hooded figure commented.

“Yes, she is, honourable too, and one worthy of wearing the Celestial Warrior crest,” Kincaid said, finally turning to face the figure on her own.

“Of course.” The robe moved as the person inside nodded. “You always did lend much credence to your badge of honour.”

“And you still bear the foul stench of the Dark Heart rose.” Kincaid felt her heart begin to pound when she finally spoke her accusation aloud.

The figure chuckled under the robe. Small hands lifted away the hood and Kincaid once again faced the woman who had touched her so torturously on the battlefield at Marnix.

Kincaid studied her, taking in the woman’s slender frame. The woman had a shock of red hair that was fashioned to fall upon her shoulders, and she bore an almost elfin face. That face was currently marred by the twisted sneer that distorted what had probably once been attractive features. Kincaid tried searching her memory again for any ounce of recognition. She came to no better conclusion than she had reached years before.

“Oh, you will not have any memory of my face, Kincaid. We have never met, except on the battlefield. But I know everything there is to know about you.” The woman undid her robe and laid it on the table, then linked her hands behind her back in a Warrior’s stance. “I know you took your duties as a Celestial Warrior very seriously. Though you became reckless as the Great War progressed, and you watched your fellow Warriors perish one by one.”

Kincaid ran her eyes over the all too familiar black uniform the woman wore. The sight of it made Kincaid’s chest ache in recognition. “Honourable men and women killed by dogs led by you,” she growled in reply.

The woman bowed her head slightly in acknowledgment. “Yes, I carry that honour with a fair amount of pride.” She walked around the table to lean back against it nonchalantly. “Do you think she is going to stop pounding on that door any time soon?” she enquired about the furious sounds of Hickory still outside the room.

“I hope so,” Kincaid said simply.

The woman regarded Kincaid with bright green eyes. “I know that you prefer your women to want a home and hearth. How very quaint in an old Warrior’s heart.” She looked deridingly at Kincaid’s battered body. “I wager though your heart has seen better days since our last encounter.”

“You seem to know much about me, yet I know nothing of you. Other than the fact it must have been hard to wash the stain of so much bloodshed from your hands,” Kincaid remarked, leaning heavily on her cane.

“My conscience was always clean. What I did, I did for the good of Calluna.”

Kincaid snorted. The woman narrowed her eyes at her evilly. “Bit by bit, I took away everything that I found was yours. You probably never even realised how deep in your life my influence went. I bedded Seren,” the woman said with a lascivious grin. “She was so very easy to draw away from you. When I found out that you had not died, I inveigled myself back into my previous position in Estros, and the fools furnished me with even more power. Welcomed me back from my war-weary exile at the furthest ends of Calluna, or so they thought. They never realised that the one who had caused them such destruction was now the one seated at their tables doling out aide and compassion.” The woman donned a condescending face. “And then I wormed my way back into your life to see what pressure I could put on that heart of yours to make it pop under the strain.” Her green eyes sparkled maliciously.

“Apt choice of words,” Kincaid commented. “Worm does seem to suit you from what I can see.” She could feel her heart pounding at the uneasiness flowing through her veins at confronting this woman once again and hearing her vicious words.

The woman laughed. “Seren was easily seducible. She preferred the comfort of a youthful body, hale and hearty, not an old lover who could no longer walk or stop having pesky heart seizures.” The woman sneered at Kincaid. “And she never knew, never knew I did those things to you. That because of me, she lost the woman she loved.”

“She never really loved me, so you did not do anything that, sooner or later, someone else would not have come along and done. I am curious though, why choose me?” Kincaid enquired. “Did I slight you in the corridors of Estros? Snub you in some previous life? Why me exactly to play your little torture games out on?”

“You would not cease in your digging around for information concerning the Dark Heart. It was our secret weapon, but you kept unearthing more and more about it only to expose it to Estros. Learned Estros, so blind in their knowledge, so unable to realise that what they were being told would end up being used against them to a devastating effect. In their wisdom, some of the Committee of Founders came to me. They told me of your find, and I was asked to learn more. What they never realised was that I was the keeper of the Dark Heart. I had found its power months before, and I was growing from its strength daily. I did not need to be told of a mysterious rose with fantastic powers. I owned it!” She slipped her hand inside a small holdall behind her on the table, and pulled out a small container. “I had already begun to amass an army, our fame was beginning to take form. When I deemed the time right, I began to take out precious Estros’s Collegiums. Hitting the Celestial Warriors where it hurt them the most. You could have been a part of that triumphant ride; you were invited. I could have seen to it that you experienced great things.”

Kincaid felt the room begin to spin as the woman took off the lid to the small, ornately decorated wooden box and the innocuous scent escaped to fill the room. “Great things come at a price. I believe madness is but one of the tolls paid by the rose you hold.” Kincaid bit back on the nausea rising to her throat.

The red-haired woman ignored Kincaid’s comment. Instead she held up the box to the light shining through the stained glass window above her. “It is flowering again. The ice arrested it for too many years. I have had to wait to retake my mantle. Calluna could have been mine for the taking all those years hence, but now, finally, my time, like the rose, has returned. I can now gather a new army about me, one that does not turn on itself like a pack of dogs in their paranoia.” She picked the rose out of the box and held it aloft for Kincaid. “See how pretty it is, the black petals so shiny? Such power in such a fragile flower, such destruction in one black rose.” She lifted her eyes to look Kincaid directly in her own fear-filled blue. “You have translated the Journals, have you not? You know about the white rose, the light to the darkness? You have the knowledge as to where it lies.”

Kincaid ignored her, unable to do anything but stare at the black rose being twirled in the red-haired woman’s fingers. She noticed that the rose was still in a tightly budded stage of growth. Kincaid wondered if this was why she was not yet rendered to the ground in agony. The younger the plant, the less potent the strength? She wondered, her head still reeling from what power the rose possessed even in its smaller form.

“I want you to tell me where it is. It annoys me.” The woman smiled sweetly. “It can stop me from reaching my objectives.”

“Which are?” Kincaid asked, willing herself to stand her ground. The banging had stopped on the other side of the door, and she knew Hickory had gone. Run far, lover, Kincaid called to her silently, my fight is nearly over. She looked at the rose with a leaden feeling in her body. The Dark Heart was back to claim its glory.

“How does it feel, Kincaid? To have gotten so close to all the answers you have been searching for? So close I am certain you can all but smell the fragrance the white rose is purported to carry. How close…for someone so near to death.” She stuck her arm out with the rose and Kincaid stumbled back. “Nervous, are you not?” the woman snickered. “But then I have long since heard of how you distrust Healer Adepts. I cannot imagine why!” She laughed at Kincaid, twirling the rose in her hand. “You have never allowed another Healer to touch you, have you? Was my touch so memorable you feared another would taint my hand on your chest?” The woman sneered.

Kincaid’s eyes never left the rose. The woman sniggered at her.

“Do you know how close you are to dying now, Warrior?”

“More and more by the second,” Kincaid admitted, painfully aware that this woman aimed to finish what she had begun so many years before.

“You lasted longer than I had reckoned for. You are stronger than I believed. Not even threats to stay away from what you searched for did you heed.”

“You were behind the threats?”

“There are those who fear the rose as much as those who admire it. Neither side wanted you to gain knowledge of the plants Calluna alone house. So, no, I was not behind all the threats, but they still did not deter you, did they?”

“They did the opposite by spurring me on,” Kincaid admitted. “Why send a protector? To protect me from you yourself, perhaps?”

The woman chuckled. “Nothing so romantic. Merely to keep you safe from those who wish to know the whereabouts of the white rose until I could get here myself and rip the truth from your very tongue.” She smiled at Kincaid’s involuntary flinch. “I hated having to wait. The ground took too long to return the Dark Heart to me. I am not having its white counterpart steal my thunder!”

“Who are you?” Kincaid asked. “I am to meet my fate at your hands for the second time in my life. I would appreciate the courtesy of knowing your name.”

“Dandrea, Committee member to Dalor, Founder of the new Estros!”

“What? Would they not promote you to the title in Estros, so you had to forge your own?” When Dandrea bristled, Kincaid realised with a smirk that she was correct. “Poor little girl, did they not teach you that if you break your toys, you can no longer play with them?”

“I will break Estros then fashion it to my own creation. The Dark Heart is growing again. I will all too soon amass another army. Estros will bow to my power, and Dalor will be my seat of reign. The Celestial Warriors have grown again in strength, but they will not have Warriors like you this time around, ones with knowledge of what commands the Dark Hearts. I worked long and hard to keep the truth from escaping. It is truly amazing how many Journals I destroyed. Save for the ones you now have in your possession. You have translated them. Now you will tell me where the white rose is.” She pushed herself away from the table and sauntered slowly to Kincaid. “I know that I broke your heart, Kincaid, but that damnable spirit of yours has just kept you fighting. The war is about to begin again, Warrior,” Green eyes flashed in Kincaid’s face, “and this time you cannot wield a sword, not if you wish to stand up straight also.” She sent a look of derision to Kincaid’s cane. “Your time is over. Calluna will be mine, and you have no one to pass your knowledge to. No babies to carry on your name, no children to tell your fanciful tales to. No descendants to hear an old woman’s ramblings about a magical white rose with special healing powers.” Dandrea’s voice took on a condescending sing-song quality as she moved closer to Kincaid. “I have children, ones that will carry my blood on through the generations. Ones who will use the strength of the Dark Heart to wreak havoc on Calluna. Seren was good for one thing at least! She gave me the heirs that will continue my legacy.” Dandrea grinned evilly at Kincaid. Her breath warm on Kincaid’s cheek as she stepped into Kincaid’s space. “I have my future set, so tell me, where is the white rose?”

Kincaid lashed out swiftly with her cane, cracking it across the wrist that held the Dark Heart rose. Dandrea screamed as she clutched at her hand, the rose forgotten as she grabbed for Kincaid with her uninjured hand.

Kincaid tried to move out of her reach, but Dandrea managed to topple her and pushed Kincaid down to the ground. The cold hard floor smacked breath from Kincaid’s lungs, but she managed to keep a hold of her cane. She slammed it into Dandrea’s sternum as she rushed toward her. Dandrea staggered back, clutching at her chest.

“Still got some fight left in you, eh, Kincaid?” the woman gasped, rubbing at her bruised chest. “I underestimate you once more. You just will not lay down and die.”

“I have found I have too much to live for,” Kincaid answered, trying to get herself back on her feet. She managed to scramble for the table and drag herself up unsteadily, her eyes never leaving Dandrea and where she stood. Pain lanced through Kincaid’s leg, her chest tightened warningly. Her blue eyes showed her pain.

“Hurting, Kincaid?” Dandrea asked solicitously. “I know a Healer who would put you out of your misery!” She bent down, gasping in her own pain, and scooped up the black rose.

“How did Hickory not sense what a bitch you are?” Kincaid asked, manoeuvring to put the table between them as she fought down the pain in her leg.

“She is a highly sensitive Empath,” Dandrea acknowledged. “I was sincere in my wanting to protect you. That is what she sensed. The Dark Heart power I have inside me clouds her to anything else. It is truly a blessing when facing Empaths and their invasive Talent. She just never recognised that my intentions were less than honourable where you are concerned. She sees just a venerable Committee member of Estros who asked her to protect the esteemed Archivist of Keohane. An old and respected Warrior, who was being threatened with her life.” Dandrea pretended to wipe away a falling tear. “How very touching it all was.” She grinned at Kincaid, all solicitude brushed aside. “Who could turn down such an impassioned plea from a benefactor for one so renown? Such an honour to serve and protect.” Dandrea smiled sweetly at Kincaid. “And she never knew I wanted you dead! All that Adeptude blinded by the power the Dark Heart brings.”

“Yes, I have heard tell of its ability to bring madness to those in its control. That is why Hickory could not sense your true desires. You have reached that perfect state of insanity that is almost a purity.”

Dandrea screamed and rushed at the table between them. She banged into it, sending it skidding on the floor. Kincaid stumbled backward, amazed at the strength this woman apparently possessed to be able to move a table of such weight.

“Where is the white rose?” Dandrea bellowed, her face reddening to resemble her hair colouring. She bounded over the table and punched Kincaid in the mouth. Kincaid fell back into the wall below the balcony, stunned by the blow.

“Again with the brute force!” Kincaid spat out a mouthful of blood. “Do you not know of any other way to get your will done?”

“Tell me where the rose is!”

“No,” Kincaid said simply, still wiping at her lip.

“I will kill you!” Dandrea stood toe-to-toe with Kincaid and hissed in her face.

Kincaid nodded slowly. “Yes, you probably will, and yet you will still not know where the rose is. Only I have translated the Journal; only I know of its secret location.”

“You try my patience,” Dandrea growled. “Give me the Journal. I will have it translated by someone else.”

“I do not have it on me,” Kincaid muttered, incredulous that the deranged woman could even think that she would carry such a possession around with her.

Dandrea punched her in the stomach and Kincaid doubled over. The woman reached up and unhooked a lantern from its wall mount.

“How much do you love this library, Kincaid? Do you have the Journal hidden in plain sight?” She bounded up the steps to run between the bookshelves.

Kincaid fumbled in her pocket for her herbs. She drew a small piece of parchment out and was about to take it when a heavy book was thrown to scatter the herbs from her grasp. Kincaid grabbed for her hand as the pain seared through her now broken wrist.

“No cheating!” Dandrea scolded. “No magic pain-reducing herbs for you, Warrior. Not until you tell me where the Journal is.”

“Never,” Kincaid gasped, trying to check the damage to her hand. She flinched at the enraged high-pitched scream that rang above her head, and then she heard it. The sound of glass breaking and the release of flame to parchment. “No!” Kincaid bellowed, stepping away from the wall to limp back to direct her attention up onto the balcony.

“Tell me where the Journal is!” Dandrea said, swinging the broken lantern over the balcony rail and dropping it to land at Kincaid’s feet.

“You are destroying years of work!” Kincaid howled. “The history of Calluna is written on those pages!”

Dandrea laughed. “I will rewrite history, fashion it as I see fit! There will be new Journals, chronicling the rise of the Dark Hearts!” She watched as a bookshelf burst into flame. She edged her way around it and pushed fiercely at the burning wood. The shelf began to topple over and then finally fell into the one standing tall next to it. The flames jumped from one shelf to the other and the Journals burned.

Kincaid staggered back, watching the flames colour the ceiling of the library, bright oranges and reds flashing against the stones. Dandrea picked up a flaming book and tossed it down at Kincaid.

“Where is the white rose?” 

Kincaid stumbled back from the book. She tried to stamp it out, but the flame had too strong a hold on the parchment. She gasped as a pain seized at her chest.

“You will not die before I find out the whereabouts of the white rose!” Dandrea ordered sternly and marched down the steps toward Kincaid. She made her way purposely where Kincaid stood hunched over then checked herself. “Nearly forgot!” She turned around and picked up the rose. “I hate to leave a job only half done.”

The library was in full flame. The Journals burnt fiercely in the balcony, the flames jumping to spread along the top of the balcony railing. It raced down the stair rail setting that alight in a stream of furious red flames. Black smoke began to congregate in the room, starting high up in the ceiling but edging its way down the walls.

“Your precious library seems a fitting place for you to die.” Dandrea looked around, witnessing what she had begun.

The glass in the windows exploded with a huge shattering of coloured panes. Kincaid mourned their loss. With the windows free from their glass, Kincaid could hear the yells of the Warriors in the courtyard when what was happening in the library was recognised by those outside. Black smoke streamed through the broken arches, but not enough to rid the library of the acrid smoke.

Kincaid felt her heart pound as Dandrea brought the rose closer to her. Her head began to ache.

“This is but a bud,” Dandrea explained apologetically, “but its power will be as effective as the full grown flower once it touches your skin.” Her head snapped up at the sound of pounding on the library door. “I believe your protector is back with bigger weapons! I chose well, honourable and tenacious! I will deal with her soon enough.”

Kincaid felt her chest constrict at the fear of Dandrea getting close to Hickory. She could hear the commotion outside the door and instantly recognised Rosario’s voice above the ruckus.

“Stay out!” Kincaid yelled at the door then turned to the slight woman before her. “It ends here. Your reign of power, and my knowledge of pain.” Kincaid used her cane like a staff and smacked at Dandrea’s legs furiously. The woman crumpled to the stone floor, but quickly rose to charge at Kincaid and knock them both flying to the ground. Kincaid kept a hold of her cane and tried to bring it round to crack open Dandrea’s skull. The woman managed to duck in time and miss the blow. She slapped Kincaid across the face. Kincaid felt her heart pound at a fantastic rhythm. Her breathing became trapped in her throat. Dandrea straddled Kincaid’s chest and ripped the rose petals from the stem. Kincaid began to flirt with unconsciousness as the power from the Dark Heart began to wend its way through her even from no direct contact. It was almost as if it called to the damage previously done by its counterpart.

The fire began to lick its way through the beams supporting the library roof. From her supine position on the ground Kincaid could see the beams begin to buckle and bend under the strain of the insidious fire. She watched the roof start to crumble. Her library was being destroyed.

“You would do well to look to your heavens, Warrior,” Dandrea mocked. “What lies amid the stars cannot save you now.” She cupped the rose petals into her hand and slammed them down on Kincaid’s chest.

The pain that tore through Kincaid ripped a terrible scream from her throat, a scream long and prolonged until it died only through the hoarseness of Kincaid’s voice. She could feel, even through her jerkin, the evil power of the Dark Heart rose crippling what tattered remnants of her heart remained. Kincaid blearily watched the roof above her buckle and cave in. She did not even flinch as it fell about her. She did, however, register the hit as a huge piece of roof landed close to where they lay, pinning Kincaid’s already useless leg to the floor. Dandrea looked up and saw what was remaining of the destroyed roof. She hastily scooped up the petals and dragged Kincaid’s head off the stone flooring.

“Tell me where the white rose is before your library kills you itself,” she ordered harshly.

“It is out of your reach,” Kincaid gasped. “The Celestial Warriors are claiming it as we speak.” Her breath grew raspy and faint. “By your actions, you have guaranteed it will always be hidden…and protected by the Celestial Warriors. You may have control over the darkness, …but we will always have the power of the light.” Kincaid gritted her teeth against the pain coursing through her body. “I am but one Warrior, but there are new ones recruited every day to stand against the evil you wish on Calluna.” Kincaid drew in a shaky breath. “The stars guide us. What do the stars say as to your destiny?”

“I am destined for greatness!” Dandrea crowed, watching as Kincaid was wracked with pain. She stood up beside Kincaid to hold aloft her raised fist clutching the rose petals. “I am destined to rule Calluna with the Dark Heart at my command!” Her hair caught the light from the flames surrounding her, for a moment she looked both majestic and formidable. “The white rose be damned!”

Kincaid watched in horror as a final support beam broke away from the ceiling and fell directly toward Dandrea. The woman was knocked to the floor by the heavy wooden beam, its flames rushing over her like hungry wolves. Kincaid heard the unmistakeable sound of bones breaking as Dandrea’s spine was crushed by the beam. Fire licked into her clothing like a starving creature and burnt into her flesh fiercely. Dandrea screamed, struggling to escape, but pinned by the beam and her body’s inability to move. Kincaid tried to budge, but she was unable to. Her heart’s seizure had begun its path through her chest, the pain coursing through her body with as equal a speed as the fire burning at Dandrea’s.

“Help me!” Dandrea shrieked.

“You yourself rendered me incapable of helping you!” Kincaid gasped out ironically. In spite of herself, she tried to shift her body to save the dying woman, but a blast of pain ripped through her and afforded her little more to do except watch in horror. Kincaid’s heart pounded. The roar of her blood deafening her as much as the roar of the fire above them and the pounding of the door behind her being broken in. Kincaid watched in an almost detached horror as Dandrea was burnt alive. Her screams and pleas halted abruptly as the fire consumed the very voice from her throat. Kincaid could not watch any longer, but her eyes fell to Dandrea’s hand that lay curled about the rose petals. The fire spared nothing. The petals crinkled and charred in Dandrea’s dead hand. The smell of the Dark Heart rose to mingle with the smell of burnt flesh as Dandrea was finally defeated.

Kincaid watched the petals reduced to ash before her eyes finally closed, and she felt the cruel power of the Dark Heart once again constrict itself about her heart.

The library door crashed open with the power of an axe breaking through it. Rosario burst in. Kincaid squinted at her through half-closed eyes and the painful sting of smoke. Rosario immediately spotted Kincaid amongst the debris and yelled to Hickory, who had burst into the library behind her. Hickory all but forcibly pushed Rosario aside in her scramble to furiously remove pieces of roof to get at Kincaid herself.

“Hurry, the room is unsafe!” Rosario ordered. Her keen eyes spotted the other body. “Get Kincaid out of here now. I will deal with what remains.”

Hickory was sobbing, her crying loudly audible and uncontrollable. She hoisted Kincaid up into her arms and bolted from the burning library with her precious cargo. She hastened down the corridor before any other Warriors appeared to deal with the commotion created by the fire in the library. With speed, she quickly spirited Kincaid into the small room secreted away under Kincaid’s tower where Hickory had lived unbeknownst to the whole of the Collegium. Inside the sparse little room, furnished only by a small bed and Hickory’s belongings. Two people waited for her agitatedly.

“Help her, please, I beg you!” Hickory’s sobbing grew louder in their presence, placing Kincaid on her bed gently, but not letting go of her hand. She kept touching Kincaid, as if reassuring herself that she had gotten her free from the library inferno.

Kincaid tried to open her eyes to see what was happening. She came face to face with Hickory, only one seemingly fifteen or so years older. Her mind spun at the incongruity her eyes afforded her, but then she looked closer. The eyes were not pale. Green eyes as bright as cut emeralds looked down at her inquiringly. Kincaid blinked in her pain but still managed to stare. Hickory is going to age to be even more beautiful than she already is, she thought with a certain pleasure.

“Sassafras, cut off some of the clothing, it is smouldering!”

Kincaid tried to turn her head to see the owner of the decidedly male voice heard in the small cramped room. He reached out to hold Kincaid’s head in his large hands.

“Are you still with us?” He asked her as Sassafras began cutting at Kincaid’s jerkin.

Kincaid blinked slowly, but was unable to speak, her lucidity waning fast. She stared weakly into lilac eyes that seemed to glow as he looked down at Kincaid.

“She is fading,” Sassafras muttered.

“No!” Hickory yelled. “You have to save her! I love her! This is my Kincaid!”

Kincaid realised dimly that this Sassafras was none other than Hickory’s sister. She wagered that the man had to be one of her brothers also. She managed to look over at Hickory with saddened eyes.

“Hey, sweetheart,” Hickory whispered to her, kissing her on her lips. “You stay with me now. I found a Healer Adept you can trust. She is family, my family, our family.” She emphasised the last two words to encompass Kincaid in her meaning.

Kincaid directed her eyes to Sassafras who was busy gathering items around her and passing some to the man. Hickory saw Kincaid nervously watching the other two’s precise movements as they gathered supplies around them.

“This is my brother Bay. He is a Plant Adept. Sassafras is the Healer in our family. You can trust her, Kincaid, on my honour. They can help you, Healers and Plant Adepts can work miracles together if their Talents are strong.”

Kincaid smiled weakly at her, her eyes closing as another pain, stronger, insidious, tremored through her chest.

“Hickory, you have to stand back.” Sassafras reached out to pull Hickory away, and she gasped, her hand left hovering on Hickory’s shoulder. “Since when have you been pregnant, young lady?” she asked in a mixture of delight and older-sibling censure.

Hickory stared at her and swallowed back a sob. She squeezed Kincaid’s hand. “Did you hear that, Kincaid, a baby!”

“You are telling Mama of this, baby sister. I am not!” Sassafras muttered and disengaged Hickory’s hand from Kincaid’s.

Kincaid heard Hickory’s words and tears leaked slowly from the corners of her eyes. She smiled slightly through the pain ripping through her chest, the agony eclipsed by the joy she was experiencing at the realisation of a daughter, their daughter, a reality, no longer a dream. She turned her head slowly to face Hickory, who sat on the floor beside her, her pale eyes never leaving Kincaid’s face.

“Love you, Kory,” she whispered quietly, gazing at the golden hued face that she loved beyond all else. She smelt a strange fragrance in the room and frowned, suddenly fearful of a new scent so strong in perfume. She watched as what was left of her jerkin was peeled back to reveal her chest. She could no longer feel any embarrassment at being exposed, the pain was too busy clouding her senses. She felt soft hands on her flesh then a rougher set. She blinked with the realisation. First time I have been touched by a man, she thought deliriously. Then her chest was bathed in an intense feeling that transcended pain and arched her back from off the bed she lay on. She returned to the mattress with a soft thump and closed her eyes to the bright light suddenly filling the room. Her heart clenched in her chest, the assault hard and numbing. Kincaid suffered through an assault harder than she had lived through before and realised dimly that no amount of herbs in parchment would save her this time. Her sight dimmed. Even though the room was lit by an eerie pale light, getting brighter by the second, Kincaid’s sight grew darker.

“She is arresting,” Bay said urgently. Sassafras gathered up more white petals from a small sealed box by her side. She placed them under both her hand and Bay’s that lay pressed on Kincaid’s breastbone.

Kincaid gasped silently at the new rush of pain. She could feel her heart beating sluggishly, fighting against this new onslaught. She could hear Hickory crying. Slowly, she tilted her head to try and instinctively comfort her.

“The damage here is extensive. There is new, further, damage too. What did this to her?” Bay asked through clenched teeth. “It is like nothing I have witnessed before.”

“The dark version of the white rose you are wielding,” Hickory admitted.

“I thought that was a myth,” Sassafras remarked, reaching for a paste and smearing it on Kincaid’s chest with precision and haste.

“No, Kincaid is living proof of its deadly touch,” Hickory said mournfully. She stared into the eyes of her lover and mouthed, do not leave me.

Kincaid read Hickory’s lips and tried to reply but was unable. For a moment she felt the force of Hickory’s love reach out and touch her, a brief respite against the agony her body was experiencing. She marvelled at Hickory’s Adeptude, and for a moment she revelled in the tangible touch of love. 

Then the voices around her seemed to be quietening, moving further away. For a brief time, the light grew so bright Kincaid had to finally close her eyes against its searing glare. 

The last thing she saw was the golden face of Hickory, surrounded by a bright halo of light. Kincaid thought she had never looked more beautiful. Like a celestial being, shining with starlight.

“We are losing her,” Bay hissed, his hands pressing harder onto Kincaid’s chest.

Hickory’s low keening wail echoed round the tiny, enclosed room. Kincaid dimly heard it, but she was watching the bright white light in her head change in appearance to become as mist. She could faintly hear Hickory sobbing her name, calling her back, begging her not to leave her. 

Kincaid tried to answer her, but she was hit by a pain so intense that all the colour she was seeing bled away. Instead, grey, chased ever closer by black, was bleeding into Kincaid’s vision. Kincaid could take no more. The last thing she heard was Hickory’s voice calling her name as she slipped away into the darkness and silence that beckoned her away.



 
Chapter Twenty-three 

 
 The funeral pyre burned with a roaring flame. The Celestial Warriors were of the belief that the pyre committed their fallen comrade to the stars. The embers from this fire drifted up into the pre-dawn’s sky. The last of the stars welcomed their believer home.
Rosario held Hickory close in her arms, the younger woman distraught and crying pitifully as she watched the pyre burn. Rosario bit back her own sounds of anguish, but the tears still escaped her eyes. Bay and Sassafras stood behind their sister and her friend, observing the mournful tone the funeral took.

Tudar of Keohane left his position at the head of the pyre and lumbered slowly over to where Hickory and Rosario stood in mourning.

“Rosario, I feel we have all lost a dear friend this day,” he announced, his usual effervescent tone deflated and sorrowful. “In a way, I am glad the library perished too, because it would be nothing without her presence.”

Rosario nodded.

“Did you manage to find out what had caused the fire?” He asked, obviously knowing that Rosario had checked the library over alone, and more than aware that the older woman had stopped anyone from entering the ruined room until she deemed it safe. He himself had been forcefully excluded from the scene at Rosario’s strictest orders.

“A leaky lantern, I am guessing,” Rosario replied. “I fear though that Kincaid must have suffered one of her heart attacks and mercifully expired before the library was engulfed.” She held onto Hickory tighter as she began crying in earnest. Rosario looked at Tudar’s round features over Hickory’s head nestled in her shoulder. “You will forgive us if we do not wait for the rest of the ceremony to go ahead? I want to leave this place immediately. The memories are too fresh.”

“I understand completely.” Tudar looked over to Bay and Sassafras. “Your sister has been an incredible asset here, I am only sorry your visit to see her turned out so tragically.”

“We are taking her home with us,” Bay said, bowing his golden head at the man. “We will tend to her grief among family.”

Tudar nodded, his head bobbing up and down comically, obviously nervous around Hickory’s tall brother. Bay dwarfed Tudar in comparison, a majestic lion-like man next to one consisting chiefly of excess. “We thought you might like this,” Tudar said softly to Hickory, his discomfort at her emotions obvious.

The younger woman gently disengaged herself from Rosario to see what Tudar held out to her in his meaty hands. It was Kincaid’s pennant that had flown from the rafters in the great dining hall.

“I will treasure it,” Hickory sniffed and clasped at his arm in gratitude. “Thank you for having me here.”

“You will always be welcome in Keohane. You brought a smile to our treasured Archivist’s face. You have a place here in our hearts,” Tudar blustered shyly, still mindful at her brother’s looming presence to be overly familiar.

Hickory’s lower lip began to tremble again at Tudar’s sincere words. Rosario nudged her.

“Come, the wagon is loaded. It is time for us to leave.” Rosario led Hickory away by the arm toward where a large wagon stood with two horses waiting to pull it.

Sassafras and Bay both hugged their sister and went to their own wagon, as they were to lead the way for Hickory to be taken back home.

Rosario helped Hickory up onto the front seat of the wagon and tucked in a blanket round her waist. “We cannot have you catching cold, not in your condition,” she muttered gruffly. She jumped back off the wagon, checked one last time that everything was secure on board, and then rejoined Hickory. She picked up the reigns and clicked the horses forward.

“Autumn has arrived with a vengeance, Rosario,” Hickory said, tucking the blanket more firmly around her knees.

“Funny season, autumn. Blinds you with the colours of the leaves on the trees then ushers in winter when you are least expecting it.”

Hickory laughed softly. “I have never quite looked at it that way before.”

“The weather will hold for now. I will get you home safely.”

“I know you will,” Hickory replied softly. She looked over her shoulder at the still burning funeral pyre as they left the Collegium courtyard. “I find I am going to miss this place. I have many happy memories here.” Hickory looked up to where Kincaid’s tower stood silently. “Especially there.”

Rosario sighed. “Best to leave now; Let the Collegium lick its wounds and start to heal again.”

“Do you think they will rebuild the library eventually?”

“Maybe, but the books are long gone. Lost forever to those who reside there.”

Hickory spared Rosario a look. “Good fortune for us we know that the originals and their translations are safe elsewhere, is it not?”

Rosario chuckled softly. “That it is.” She let out a sigh as she left the Collegium’s walls. “The funeral was a majestic sight,” she mused. “I did not expect them to build a pyre so high. It burnt all night and still this morning it greeted the dawn.”

“One of the Committee members said it was because she was so well respected, both as a Warrior and an Archivist. I do not think Kincaid ever realised just how much she was looked up to.” Hickory wiped the stains of tears from her face with her hand.

“Not bad for an old Warrior, her standard flying, and her accomplishments read out while they played the pipes in her honour,” Rosario agreed.

“Brought a tear even to my eye, I must admit!” A quiet voice spoke from amid the belongings in the back of the wagon.

Hickory turned around in her seat to lift the covering from Kincaid’s face. “Good morning to you, sweetheart,” Hickory said tenderly, her eyes filling again but this time spilling happy tears.

Kincaid smiled up at her. “Good morning, lover mine.” She shifted a little on the makeshift bed, totally hidden from sight amid all her belongings from the tower and Rosario’s meagre pieces of armour and clothing. Kincaid managed to turn slightly so she could see Hickory better. “I thank you for placing the wagon close enough for me to witness my own funeral through the slats of wood. I derived great comfort knowing that my endeavours were being extolled while Dandrea’s body was the one in fact being burned. For the second time, might I add.”

“It is just good fortune that she was so badly burned before she was removed from the library. No one bothered to look closely to notice the red hair charred to her skull,” Rosario muttered, looking over her shoulder and grinning at her best friend.

Hickory placed a hand to her mouth. “Please, no talk of charring before breakfast, I am liable to get a touch queasy.”

Kincaid reached up to hold Hickory’s other hand. She leaned up to place her lips on the fingers she held. “Our daughter will be making her existence known soon enough.” She smiled lovingly at Hickory then raised her eyebrows at Rosario. “Did you have to leave your familiars in here with me?” She pulled back her blanket to reveal two slumbering rats curled up on her chest.

“They love you,” Rosario replied. “Besides,” her sly grin grew, “you had better get used to something small cuddling into you, Mama!” She shook her head at Hickory. “Now I know what you pair were planning. No wonder my sister gave me such strange looks! You were ordering baby making herbs!”

“How is your sister taking the news?” Kincaid asked of Hickory. She was aware that she had been mercifully out of most of what had transpired about her. Upon finally awaking in Hickory’s hidden room, Kincaid had been told that she had been miraculously healed by Hickory’s siblings and the fabled Missourose. The Missourose of Kandaan was a powerful tool Sassafras and Bay used upon occasion in their healing arts. Bay’s knowledge of plants had alerted him to the astounding healing properties of the mystical white rose many years ago. They had cultivated specimens of the rose from a pod and kept it in a special storage box for transport. The Missourose of Kandaan followed a different flowering period than the one in Turrenoc, blooming in late summer. Only recently had knowledge of this miraculous plant come to light in the community at large. Sassafras and Bay were the only ones with Adeptudes deemed knowledgeable and experienced enough to use its powerful gifts. 

Hickory’s missive to her family had yielded more than she could have imagined. Sassafras and Bay had left their homeland immediately to journey to their sister’s side, bringing with them the one plant Hickory had asked them to look for. She had not known that they already knew of the powers the white rose held and had it in their possession. Its presence and use to aid in Kincaid’s healing had proved to be timely. The Dark Heart and Dandrea’s purpose had been ultimately realised. Kincaid had died from the destructive forces of the Dark Heart rose. But once Kincaid had been released from its dark power, the Missourose had then been used to heal her. It not only brought her back to life, but also set about repairing the damage wrought by the evil black rose. Sassafras and Bay had worked on her extensively, using their superior Adeptudes to correct all that had been damaged inside Kincaid’s flesh. 

Sassafras using her Healing Talent and Bay manipulating the power of the Missourose had been powerful enough to save her. Kincaid’s heart had been restored to its original strength. Kincaid had been surprised to be told that meant she had been given back the years she had lost. She was truly younger at heart from that moment in time. While Kincaid had been unconscious through her healing, Hickory’s siblings had taken the time to repair all that had been damaged, including her fractured left wrist and her ruined right leg. Kincaid was to be blessed with the chance to run with her daughter after all. The Missourose’s power had proved to bring healing and life where the Dark Heart had promised only death. It truly brought the light to banish the darkness. It had returned the light to Kincaid’s path. Kincaid was more than aware she owed her life to Hickory calling for her siblings to come to Keohane to help heal Kincaid. The fact that they knew all too well of the fabled Missourose and its uses had been the miracle both Kincaid and Hickory had prayed for.

While the healing had been undergoing, Rosario had been taking care of what had transpired in the library. Kincaid’s healing had taken hours. Rosario had stopped anyone from going anywhere near the smouldering library, thus keeping people away from the small room under the tower stairs also. Once she had been informed that Kincaid was alive and would continue to be so after the Talents had been used on her, Rosario weaved the elaborate plan to have Kincaid ‘die’ in the blaze. Shock rang through the Collegium, a body was removed and prepared for a Warrior’s farewell. The threat Kincaid posed had been removed with the charred remains of the body in the library. The written store of knowledge had gone up in smoke, the library was in ruins, and its archivist had perished. Unbeknownst to anyone, until history told the tale, the mastermind behind the Dark Hearts’ resurgence had also perished in the flames and with it the impending war that would have fractured Calluna’s fragile peace.

Kincaid’s funeral was a sombre ceremony that Hickory and Rosario had to suffer for the sake of the charade. Given the rawness of their nerves and the knowledge that Kincaid had nearly died in that final showdown had made it too easy for them to show their grief at the mere mention of her loss. They had mourned with the rest of the Collegium, mourned what all too easily might have been reality for them both.

Kincaid’s weary eyes were saddened to see the pale eyes of her lover bloodshot from her constant crying. Her mended heart, beating once again a steady rhythm, was lightened though by the smile Hickory was bestowing on her at her question.

“Sassafras is horrified I am with child and not yet married to the scoundrel who got me into this condition!” Hickory beamed over at Kincaid.

“We will plan a joining before your whole family the minute I am allowed to stand on my own two feet,” Kincaid promised. “That is, if you will still have me after all I’ve put you through.”

Hickory looked skyward for a moment, her lower lip caught by her teeth as she considered Kincaid’s question. “Well, you are the mother of my unborn child, not to mention the woman I love beyond all else. So yes, Kincaid, I will marry you!”

Rosario chuckled at them both. “Are there any more like you at home, Hickory?” She asked intrigued.

“Oh yes, plenty! I have a cousin, a little older than me, that might catch your eye!” Hickory teased.

“The sooner we are in Kandaan, the better!” Rosario said gleefully. She welcomed the rats that had woken and now scampered up to perch upon her shoulders and greet her lovingly.

Hickory held onto Kincaid’s hand tightly. “So what now? We have proof of the Dark Heart and proof of the Missourose. What do we do next?”

“We tell our tale to those we know and warn others of the fate still hanging over us. Dandrea was but one of many. She was the Leader, but she claimed to have offspring who will no doubt step forward to take her place. We need to stop that from happening. Rosario has people she can speak to. We will see what can be salvaged of Estros, if they believe our story this time around. They may not. Dandrea’s cancerous form of leadership may have spread deeper into the system than we could imagine. But we have to inform people so the Dark Heart can be found and destroyed.”

“And what will you do now?” Hickory queried gently.

“I will continue to fight, but from a different position. I aim to remain firmly in the background of whatever we propose to do next. After all, I died in the library. I can no longer be considered a threat by those who threatened me. Living in Kandaan effectively removes me further from their influences too. But a great deal can be done from a distance. I will bide my time. Besides, I will have a wife to look after and a child to rear. My priorities have changed with my second chance at life. Calluna will have to learn to fend for itself. I wasted a good many years trying to save it. I have proved my point with all I sought. I want my time now to be spent with the ones I love, in peace. I believe I have earned that. I have a tapestry I would like to finish, and we have many new threads to add to its cloth.”

“Hear, hear!” Rosario agreed. She steered the wagon along the path that led to the lake. The mist hung heavily over the water again.

Hickory turned around and saw the mist, she lifted up a part of the covering so that Kincaid could witness it first hand too.

“Ready to take the step into a new life, Kincaid? You have already died once for a cause in your life and returned to fight again. Are you ready to take on the new challenges you have to face?” Hickory asked, her pale eyes shining as she watched Kincaid take in the surroundings she always saw from her tower window.

“Take us into the mist, Rosario,” Kincaid ordered, “for I have no fear of what I may find on the other side of it. For now I have Hickory by my side and a future promised.” Kincaid looked away from the mist and raised blue eyes to pale ones. “Our daughter will know everything we have suffered through and learnt from. She will be strong and weave a tapestry of life all of her own.”

“Our threads are now woven together, Kincaid,” Hickory said as she squeezed her lover’s fingers tightly.

“And her thread will be woven in among ours, for three threads entwined are stronger than two.” Kincaid tightened her own grip on Hickory’s hand.

“The mist is heavy today,” Hickory said with a shiver.

“Then there is sure to be sunlight on the other side, for I have found that where there is darkness, there is always light to show you your way.”

Rosario steered the wagon through the mist.

Hickory leaned back over the back of the seat to whisper down at Kincaid. “Did I tell you Sassafras believes I may be carrying twins?”

Kincaid’s eyes widened dramatically at the news. She clutched a hand at her chest. Hickory jumped at her gesture.

“Are you all right?” She instantly panicked.

Kincaid grinned at her rakishly. “I think my heart skipped the best beat of all, one of total joy.”

“We might need a bigger tapestry!” Hickory teased sweetly.

“I can always find a bigger canvas to weave a lifetime of happiness with you on,” Kincaid promised.

“Twins, eh?” Rosario snorted softly. “Let it be known that there is still life in the old Warrior yet!”

The mist gathered around the wagon and seemed to swallow them. When it finally lifted later that hour, there was no trace of either wagon heading south. They had long since passed through to journey to faraway lands, where the sun indeed shone longer to light every person’s path.

 
The End.
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